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PREFACE

	 

	M


	y granddaughter Emma sees me writing a lot. I write in my home studio where she likes to come and bang on my Yamaha keyboard or strum one of my guitars when she visits. Sometimes she comes and asks about the story I am working on and offers advice. On this particular occasion, she decided that she would like us to write a story together. She supplied the title, the names of some of the characters, and the main plot. She also insisted that she needs to type the story. Of course, I let her. It took her a while but I explained to her how word points out errors and she was thrilled.  She managed to type the first two chapters before her mom showed up and she had to leave. On two other occasions, we discussed the story, but I have to admit that I couldn’t just leave it alone. We’re on a tight schedule. She is going to Florida for the summer, so I filled in a lot of the gaps. I am not sure that I can finish it before she leaves, but I will certainly have it ready and printed before her next school year starts. Perhaps she can show it to her teachers.

	N. Pojk

	P.S. Emma is going to be nine this year, but we wrote some of these when she was seven.

	-%-

	
 

	
THE LOST LITTLE BOY

	Max Gets Lost.

	Max was a seven-year-old boy.  He was the youngest child in a very large family. He had ten brothers and six sisters. Because he was the baby, his mom pampered him and paid more attention to him than to his other siblings. His mom would drive him to school every morning on her way to work. 

	[image: PS232]

	The older sisters and brothers took turns walking him home when the school day ended. Most of them thought that he was a very cute little boy and they loved him and spoiled him. Juliana was very jealous of that. Even though she was thirteen and this was her last year in the same school, she hated walking Max home. That is why she hated Tuesdays – that was the day when it was her turn to walk him home.

	On this Tuesday, two of her friends were walking with them. Max was listening to them talk and they said silly things like:

	“Girls rule and boys drool”.

	He didn’t know what that meant, but Juliana and her friends were walking faster and faster and he was falling behind.

	“Wait for me”, he cried out loud.

	[image: red light]

	The girls were talking louder and they did not hear him. Maybe they did hear Max but they pretended that they didn’t. After some more time, they turned a corner and by the time Max got to the corner, he couldn’t see them anymore. He turned the corner anyway and he walked to the next intersection. When he got there he couldn’t remember which way to turn. He remembered a song that his grandpa used to sing to him. It had a line that went:

	“You can’t go wrong if you just go right”.

	That is why he turned right. He walked straight until he got to a traffic light. The light was red so he stopped walking. He didn’t remember any traffic lights. That was when he realized that he was lost.  

	-%-

	Max Realizes that He Is Not Lost.

	Max decided that he will turn right once again. He walked on and after only a short while, he got to another traffic light. This one was red as well, so he stopped and looked around. Right across the street, was the parking lot where his mom would sometimes park when she went shopping, or when she picked him up from school. Sometimes she would buy him a slice of pizza from the La Villa pizza place. Also across the street but on the other corner, was his school. Grandpa's song about going right was right after all. He was not lost now that he knew where he was. 

	[image: Lindenwood-shopping-center-2]

	The sky had been clouded when he got out of school and now some naughty cloud started to drop water on him. It was not a very hard rain and he did not mind it. After all, he was wearing his favorite baseball jacket. That will protect him. Besides, he had heard two parents talking

	about that earlier. One of them was complaining about the clouds and the other said not to worry because the sun will come back soon.

	"How do you know that?" asked the other one.

	"The sun always comes out on Tuesday, because that is the day when God had created it".

	Max's grandma always spoke to him about God and one time he had heard his mom ask her to stop filling his head with that nonsense. Later that day, Max had asked his mom about God. 

	"Many people believe in God", she told him "and many other people believe in a lot of Gods. I do not believe in God".

	"But mom, is grandma wrong?" asked Max.

	"I do not know for sure", said his mom "but I do not think that it is important. If God will want to come and say hi someday I will invite him or her in and we could have a cup of tea".

	"But grandma says that it is very important to believe in God".

	"Very far away, there is a country called New Zealand. I have not been there, but I have seen it in the movies. You have seen it too. Anyway, I do not even know if New Zealand has a king, a queen, or a president. I do not have to believe in him or her. I feel the same about God. I think grandma needs to let you grow up and make up your mind about it".

	"Which movie was made in New Zealand?" asked Max.

	"The Lord of the Rings and the Hobbit, for example".

	The light had changed to green in the meantime and a nice lady offered to help him cross the street. He took her hand and they crossed together. They went under the wide ledge to escape the rain. 
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	"Are you lost little boy?" asked the lady.

	"No ma'am, my school is just across the street. Thank you", he added politely while walking into the drugstore.

	All of that walking had gotten him thirsty so he bought a bottle of water. He always saved a little of his lunch money for emergencies.

	He went and sat on a bench to drink his water and think about what he should do next. New Zealand and the Hobbit and God kept popping into his thoughts and some other things that his mom had said. He had once seen a painting of God pointing his finger at someone. In that one, God was an old man with a long white beard.

	[image: sistine God]

	But his mom said that maybe God was a she. So he decided that God could be a hobbit girl who was in charge of New Zealand. He then thought that he couldn't be lost if he knew where he was. He also remembered that his address and his mom's phone number were written inside his notebook. He still did not know the way home, but he could ask somebody to call his mom. A police officer in a little car stopped right in front of him by the curb. He could ask him. Max thought it would be more fun to teach Juliana a lesson. He put his water bottle into the water pocket in his backpack and stood up. 

	Just then, the rain stopped and the sun came out. He got up, put on his backpack, and started walking again. When he got to the end of the shopping center, he turned left. At the next corner, he looked both ways and crossed the street. He kept walking and came to the end of the neighborhood. There was a street and on the other side ran a very big highway. There was a fence along the highway to keep people and animals from running across it and having an accident.

	 

	-%-

	Max Has an Adventure.

	Max decided to turn left once again. He walked for a little while and he reached a place where the street was going downhill so he decided to turn to the right instead of going downhill. After a short while, he came to a very big highway. There was a traffic light so he decided that crossing over would be a great adventure. He waited until the light said walk and he started walking with all the other people. It felt like he was walking for a very long time before he reached the other side. On the other side, there were a lot of stores so he walked around trying to read their signs.

	He still had four dollars in his pocket so he thought that he might find a little toy or something. The stores had signs like Auto Zone, Pet Supplies, and ABC. There was a Sprint Store, a Linden Depot, a Danice, and a furniture store with a long name. He walked on for a little longer until a car beeped its horn at him. He moved to the side quickly and he saw that he was in a parking lot. Not a smart place to walk around in so he found a sidewalk. Walking on the sidewalk for a little while, he came to a store that was called Dollar Tree.  
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	That was a very good name because he could easily afford to buy a thing for a dollar – maybe even two things. He walked into the store and looked around until he found a little game that had a board with holes, two pegs, and a pair of dice. It was a basketball game. His brother Gabriel loved basketball, so he took it to the cash register. There was a girl at the register and she rang up the toy and told him that it was one dollar and eight cents. He asked her why the price said one dollar, but she wanted one dollar and eight cents. She explained that in New York State you have to pay something called sales tax and that was why it cost more than the sticker on the toy said. He thought that it sounded strange and he hoped that she did not charge him more just because he was a little boy and she was trying to cheat him. He did have a dime in his pocket so he gave it to her in addition to the dollar; she gave him back two cents. He was going to ask his mom about that tax thing. 

	[image: mozaik-cafe-1]

	Max put the toy into his backpack and walked out of the Dollar Tree store. A little bit further he could see some people sitting outside under some big umbrellas so he went that way and he found a little store that sold snacks and drinks. He went in and he bought a bottle of Snapple ice tea. Gabriel always bought Arizona because it was 50 cents cheaper, but his mom had told him that Snapple was a lot better because it did not have any high fructose corn syrup or any other artificial ingredients. Max was not sure why high fructose corn syrup was worse than sugar, but he thought that his mom was very smart, so he always listened to her. He went outside and sat down in the shade of one of the umbrellas sipping his Snapple. It was so nice, he felt just like an adult.

	-%-

	


Operation: Find Max – Part One

	Juliana reached their home and turning around she could not see Max.

	“Did any of you see which way Max went?” she asked her friends.

	“He was just behind us,” answered Marianna.

	“Yeah,” added Rosie “he’s probably just walking slowly. If we walk to the corner, we will see him.”

	They walked to the corner of 78th street and 151st Avenue, but they could not see him.

	“Oh my God, mom is going to kill me,” said Juliana.

	“Maybe you should call her,” said Rosie.

	“Or call the police,” added Marianna.

	“No, no, no” replied Juliana “first the two of you will help me find him.”

	“OK,” replied the two girls together “what should we do?”

	“We’ll split up. Marianna, you will walk up on 151st Avenue until you get to the traffic light. Rosie, you will walk up 153 Avenue and meet Marianna by the traffic light. I will walk up 155th Avenue and meet the two of you by the same light. If we find him we’ll just go back home, otherwise, we can walk out to South Conduit Avenue and then walk on Crossbay Boulevard to Shore Parkway. We can walk down to 156th Avenue where we will split again. Hopefully, we will find him before that”.

	That is what they did. They split up and twenty minutes later they met by the traffic light. None of them had spotted Max. Juliana was feeling quite depressed by then. They walked down Shore Parkway without seeing him.

	 [image: the girls]

	When they got to 84th Street Rosie, suggested that they sit down at the bus stop to catch their breath. Juliana said that they had to keep looking, but Marianna said that she could use a few minutes' rest to catch her breath. Juliana had to agree.

	“I can hear you giggling,” said Juliana after a few minutes. “I know which boy you are talking about, but if you can do that, it means that you are rested. Let’s keep searching”.

	-%-

	Max Gets Kidnapped.

	Max finished his Snapple and he found a recycling can where he could drop his bottle. He walked over to the street but there was no crossing right there so once more he decided to turn left. He only walked a few steps before someone or something picked him up by his backpack and lifted him into the air. He could hear wings flapping and craning his neck he realized that he had been kidnapped by a very large bird.

	[image: eagle]

	Looking down he saw that a teenage girl had noticed the event. She had taken out her phone and she seemed to be getting a video of the whole thing. He hoped that she would eventually tell somebody and they would come to rescue him. 

	The beating of the bird’s wings made it feel that he was moving up and down and up and down all the time but always a little bit higher. Very shortly after that, they were flying over some water. Looking down he could see hundreds of ducks. It was like they were having a convention. 

	There was also a bridge and a train was going across it. The ducks did not seem to mind, they just kept quacking to each other. He had seen this place before, but never from this high up. It was the Jamaica Bay Wildlife Refuge and he had read the sign many times when his mom was taking him and some of his siblings to Rockaway Beach.
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	When he got back home, he was going to ask his mom if they can go there one day. 

	The flight came to an end very soon after that. He got dropped into a bird’s nest high up in a tree. Looking at the face of the bird that had kidnapped him he knew that it was an eagle. There were two little eagle chicks next to him. Max had always loved eagles and looking into the momma eagle’s eyes he was not scared at all even though her beak looked quite scary. He finally figured out why she had picked him up when he remembered that his backpack had a picture of an eagle on the back. 

	“Hi”, he said, “my name is Max. I am just a little boy and I am sorry if you thought I was an eagle”.

	The two little eaglets started to horse around with him. They were hitting him lightly with their wings and pecking at his sneakers.

	“Hey guys, cut it out”, said Max. 

	They did not listen of course. 

	The mama eagle looked at him as if she understood. Max took off his backpack and showed it to her.

	“It’s just a picture, not a real eagle, all right?” 

	It’s funny how a bird’s eyes are on the side of its head, so the momma eagle kept turning her head from side to side when looking at Max. It did look like she understood Max, which was very interesting. She picked Max’s backpack in one of her claws and pushed it against him. He thought that she wanted him to put it back on, so he did that.
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	She flew up and grabbed the backpack with her claws but she did not fly away at once.

	“Hey little baby eagles”, said Max “it was nice hanging out with you. See you again sometime”.

	The momma eagle started flapping her wings and in a very short time, she dropped him back in the same place that she had taken him from. 

	Max thought that was a great adventure, so he decided to celebrate by having another Snapple. When he got to the register he found out that he only had $1.45  so he apologized to the cashier, but she said that it was O.K. he could give her the other five cents next time. He thanked her and went out to sit and relax with his drink.

	 

	-%-

	


Operation: Find Max – Part Two

	The girls got up and started walking again. They got to the part where 84th Street bends a little and continues underneath the Belt Parkway overpass. There was a traffic light there as well but Rosie yelled out: 

	“Look, up in the sky. What is that?”

	It was ridiculously unbelievable.

	 An eagle was flying right over that highway and it looked like he was carrying a little boy. It was not easy to believe but these were three young teenage girls, so of course, they always had their phones in their hands. All three, aimed and started videotaping the eagle. It only took a couple of minutes before the eagle was out of sight. 

	“Did you all see that?” asked Marianna. 

	Both Juliana and Rosie were busy with their phones, so they did not answer. Juliana enlarged the image on her screen and shouted:

	“It’s Max! I know his backpack with the eagle on the back”.

	“Yep, it sure is”, said Marianna.
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	 “So, what do we do now?” asked Rosie.

	Juliana did not get a chance to answer because just then her phone rang.

	“Who is that?” asked Marianna and Rosie in one voice.

	“Oh, my God, it’s my mom”, answered Juliana 

	“What should I tell her?”

	“I think you need to tell her the truth”, said Marianna.

	“That my brother was kidnapped by an eagle? She’s never going to believe me”.

	“We have the video”, added Rosie “and we need to figure out how to rescue Max”.

	“I guess you’re right”, replied Juliana while clicking her phone.

	-%-

	Hi Mom!

	“Hi mom”, she said.

	“Hi, I just stopped by the Auto Zone to get some windshield washer. How’s everything? Did Max do his homework?” asked mom.

	“There is something I need to tell you about that. Before you get upset, just hear me out. Max was kidnapped by an eagle”.

	”Ha, ha, that is so funny”, said her mom “just gets him to do his homework”, and she ended the call.

	She thought that she could use a cup of coffee, so she walked over to that little deli with the outside tables. Somebody from the salon was texting her, so she did not see Max until she passed by the table he was sitting at and he spoke to her:

	“Hi, mom!”

	“Max? What are you doing here?” 

	“It’s a long story”, said Max “where are you going to get coffee?”

	“Yes, I was”, answered his mom.

	“So why don’t you get the coffee and we can sit and chat?”

	This was not her seven-year-old Max, was it? She thought. She did want a cup of coffee, so she went in, got one, came out, and sat at Max’s table.

	“This is a very interesting day”, said his mom “what is going on?”

	“Well, to start with, Juliana was so busy with her friends, that she didn’t notice that I couldn’t keep up with them. They kept walking faster and faster and they turned a corner and I lost them. I just kept walking and I got back to the school, so I knew that I was not lost. I also remembered that I had your phone number in my notebook as well as our address, but I thought it could be an adventure. So I walked around and I came here. I had a Snapple and then, an eagle came and picked me up”.

	“Did you and Juliana make up this story?” 

	“No, it really happened. I saw a girl with her phone out capturing the thing. You can probably see the video on YouTube.”

	 “So why are you here now?” asked mom.

	“I explained to the momma eagle that I was not a little eaglet but a little boy, so after I played with the eaglets for a little while, she brought me back here”. 

	“This sounds like something that Baron Munchausen, the greatest liar, could invent”.

	“Is there a movie about him?” asked Max.
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	 “There is a movie made from an older book. But that is not going to help you. I wish that I could believe this, but there is no way. I’m done with my coffee, so let’s go back home. Both you and Juliana will be grounded for a while. I’m just not sure for how long”.

	 

	-%-

	Max Gets Famous.

	The Lindenwood Bugle ran the story in their weekly edition that came out that Thursday. It was just a few sentences with a photo taken from an unidentified video. Turns out that the New York Post was always looking for stories and they spotted this one. Sunday morning, a reporter and a photographer rang Max’s doorbell. Max’s mom was still in bed and not too happy about the interruption. She got up and walked to the intercom anyway.

	“Who is it?” she asked.

	“My name is Leslie Johnson and I am a New York Post reporter. I would like to talk to Max, if possible”.

	“It’s nine o’clock on a Sunday morning; couldn’t you come back a little later?”

	“Ma’am, I assume that you are his mom.  You know that Max has a story that everyone will like to hear. I think the other papers will be here soon. I just found out about it first, so I would appreciate it if you let me talk to Max for just fifteen minutes”.

	“All right, come on up”, and she rang them in.

	Leslie and the photographer came in and Max’s mom told them to sit in the living room and wait. Max was still in bed playing games on his Nintendo, so his mom got him to brush his teeth and go talk to the reporters.

	“Hello Max”, said Leslie “I heard that you had a very

	exciting adventure”.

	“I guess, but it was just a little ride, nothing too special about it”.

	“It is funny that you feel that way about it”, said Leslie “but, I haven’t heard of any other boys that got picked up by an eagle and taken for a ride. Can you tell me a little bit about it?” 

	In the next few weeks, Max appeared on a bunch of TV talk shows. There was Good Morning America, Live with Kelly and Ryan, The Jimmy Fallon Show, The John Oliver Show, The Today Show, and The Tonight Show. The West Coast got jealous and they flew him out to LA where he went on the Jimmy Kimmel and the James Corden Shows. It was a little fun, but he wished that they would just leave him alone.
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	His favorite show was the one with Stephen Colbert because he had the best question. “What do you think your future might look like after this kind of fame?” asked him, Stephen Colbert. 

	“I do not know”, answered Max “I just wish that when I am sixty years old and I am walking down the street, people will stop pointing at me and saying:  “Look there is Max. That’s the boy that got kidnapped by an eagle”. 

	THE END

	-%-

	
JULIANA HAS A BABY 

	Juliana Gets Married. 

	Once upon a time, there was a girl named Juliana. She had a fantastic wedding.
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	She married her boyfriend Jack. He had been her boyfriend since the day he asked her to go to the prom with him, four years before that. Her dad did not like Jack, but she would not listen to him. Her dad came to the wedding anyway. So did her mom, her eleven brothers, and five sisters. There were many other family members and friends. Max had forgiven her about the time when she had lost him all those years ago. He was actually the ring bearer. Her twin brothers, Jasper and Michael, were fifteen at the time. She got them to walk in front of her and throw rose petals at her feet. After the ceremony, they all had some very yummy food and then they cut the most beautiful wedding cake. Everyone got to have a slice and it was delicious.

	[image: wedding-cake (2)]

	After the cake, the DJ put on Ed Sheeran’s Thinking Out Loud for the newlyweds' first dance. I Hope You Dance by Lee Ann Womack followed and the bride danced with her daddy while Jack’s mom danced with her son. The usual things followed like the bride’s bouquet throw. Everybody danced up a storm and then the bride and groom got into their limo and drove to their hotel. The next morning they flew to their honeymoon in New Zealand.

	[image: new-zealand]

	New Zealand was amazing. The hotel had 34 bathrooms and the dining room was built over the water and had a great view of the mountains. There were emerald lakes, fast rivers, and a lot of hiking trails. It was a most fabulous honeymoon.

	-%-

	Jack's Grandma.

	Jack's parents worked for the government and they traveled all over the world. Jack was their only child and they loved him very much. They wanted him to have a normal life and not travel from place to place, so during the school year, he stayed with his grandma. 
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	It was in his last year of high school that she started to notice some changes in him. One Saturday, she asked him to come and help her in the garden. She put on her wide, colorful straw hat and they went outside. The garden was beautiful and it had lots of pretty flowers in it. In the middle there was a gazebo and grandma went straight to it and he followed. After they sat down, his grandma said:

	“There is a girl, isn't there?” 

	“How did you know?” he asked her.

	“I just know. When are you going to ask her to the prom?”

	“Next Sunday is going to be her seventeenth birthday. That's when I will ask her”.

	“I can tell that you care for this girl, so I will tell you what you should do. I will give you the address of a friend of mine. She lives in Garden City. You must go there, ring her doorbell and when she comes out, tell her that I sent you and ask her to give you a flower. Then you thank her and walk around the little town. Whenever you see a garden that you like, ring their doorbell and ask if they will give you a flower. When you have sixteen flowers come back home and I will give you the last flower”.

	[image: poppy-1128683_1280]

	“O.K., Grandma. When should I go?”

	That is how it was. He took the train to Garden City and the nice old lady at the house where his grandma had sent him gave him a beautiful yellow orchid. He walked around Garden City and somehow, managed to get all 16 flowers. It was strange how friendly all the people were. 

	 “You will go next Saturday, just before her birthday”.
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	He took the train back home and when he got there, his grandma took the flowers and placed them in an antique vase. She went out to the garden and came back with a gorgeous red rose that also went into the vase. 

	“This vase has been in our family for a very long time. Tomorrow, you will give it to your girl and ask her to the prom. She will say yes”.

	Jack did what his grandma had said and Juliana said that she would be happy to go to the prom with him. The prom was only two weeks away and Jack picked her up in a limo. He had been saving some of his allowance money for this special moment. He put the corsage on her wrist and she loved it. 

	“My grandma made this for you”, he told her.

	 

	[image: white-roses-1751943_1280]

	 “Wow, it is spectacular”, she said. “your grandma is very special”.

	“Yes, she raised me. My parents travel a lot for their jobs and I stay with her when they are away”.

	Juliana kept wondering about the beauty of the white roses.

	“You know, the flowers that you gave me, are still very much alive. They open up every morning and their perfume is fantastic”.

	All of this was passing through Jack's mind as they were having breakfast on the terrace of their hotel. In the distance, they could see the emerald color of a lake and Jack thought that he could also see some very beautiful wildflowers. He remembered bringing Juliana home for the first time, a week after the prom. His grandma asked them to help with the lemonade and they went out to the gazebo with a pitcher and three glasses. 

	“Your garden is very beautiful, ma'am”, said Juliana.

	“You may call me grandma”.

	“Grandma, what is the secret of the flowers that Jack has given me. It's been three weeks and they are just as fresh as they were on that day”.

	“I'm glad to hear that. I was hoping that they will be. The vase that you placed them in has been in our family for a very, very long time. It is a magical vase. The flowers in that vase will stay fresh for as long as the two of you will love each other”.

	“But grandma, I am not sure about this,” she replied.

	“That's O.K. The flowers are sure for you”.

	It had been almost four years since that day and the flowers were still fresh when they left on their honeymoon. The next day, they were going to fly back home and go back to school. He was sure that the flowers were still fresh. He still felt just as much in love as the day they had their first dance. Just then she looked at him and he could see that love reflected in her eyes. He picked up her left hand and kissed it.

	-%-

	We're Having a Baby.

	Jack was studying computer sciences at NYU. He was quite good at it, but he still had a year of studying before he could start to look for a job. 
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	Juliana had decided to become a lawyer, so she was studying at Columbia University. After the honeymoon, they were going to look for a little apartment, but grandma would not hear of it. Her house was big enough for all of them she said and besides after all these years living with Jack, she would be terribly lonely. They had to agree of course. 

	In the way life happens and always did, Juliana eventually became pregnant. Right after the end of her third year at Columbia, she gave birth to a cute baby boy that they named Jermaine Julius. Of course, no one ever called him anything other than J.J.

	 

	THE END

	-%-

	 

	 

	
UNCLE LOUIS & THE MAGIC STALLION

	Uncle Louis

	One day, Uncle Louis moved back into the Santiago's mansion. A lot of the children had moved out, so they had plenty of space. J.J. was the youngest grandson in the family, so it was his job to ask a lot of questions. 

	“What is a freelance photographer?” he asked his uncle.
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	“A freelance photographer, is someone who takes a lot of pictures and sells them to newspapers, magazines, websites, and anyone else who might want to buy them”, replied Uncle Louis.

	“Do you make a lot of money selling photographs?” asked J.J. 

	“Lately, not so much. I used to have an agent who was selling my photographs and getting me jobs, but we had a little disagreement, so we parted”.

	“Is that why you have moved back with grandma?”

	“I guess so. Your grandma and grandpa are letting me stay with them for a while”.

	“So that makes us almost the same. I also live with my grandma. The other one, who is my daddy's grandma”.

	“For someone who is only five years old, you sure ask a lot of questions”.

	“I heard on a TV show that it is the job of a five-year-old to ask a lot of questions”, replied J.J.

	“And why is that?” asked his uncle.

	“Well, I need to learn a lot of things, so that I can be ready for the world when I get older”.

	“I guess it makes sense”, agreed Uncle Louis.

	-%-

	Martial Arts.

	Jasper and Michael were twenty years old and they were in college, but they still lived with their parents. They had started to practice Karate when they were just five years old and by now they both had black belts. Lately, they would take J.J. to the dojo with them and he was proud of his orange belt. He had gotten it because he had mastered the first 10 self-defense moves. One Saturday, when they were going to train, Uncle Louis joined them. He was not going to train, but their school was inside a mall and he just wanted to hang out.
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	J.J. liked to walk around with his two uncles wearing the white suit and his belt. Jasper and Michael humored him and they went looking for Uncle Louis together when they saw a commotion. Getting closer they saw that Uncle Louis was lying on the floor and five men were surrounding him. One of the men was going to kick Uncle Louis when Jasper jumped up high and kicked him in the chest sending him flying. 

	“Fa..ots” said one of the other men.

	Michael seemed very upset and he lifted his hands preparing for attack.

	-%-

	 

	J.J. Puts His Foot Down.
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	J.J. jumped in front of him and stomped his foot hard.

	“Stop!” he said, “the first thing that I learned in the class, was that fighting violence with violence will always bring more violence”.

	He turned towards the attackers and pointing his finger he said:

	“These are three of my uncles. I have eight more and five of them are also trained in martial arts. The others would probably like to beat you up the old American way. We are the Santiago Clan. Next time you see one of us, you better cross the street”.

	Two security guys had shown up in the meantime so the bullies picked up their fallen friend and left. J.J. walked over to Uncle Louis and helped him up.

	“Are you O.K.?” he asked.

	“I will probably need an ice pack to put on my shiner, but I will live”, answered his uncle.

	“That was cute”, said Uncle Jasper “I think J.J. might have a future as a sensei”.

	“What was that word that guy said?” asked J.J. “I don't think I have heard it before.” 

	“It is a very bad word”, answered Michael.

	“I guess it is up to me to explain it to you”, said Uncle Louis “I will do that after we get home and I get some ice for my eye”.

	“OK.”

	-%-

	The Magic Stallion.

	When they got home, Uncle Louis put some ice in a paper towel which he held to his cheek right under his right eye where he was hit. He also put some ice in a glass and added some whiskey on top of it. J.J. got a lemonade and they sat down in the living room. 

	“You are still only five and I thought we could wait a little longer before I tell you the story about the magic stallion”, said his uncle “but, I know that you will keep asking, so here it is:

	Once upon a time, there was a little boy named Louis. He was eight years old. He loved to read and he especially loved fairy tales. His most favorite was the one about the Princess and the Unicorn. It made him sad that there were no real Unicorns, but even if there were, they always ended up with the Princess. He wished that he could also be a Princess so that he could ride away into the enchanted forest on the Unicorn, but he knew that could never happen. 

	[image: unicorn]

	One night in his dreams a Unicorn showed up. 'Why are you here' he asked 'are you not supposed to look for a Princess?' 'Ha, ha' laughed the Unicorn 'how many times have you read The Princess and the Unicorn story?' 'I don't know, a lot?' 'So didn't you learn that the Unicorn comes to visit only those who are pure of heart?' “Yes, I did!' 'Well, are you pure of heart?' 'Yes, I am!' 'Then, just climb on my back and I will take you to the Enchanted Forest'.”.

	“I have read that story”, said J.J.

	“Well, the rest of the story, is that little Louis grew up to be a man and he became your Uncle Louis. But something was different about your Uncle, since that night. You know how your daddy married your mommy and your grandma married your grandpa and so on, right?”

	“Yes, I guess that's what happens”.

	“Not always, sometimes people grow up and they are different. I have always thought that men are more beautiful than women, so when I get married, it will be to another man. Some people call people like me gay and other bad words, 

	and they are afraid of us. That is why the men at the mall were beating me up and the word that they said, is a bad word that they have about people like me”.

	“I am not sure I understand everything, but how does that make a difference? Are you not still my Uncle Louis?”

	“Of course I am and when I get married, maybe you can be my ring bearer”.

	 

	THE END

	-%-

	 

	 

	 

	[image: ring bearer]

	
DRAGON SONG

	You can go to YouTube-Dragon Song, (on a split screen) watch the video and sing along.

	[image: Fragon]

	There once was a - naughty little boy and his name - was Fragon.

	Just two letters - away from the name of his favorite magical beast - the Dragon.

	And one letter - away from his favorite movie character - a boy who made friends with - you guessed it - a Dragon.

	 

	His mommy and his daddy both worked for the government

	And one day on a fast plane - they all flew to China.

	 

	They arrived just as Fragon's birthday was starting back home, so just before they got off the plane, his mommy and daddy gave him his birthday present. It was quite big and yet not too thick, so right away he knew it was a book. Fragon liked to play all kinds of games, and he loved to watch movies, but more than anything he just loved to read books. In his mind, the stories and the heroes of the stories became true and no movie could really match the power of his imagination.

	 

	"Go ahead and open it", said his mommy "back home it is already your birthday".

	 

	So he unwrapped it carefully, and he discovered the greatest book ever. It was called ‘Everything You Always Wanted to Know about Dragons’.

	 

	He didn't get a chance to read any of it just then, because they had to get off the plane. The airport was very interesting and on the car ride to the hotel, he saw many things that were strange and fascinating. The buildings had interestingly curved rooves, the cars were designed differently and there were more people riding bicycles than he had ever seen anywhere. At the hotel, they only had time to wash up, change into clean clothes, and off they went again to meet with some important Chinese people for some very important reasons that Fragon didn't really care about. He just cared about the new sights and of course, his new book which, of course, he had taken with him.

	 

	It was a warm and very lovely summer day, so when they got to the meeting place, Fragon's mommy and daddy and the important Chinese people got down to their important business, and they did not notice Fragon sneaking away. Fragon found a quiet shady place by the side of a great old wall and opened his book. The first page had the title on it again: 

	 

	‘Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Dragons’

	and under that, in smaller letters:

	‘And So Many Other Things That You Didn't Even Know That You Wanted To Know’.
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	And that was the truth. As he turned the pages he saw many beautiful illustrations of fire dragons, water dragons, air dragons, magic castles, and mystical forests. He also learned many, many things about dragons that he didn't know before. Here are a few of them:

	 

	Words that have 5 dragon letters in them, always have something to do with dragons. Like this:

	 

	Aragon  - a region in NE Spain (says the dictionary) The birthplace of dragons.

	Baragon - a four-legged Triceratops with a horn on his head and large ears featured in the 1965 Toho-produced film, Frankenstein vs. Baragon. Also The dragons' second home in Britannia where they moved when Spain got too nasty.

	Cragon - no dictionary entry - The latest home of the dragon nation high in the mountains of China.

	Estragon - essential oil, derived from tarragon used in perfume or, to stimulate appetite - in this case also used by dragons in perfume oil.

	Mandragora - also called mandrake, (Mandragora officinarum,) is a plant belonging to the nightshades family. The root is often used in magic rituals - great for flavoring dragon soup (made by and not of dragons -  OK?)

	Paragon - a model or pattern of excellence (says the dictionary) - which is exactly what a dragon is.

	Tarragon   - perennial aromatic Old World herb - used to make dragon tea - an intoxicating drink (like wine or beer) favored by dragons. Comes from the Greek word for dragon.
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	He also read that Oregon (an American state) didn't have anything to do with oregano which is a spice that dragons love to put on their pizza (he didn't know that dragons loved pizza - and that they had invented the first pizza ever while they lived in Spain - because Spain has some of the best cheese in the whole world). There were many other interesting things like the dragons' favorite sport (claw ball - which is like a cross between football & basketball played while flying through the air), their favorite hobbies (stamp & coin collecting), their favorite pastime (why reading a book of course), the magical properties of their scales (which completely replaced themselves in two weeks, every 200 years), and many, many other things.

	 

	And then, on page 33 was the dragon incantation (which can be used to summon a dragon) and it went like this:

	 

	But, before we get to the incantation we will take a teeny, tiny little break. 
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	During this break, I want you to go get your drum, or your cymbals, or your toy xylophone, or your recorder, or your saxophone, or your guitar, or your harmonica, or any other instrument that you like to play. If you do not have a handy instrument, it's O.K. you can just clap your hands. If you have a piano ask your mommy or daddy if you are allowed to sit there and help Fragon with his incantation because an incantation is a spell that you sing and this one is going to be loud and lots of fun and it doesn't matter if you think that you do not know how to play, because today everyone knows how to play. Ask your older brothers and sisters to help. You can even ask your mommy or your daddy, or both of them to help and I bet you, when they hear the incantation, they will remember that they already know this song. Your grandma, your grandpa, your babysitter, or your nanny can join in too. I know grownups can be boring but let me tell you a secret: inside every boring grownup, there is a little child who never grew up; they just don't have much time to come out and play because they always have to cook and clean or go to work or something. 

	 

	You can ask them about that sometime and you might find out that maybe your daddy was in the little league or he liked to play pranks on his friends and maybe your mommy had pigtails and a secret girls club. Someday maybe they will take a vacation from being grown up all the time. But that can wait. In the meantime, if you need to go to the toilet, press the pause button on your player (or ask someone to do that for you).

	We will wait until you get back.

	 

	INTERMISSION

	 

	All right my little children of all ages - my little Emma, my little Aiden, my little Jasper, my little Gabriel, my little Kirin, my little Liam, my little Anton, and my little Jasmin - if your friends, or your nanny,  or granny, or anyone whose name I didn't say is listening, this is where their name goes. I'm going to count to 3 and everyone can yell out their name.

	Get ready

	Get set

	and 

	1 - 2 - 3 (everybody say your name) ____________

	 

	All right my little children of all ages, welcome back to the story. Wait for me to start playing my drum and then join in with your instrument and handclaps. And of course, help us sing.  

	So where was I ..... right

	 

	And then, on page 33 was the dragon incantation (which can be used to summon a dragon) and it went like this:

	 

	Aragon,

	Baragon,

	Cragon,

	Dragon

	 

	Fragon automatically added:

	 

	Eragon,

	Fragon

	 

	He liked this so he started repeating it faster and faster:

	 

	Aragon,

	Baragon,

	Cragon,

	Dragon,

	Eragon,

	Fragon

	 

	OK everybody, get your instruments ready, and your handclaps, get your voices ready because this is where we are all going to play and sing with Fragon

	 

	Aragon,

	Baragon,

	Cragon,

	Dragon,

	Eragon,

	Fragon

	 

	He started hearing this music which he thought was only in his head (but it was us,) it didn't bother him and because he really was a little bit naughty he started a little dance.

	 

	And boy oh boy was he having fun dancing and singing his new song.

	 

	Aragon,

	Baragon,

	Cragon,

	Dragon,

	Eragon,

	Fragon

	 

	Aragon,

	Baragon,

	Cragon,

	Dragon,

	Eragon,

	Fragon

	 

	And you who are listening to this story, you may all start to sing and dance well while playing your instruments. 

	 

	Aragon,

	Baragon,

	Cragon,

	Dragon,

	Eragon,

	Fragon
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	Aragon,

	Baragon,

	Cragon,

	Dragon,

	Eragon,

	Fragon

	 

	He had gotten himself all tired and as he sat down, he let a tiny little fart escape which immediately caused him to start laughing - he was still young enough to find farting noises very, very funny. 

	 

	It took him a few moments to realize that he was not laughing by himself. His eyes were still full of sunlight so it was only slowly that he started seeing the very large dragon who was also sitting in the shade of the old great wall sipping from a cup of steaming hot tea with a cat drawing on it.
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	He didn't feel afraid at all, just a little bit embarrassed - he was not yet old enough to enjoy dancing in front of strangers and yet young enough to not worry about farting in public.

	 

	- Excuse me, he said, how long have you been here? It didn't occur to him that the dragon might not understand.

	 

	Later on, when he had time to read his dragon book some more, he found out that dragons understand and speak all languages.

	 

	- Long enough, said the dragon, to enjoy your cute little show, you naughty little boy.

	 

	- Oh, I'm sorry, said Fragon, but I am not a naughty little boy!

	 

	- Nonsense said the dragon, all little boys are naughty.

	 

	- Well, I am not so little anymore.

	 

	- Never mind that - what is more, important is an introduction - my name is Pajarita and that means little bird in Spanish.

	 

	- You're a girl?

	 

	- So you do not tell your name to girls? Is that polite?

	 

	- Oh no, I'm sorry, my name is Fragon and I don't know what that means.

	 

	- And what was that you were reading there?’

	 

	- It is called ‘Everything You Always Wanted to Know about Dragons’ and my parents gave me this as a present because today is my twelfth birthday.

	 

	- Happy birthday to you then my little dragon.

	 

	- Why are you calling me that?

	 

	- Because this year is the Chinese year of the dragon. In the Chinese zodiac, this happens every 12 years and that means that you were born in the year of the dragon, so that makes you a little dragon. I wish I could share my tea with you, but you are still a bit too young, come back in the next year of the dragon.
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	- Why could I not have some of your tea now?

	 

	- Because I am having a bit of tarragon tea that is not appropriate for children.

	 

	Fragon remembered reading that tarragon tea was like wine or beer for dragons, so he asked her how come she was drinking that.

	 

	- An old and very funny friend of mine named Ben, once said that ‘A little bit of wine is good for your heart, but too much of it makes it hard to start’ and he was right.

	 

	- Makes it hard to start what? I don't get it.

	 

	- Makes it hard to start anything at all - too much of anything is bad for you - you know, if you eat too much candy or too much chocolate, you get a bellyache, if you swim in the water too long, your skin starts to look like a raisin, but enough of that, I think it is time for a little flight; would you like to join me?

	 

	- You bet - said Fragon.

	 

	He found out that the bottom of a dragon's long neck was a perfect seat and away they flew. It was a lot more exciting than flying in an airplane and they had a very enjoyable view of the various villages and ancient buildings that Pajarita was pointing out to Fragon. It all ended much too soon but when they got back the wall was throwing a much longer shadow. 

	 

	- That was fantastic, said Fragon, and thank you very much; if I read the incantation again will you come to see me again? 

	 

	- Only if you promise to sing and dance for me again, said Pajarita while disappearing slowly.
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	- Oh, I will, I promise! said Fragon to the thin air.

	- What do you promise? asked his dad who was just walking around the corner with his mommy.

	 

	- I promise to sing and dance for my favorite dragon.

	 

	- So, I guess you liked your present.

	 

	- Oh daddy, thank you. You and mommy gave me the best present that ever was and this is the greatest birthday ever.

	 

	- Then you don't want your birthday cake? asked his mommy.

	 

	- I didn't say that - said Fragon - of course, I will have my birthday cake, I just wish I could share it with a dragon. 

	 

	OK so this time, everyone gets to say their name in case you missed out the first time - just wait for me to count to three.

	 

	There once were some naughty little kids and 1,2,3:

	(everybody say your name) ______________

	were their names. They sang and they danced with me, because - these were such fun games. And they are still counting dragon letters in their names.

	Many thanks to all who listened, hope I told the story right, and now that it has ended to all a big thank you and a fond good night!

	 

	THE END

	-%-
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
THE MYSTERY

	My Cat Got Sick
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	One time my cat was sick and none of the vets could help me.

	"Sorry I can't help," they all said.

	 

	But one sunny day a friend of mine came to my house. Her name was Elise. I  was surprised that she came. I let her in, I got  her a drink then she said that she knows how to make my cat better 

	 

	"Do you mean my cat, Boris?”

	 

	"Why yes."

	 

	I was so happy I could jump in glee. So I showed Elise where Boris was. She got him very healthy and she left.

	 

	Before she left she said:

	 

	"I will see you soon."

	 

	It left me thinking that she had made my cat sick. My mom sent me to bed and made a phone call. I was curious so I snuck out of bed and got closer to the living room to hear what she was saying. 

	 

	"You should come over tomorrow and chat. Bring Elise, she could hang out with Bria," said my mom.

	 

	I thought that mom sounded kind of sneaky and I was scared so I woke up my brother Jason. Whenever I get scared, I go out to the garden but, it was already dark outside and I didn't want to go by myself.

	 

	"What's up?' asked Jason.

	 

	I told him we should go out to the garden and I will explain.

	 

	"I don't know what it is, but mom sounded so sneaky on the phone just now".

	 

	"So that is why you have interrupted my sleep? Is there anything else?"

	 

	"Well, she asked Elise's mom to come over tomorrow with Elise. I think Elise made our cat sick".

	 

	"And I think you worry too much. Let's go back to sleep and tomorrow, we can try to find out more about this".

	 

	I guess he was right and we went back to sleep.

	 

	-%-

	Take Your Sibling to School

	 

	In the morning, after waking up, we washed our faces and brushed our teeth. Then we had toast, cereal, bacon, sausages, and a glass of milk for breakfast. People who know about this, ask how come we do not put the milk in our cereal bowl, but it's just one of those things. Mom made me sandwiches and they went into my lunch box together with an orange and a cupcake. 
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	I kissed mom goodbye and Jason drove me to school. It was ‘bring your sibling to school day,’ and he is my sibling.  

	 

	When we got to class, the siblings got a seat next to their brother or sister. The teacher then asked that we draw a picture of our sibling and I was happy because I love to draw and I'm really good at it. The teacher asked me to hand out the papers and markers. When we finished our assignment we are supposed to raise a hand. I usually finish first and my hand starts to hurt by the time everyone else is done. But this time everyone finished at the same time. The teacher asked us to give the drawing to our siblings. Jason was quite surprised, he didn't know that I was such a good drawer and not the kind you keep your socks in. 

	 

	At lunchtime, we went to the cafeteria because it was raining outside. They had my favorite, burritos and chocolate ice cream, so I asked Jason for lunch money and he was nice enough to give it to me. I traded him my sandwich and my orange, but he said I could have the cupcake.

	 

	After lunch we had recess and we could go outside because the rain had stopped in the meantime and the hot sun had evaporated all the water. 

	 

	When school ended Jason drove back home. On the way, we saw Elise and her mom, and it looked like they were walking towards our house. Jason blew the horn and asked if they were going to our house. They said yes, so he offered them a ride. When we got to the house, my mom had already set up the tea party. I went upstairs to change, and Elise changed her dress in the downstairs bathroom. When I came down, Elise was playing with our cat, but she stopped and we had our tea and cucumber-butter open sandwiches. I love that mom cuts off their crust. After that Elise and I went upstairs and played with my toys. Our cat came and rubbed himself against me. I played with him a little and then he left. Later, Jason drove Elise and her mom back to their house.

	 

	-%-

	Mysteries

	 

	The next day was Saturday. While mom was preparing the pancakes, the phone rang. It was my daddy. He was in the military and he was calling to say that he was going to come home the next weekend. We finished breakfast and mom took us to the park. At the park, we met Jacob, one of Jason's friends. I told Jason that I was going to the swings. They were all taken so I waited by the fence. Jacob & Jason were sitting on a bench behind me whispering, and I could hear them. 

	 

	“I think Elise’s mom is in a cult,” said Jason.

	“How do you know this?” asked Jacob.

	“A few weeks ago, I went to pick up Bria from Elise’s house and I saw her mom come out of the closet. Yesterday Elise’s mom picked Bria up from school and they went to her house to do homework together. Mom asked me to go and drive her home. When I got there, Elise’s mom asked if I could stay and watch them because she had an errand she needed to run. The girls were in Elise’s room, so the first thing I did after she left was check the closet. There was another door.”
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	 “I opened it and saw a lot of coats hanging on coat hangers. In the middle, there were two black coats and when I moved them, I saw a shelf with a cat skull that had a knife stuck into it. I took out the knife and the wall opened up and the floor moved down and turned into a staircase. I went down the stairs and found myself in a long dark hallway. My sister started calling me so I went back upstairs. She said she and Elise were hungry and could I please make them a snack. I ask why they could not make peanut butter and jam sandwiches and she said that the jars were on the shelf in the pantry and they could not reach that high. I got the peanut butter and jam jars down and I put them on the counter for them. I asked Elise if I could borrow a flashlight.”

	“What do you need a flashlight for?” asked Elise.

	“My pinky ring fell off and rolled under the door of your mom’s bedroom. I looked for it and I couldn’t find it. I think a flashlight might help.”

	“We are going to make sandwiches and eat them. After that, we’ll come and help you look.”

	“She gave me a flashlight, so I thanked her, and I went back into the closet and down the stairs. I walked in the hallway for about 5 minutes and got to a very large room with purple walls. There were hallways that went in many directions. I looked at my watch and about 45 minutes have passed since Elise’s mom had left. I thought that maybe the girls had finished their sandwiches so I walked back. I went into the kitchen and asked if they were OK and they said that the sandwiches were very good. Elise asked if I had found my pinky ring and I said yes and I showed it to her. Just then I heard the door open and Elise’s mom came in.”

	“Is everything alright?” she asked.

	“Yes Mrs. LaRosa, everything is fine.”

	“So what happened next?” asked Jacob

	“We went home and I went back the week after and she asked again if I could stay with the girls. I went into the closet again and walked to the room with all the hallways. This time I brought my own flashlight and I looked around more carefully. One of the walls was a large bookshelf with glass doors. I opened it up and I found a lot of very old books. Some of them had leather covers and they were written on papyrus. A lot of them were in languages that I could not read. But most of them had lots of pictures of cats. By the time I looked through the books, it was getting late so I did not want to get caught and I went back upstairs. It was just in time because Mrs. LaRosa walked in two minutes later.”

	-%-

	Gato

	Friday morning, I was walking home from school and I met Jacob on the way.

	 

	“Hello Bria,” said Jacob, “how is your brother Jason? I haven’t seen him around.” 

	“Oh, you haven’t heard? Jason has disappeared. The police came and my parents are very upset. I think she took him.”

	“Who are you talking about?”

	“Mrs. LaRosa. I heard Jason when he was telling you the story about her closet.”

	“Wow, that sucks. So what are you doing about it?” asked Jacob. 

	“There’s not much I can do, but my father is in the Army and he is coming home tomorrow. I hope that he will find Jason.”
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	“Well, good luck, let me know if I can help.”

	My father, Jack was a great saxophone player. So one of his friends started calling him Gato, like Gato Barbieri a famous Argentinian saxophone player. That nickname stuck.

	-%-

	Daddy’s Home

	Friday afternoon,  daddy came home. He knew right away that something was wrong, so he asked her mom about it:

	“What happened? You look very upset.”

	“Jason has disappeared,” she told him.

	“Tell me about it,” he said.

	“Wednesday afternoon, Jason said he was going to visit his friend in Charlottesville. He promised to be back for lunch on Thursday. Since he has off from school this week I told him that it’s fine but that he should call me when he got there and again when he was leaving. He did call me on Wednesday, but I didn’t hear from him again, so on Thursday evening, I called the sheriff. The sheriff told me that he cannot do anything until 48 hours have passed.” 

	I came home, saw my dad, and jumped right into his arms.

	“Daddy, I missed you. Jason is missing, I think she took him.”

	“Who is she?” asked my dad.

	“Elisa’s mom. I think she is a witch.”

	“Why are you saying that? There are no witches.”

	So, I told dad about the closet, the cat skull with the knife in it, and the hallways leading everywhere.

	“How do you know that?” asked her daddy.

	“I heard Jason telling that story to his friend Jacob.” 

	“I hope you are not making this up,” said her dad.

	“No daddy, I swear it’s true.”

	“What do you think Juliana,” asked Gato.

	“I don’t know, but maybe we should go talk to her,”  replied Bria’s mom.

	Juliana called Karen and asked her if they can come over and talk to her. Karen said that of course, they can. So they got in the car and drove to Karen’s house. Karen asked her about the cat skull and the hallways.

	“Oh, that is a funny story. I found that cat in the closet when we moved here. I thought it was interesting so I left it there. I never knew that it was opening a secret door.”

	Just then, Juliana’s phone rang, it was Jason.

	“Where are you, Jason? You gave us quite a scare.”

	“I am sorry mom, I am in Rio, the car broke down. Can you please come and pick me up?”

	“Text me the address, your dad will come and pick you up. I’m going to stay home with Bria.”

	Gato drove to Rio, picked Jason up, and drove back home. 

	“So, what happened?” he asked while they were driving.

	“I forgot to call mom when I left Charlottesville. And then the car broke down. That’s when I wanted to call, but my phone was dead,” replied Jason.

	When they got home, he had to tell the same story to mom. She did not believe him, but she was happy that he was home and he was not hurt. 

	So what is that mystery that I was talking about? Well, I never found out if Elise made my cat sick and how she cured her. Also, we never found out where all of those hallways were leading. 

	THE END
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FRACTURED FAIRY TALES

	There was a time when a terrible sickness came upon the land. Theaters, restaurants, and many other businesses were closed. Schools were closed as well. All the children studied from home on their computers. Ella’s teacher gave the class all kinds of assignments. One of them involved taking an old fairy tale and changing it around a little. That was fun because Ella loved to write. Here is the first story she wrote.
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The Singing Ugly Duckling

	 

	[image: ugly duckling]

	Once upon a time, there was a girl named Susan. It was her first day of school. She was a transfer student, so when she went into the classroom all the other kids started whispering. Someone said that she was kicked out of her old school and they kept passing that rumor around. Her father had a new job and they had to move to a closer town. The teacher asked everyone to be quiet and told Susan to go sit behind Emilia. At lunchtime, no one wanted to let Susan sit next to them. She sat by herself, but she could hear some of the other girls talking about her. 

	Then they went back to the classroom and everyone continued talking about her and they kept saying that she was really ugly. This was on Monday, but the kids kept talking about her for the rest of the week.

	On Thursday, the teacher found out that the kids were mean and kept saying that Susan was ugly. The next day the teacher brought the story of The Ugly Duckling and read it to the class. After finishing the story the teacher said:

	“Don’t judge a book by its cover and do not judge people by the way they look. They may not look pretty on the outside, but they might be on the inside”.

	The next Monday, some students told Susan that she will never be a swan. She started to feel sad, so at recess, she went to the library to read some books. She read The Ugly Duckling again and hoped that she might be a swan someday. After school, she went to her voice lesson. The voice teacher told her that she was getting very good and she should enter the School Talent Show. 

	A little after she got back home, Emilia came to visit. They sat down and worked on their homework together and Emilia said:

	“You know, someday you will become a swan because you are the nicest and most polite person I know”.

	“Thank you, that was very nice of you. I can certainly use a little help on cheering up”.

	A few days later Susan entered the School Talent Show. Some of the kids started telling her that she can never win. Emilia told her not to listen and that she should just do the best she could.

	At the Talent Show, she surprised everyone with her singing, and she won 1st place.

	Lesson:

	You shouldn’t judge anyone for any reason; just listen to what they have to say.

	 

	THE END

	-%-

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
And here is the second story that Ella wrote:

	 

	Mama Eagle and the Three Little Piggies.
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	Once upon a time, a Mama Eagle was flying around to find some straw and sticks to build a nest. Then she came upon three little houses that belonged to three little piggies who were brothers. Mama Eagle thought she could get a pretty nest out of those materials. She wanted to build a nest for her little eaglets.  

	-%-

	She flew down to the straw house and knocked on the door. The first little piggy opened the door and asked:

	“How may I assist you?”

	“I need your straw to build a nest,” replied Mama Eagle. 

	“No way, I live here.” The Little piggy answered and closed the door.

	Mama Eagle was mad, so she started to flap her wings.

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	All that flapping caused a strong wind and the house fell down.

	-%-

	The first piggy ran to the next piggy’s house that was made out of sticks, and knocked on the door. While waiting for his brother, he thought that if he wasn’t so lazy he would have built a stronger house.

	“Hello, my dear brother, what are you doing here?” The second little piggy asked.

	“There’s an eagle that blew my house down, can I please come in for shelter?”

	“Of course, please come in,” insisted his brother

	A little bit later the eagle came and knocked on the door.

	The second pig answered and asked:

	“How may I help you?”

	“I need your sticks to build a nest. Mama Eagle replied

	“No way, I live here.” The second piggy replied and shut the door.

	Mama Eagle got mad and she started to flap her wings saying:

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	Then the eagle made another strong wind and blew the house down.

	Then the house fell down.

	-%-

	The two piggies ran to their brother’s house.

	The second piggy thought that if he wasn’t so lazy, he could have made his house stronger. Then they got to their brother’s house and rang the doorbell.

	“Hello, my dear brothers, how may I assist you?” the third piggy asked.

	“A mean eagle blew down our houses, can we come in for shelter?”

	“OK, come in.” the third piggy said.

	5 minutes later the doorbell rang again. Mama Eagle was at the door. The third piggy opened the door and asked:

	“Can I help you?” 

	“I need your house to build a nest for my little eaglets.”

	“Well, you cannot have my house, and do not try to blow it down. My house is made out of bricks and it is much stronger than my brothers’ houses. Have a nice day!”

	Mama Eagle started flapping her wings and making a big wind saying:

	 [image: bald-eagle]

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	The house did not even shake. So she started again:

	 

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	Once again the house did not move. So she did a third time:

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	“I’m flapping and I’m flapping, gonna blow your house down!”

	But the house was too strong. Mama Eagle had not had anything to drink all day and all that flapping made her faint and she fell down. The three little piggies felt sorry for her and they went out and splashed some water on her head and gave her some more to drink. That made her wake up and she said:

	“I’m sorry that I tried to blow down your house. I think I have enough straw and sticks to build a nest. I just need to find a place for it.”

	“My house is very strong and made out of bricks,” said the third little piggy. Maybe you can build your nest on my roof.”

	“Oh thank you, so much,” said Mama Eagle “I think I will do that. “I am also sorry about your brothers’ houses.”

	“That’s OK, I think when winter came their houses would have blown away anyway. Perhaps next time they will not be so lazy and build stronger houses.”

	-%-

	Mama Eagle learned a good lesson from the three little piggies:

	Always think of others before you do something

	The first and the second little piggy learned that:

	When you’re lazy might you end up with more work.

	Mama Eagle built her nest on top of the brick house. She laid 3 eggs in her nest and after a while, 3 little eaglets came out of the eggs. The third little piggy and Mama Eagle helped the first two piggies build stronger houses before winter came and they all lived happily ever after.  

	THE END
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The Little Birdie & the Cat

	Once upon a time, there was a little birdie named Charlie. One day after he hatched his entire family was gone. He tried and tried to fly but he kept falling and eventually he fell out of the nest, his wing got hurt and he became unconscious. Later that day, a cat named Louis went by and saw the little birdie with the cut on his wing, so he went and got a leaf that was about the bird’s size and brought him to his owner’s house. When Charlie woke up, the cat asked his name. 

	[image: cat + bird-1]

	“My name is Charlie, what’s yours?” 

	“My name is Louis, and you’re in my house. I saw you outside and you were unconscious.”

	“Do you know what happened to me? How did my wing get cut?”

	“Well, I think you fell out of your nest, and you were hurt so I brought you inside the house.”

	“But, you’re a cat, why did you not eat me?” asked Charlie.

	“Because I am a vegetarian.”

	“Well, that makes a lot of sense.”

	“Do you remember where your nest is?” asked Louis.

	“Of course, it’s in that tree that we see out the window. But I couldn’t get there because my wing is hurt,” said Charlie. He was too embarrassed to say that he did know how to fly. 

	“I could get you up there if you like,” said Louis.

	“But how? You don’t have wings.” 

	“I am a cat, I have very sharp claws and I could just climb on the tree trunk. We could find a nice stick that you can cling to, and I will hold in my mouth,” said Louis.

	“Listen, Louis, you are very kind, but I was too embarrassed to tell you the truth before. I am only newly hatched and I do not yet know how to fly. My family did not come back, so I tried to fly. That is why I fell and hurt my wing. If I go back to my nest I would surely die of thirst and hunger, so I don’t know what to do.”

	“ I’m sorry to hear that. Why don’t you stay with me until your wing gets better and you learn how to fly. I can bring you water and find some seeds for you.”

	“Wow, that would be so great. Thank you,” replied Charlie.

	Charlie and Louis remained friends even after Charlie’s wing healed and he learned to fly. All the other cats in the neighborhood thought that Louis was a very strange cat and they would make fun of him, but he ignored them.

	The lesson is: you don’t need wings to fly.

	THE END
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The Dancing Instruments

	[image: viola+tuba-2]

	As it is customary on such occasions, Mr. Tuba, the groom, and Ms. Viola, his bride, got to open the dance floor. As they got to the middle of the floor, Ms. Viola started a beautiful, romantic waltz and her husband interjected tasty, rhythmic counterpoint phrases. The newlyweds’ parents were standing by Ms. Piano waiting for their turn. 

	Mr. Electric Guitar, the bride’s dad was thinking back to the ceremony and about how radiant his daughter had looked when he had walked her down the aisle. Neither the young couple nor their parents were regular churchgoers, which allowed them to shop around. They eventually picked a very dignified place that combined the old with the new. The columns, arches, and stained glass windows were complemented by very modern-looking lighting. 

	[image: church]

	The little Maracas twins had previously strewn purple rose petals everywhere, adding a lot of color. The ceremony was quite simple with the preacher saying a few words after which the groom and bride exchanged vows. Tambourine, the ring bearer produced the shiny little circles, the preacher asked the usual questions to which they replied I do and then he pronounced them husband and wife. They kissed and walked out to the limo which took them to Tuba and Viola’s house. They had a very well-kept garden, large enough for all the wedding guests. The parents and the rest of the guests drove their own cars. On the way to the parking lot, he noticed Mr. Bugle shedding a tear. Ms. French Horn took out a handkerchief and wiped it off.

	“Behave yourself,” he could hear her say softly, “you’re going to tarnish the nice shine I helped you put on this morning.”  Mr. Electric Guitar thought that he had handled himself very well, even though he was practically swelling with pride. Still, while getting into the car he popped his ‘E’ string. He performed an emergency string replacement while Ms. Cello drove and by the time they got to the house, he was as good as new. 

	“Enough with the daydreaming,” Viola interrupted his thoughts, “we are going to dance with the bride and groom in a few minutes, pay attention.”

	Pretty soon the rest of the guests picked up the tune as the bride danced with her dad, Mr. Electric Guitar, and the groom danced with his mom, Ms. French Horn. Then they changed partners and Ms. Viola danced with her new father-in-law, Mr. Bugle, while Mr. Tuba danced with Viola’s mom, Ms. Cello. 

	[image: drums]

	The battery drums picked up the beat for a minute and before you know it they turned it into a Polka. A lot of the guests joined in hopping and playing at the same time. Mr. Bassoon invited Ms. Piano to the dance floor, but she refused him politely.

	“I’m much too heavy for the Polka, but I am currently on the Keto diet, so ask me again at the next party.”

	[image: piano]

	Mr. Saxophone announced that they needed to take a break, to toast the young couple, and have coffee and cake. After everyone was sitting once again, he took the lead wishing them to make harmonious music happily forever after.

	 

	[image: saxophone]

	The bouquet toss came next and it was quite surprisingly caught by none other than Ms. Harp. The bride and groom got into their limo and took off to their honeymoon and the rest of the guests lingered a little longer chatting with each other and then they left. 

	Ms. Cello and Mr. Tuba went to sit in their gazebo and relax for a bit.

	“We could have easily had the whole ceremony here,” said Ms. Viola.

	“I guess we could have, but I think supporting the church where Mr. Bugle’s brother is a preacher,  was the right thing to do.”

	[image: notes]

	THE END
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Maureen & the Feathered Serpent

	[image: feathered serpent]

	One Day, when Maureen was walking home from school, she saw some of the boys in her class throwing rocks at something. When she got a little closer she could that it was a little black snake. A rock had probably hit him in the head because he was just laying there not moving.

	“What’s wrong with you all?” she yelled at the boys, “why are you throwing rocks at this poor little creature?”

	“It’s a snake Maureen, he could bite us,” answered one of the boys.

	“For your information snakes only bite people who mess with them. Besides this is a garden snake and his preferred food is rats and mice. I do not like mice or rats, a lot of times they carry diseases, so having a garden snake around is really a good thing. Now go away and leave it alone before I beat you all up.”

	Maureen was a really tough girl and they were all afraid of her so they went away. Maureen picked up the snake and walked over to where the weeds and grass were taller. She thought that the snake would be a little slimy, but it did not feel like that at all. It was actually dry and warm and a little bit slippery. She put him down and splashed a little water on him from her water bottle. The snake was just stunned because the water woke him up and he just slithered away.

	When she turned around she was surprised to see the largest snake that anyone could imagine. I mean it was as big as an airplane and it also had wings. The feathers in the wings were colored in many beautiful colors.

	“Don’t be afraid,” said the snake, “I will not hurt you.”

	“I am not afraid,” replied Maureen, “but I am surprised that you can speak English. Also, you are very beautiful”

	“I can speak many other languages as well,” replied the snake, “and thank you for the compliment.”

	“You’re welcome, and well, I didn’t expect a snake to be able to speak at all.”

	 “Actually when a snake is as big as I am, you should call it a serpent.”

	“So you’re a serpent with wings and feathers, that is really something special.”

	“People can only see me if I show myself to them. In the past, I showed myself to some people on this continent and they told everybody they saw a feathered serpent. They even gave me a name, but I already had one. My name is Qiana and I am the Queen of the snakes. I saw what you did for that little snake and I wanted to thank you. Most people are afraid of snakes and even the snake handlers do not always treat them nicely. So I would like to reward you.”

	“It is very nice to meet you, my name is Maureen, but I do not need a reward, Queen Qiana, I just hate to see anyone being a bully.”

	“Well, you are getting a reward anyway, because that is what a Queen is supposed to do. So here is a little snakeskin wallet and inside it, there is a little feather that fell from one of my wings.”

	“How did you get the snakeskin? Did it come from a dead snake?” Asked Maureen.

	“I think you need to read about snakes a little more. You see, snakes never stop growing, so every few months, they shed their skin and grow a new one. The wallet that I gave you is made from my own skin. Whenever you’re in trouble, take out the feather and blow on it. I will come and help you.”

	“Why thank Queen Qiana, it was very nice talking to you, but I have to go home otherwise my mom will get worried.”

	“Very well, have a good day Maureen, and keep that wallet with you all the time. You can never tell when you might need it.”

	Saying that, Queen Qiana faded away and disappeared. 

	-%-

	A few weeks later, Maureen’s class went on their annual camping trip. It was a whole weekend spent outdoors, sleeping in tents and eating mostly canned food and crackers. Ms. Chaplin, the fourth-grade teacher, knew a lot about nature and she showed them how to find edible plants, fruits, and roots. Some of them were actually quite tasty, but Maureen preferred the canned pineapple. She always enjoyed these trips and this year her daddy had come with her together with a few of the other kids’ parents. On Friday evening they lit a bonfire toasted marshmallows and made s’mores. Mr. Jomsen, the music teacher, led them in some campfire songs and most of the kids joined in. Saturday after foraging for edible plants they played games and in the evening they lit a campfire once again. Sunday morning, they went hiking. After a few miles, they stopped on a little hill, from where they could see the dam. Mr. Sanchez, the fifth-grade teacher, started telling them about the dam and how it was holding back many trillions of gallons of water and helping control floods as well as generating a lot of electricity. 

	[image: dam]

	As he was explaining about spillways and how they helped protect against floods, a lot of water started coming down from the dam. Mr. Sanchez said that there was nothing to worry about, and he tried to call the water authorities to find out if there was a scheduled water spill, but he got no connection. He decided that they should hike back to the camp. He kept trying to connect to the network all the time, without success. When they got back to camp Maureen’s dad said that he will drive back towards town and try to make a phone call. He came back after 15 minutes saying that the road was flooded. It was the only road out of the forest and it looked like they were stuck. Mr. Sanchez said they would be OK and that other parents and teachers knew where they were and they would send a helicopter. 

	Mr. Jemson suggested that they start a campfire earlier and Ms. Chaplin said that she will show them how to roast SPAM and it was quite easy kind of like making s’mores but with SPAM instead of marshmallows. It kept the kids busy for a while but Maureen’s dad kept walking out looking for that helicopter. After a while, Mr. Sanchez went with him. Maureen told Ms. Chaplin that she had a nature call, but she followed them. She heard her father telling Mr. Sanchez that the waters were rising and that it was only a matter of time before the water got to their camping ground. There was still no network connection, so they were hoping that the helicopter would show up real soon. She came out from behind the tree she was hiding behind and said:

	“Dad, Mr. Sanchez, I think I can help.”

	“Sweety,” said her dad, “I really wish you could, but I can’t figure out how you possibly could do that.”

	Mr. Sanchez gave her dad a funny look and said:

	“I have been teaching for almost 20 years, and once in a while, I am still surprised by things that young children say or do. Go ahead Maureen, tell us.”

	So Maureen told them about Qiana and then she showed them the snakeskin wallet.

	“Oh my sweet child, I guess you heard what we were talking about and I’m sorry. I wish what you say was true but our best option is that coast guard helicopter.”

	“Maureen,” said Mr. Sanchez, “it’s OK to have a rich imagination, so I hope that it would not hurt you when Qiana the Queen of Snakes does not show up, but I think you should go ahead and blow on that feather.”

	So Maureen did just that and Mr. Sanchez and her dad thought that nothing happened, but Maureen was talking to somebody. Her dad felt sad that she was imagining such a thing. But Maureen was stubborn and she begged Queen Quiana to show herself.

	“Mr. Sanchez, dad, brace yourselves, Queen Qiana has agreed to help us. She will fly us to a nice spot on the side of the mountain where the waters will not reach. Are you ready for her?”

	“Well, Mr. Sanchez thinks that we should humor you so go ahead, tell her we are ready. Where is she?”

	“Right behind you,” said Qiana.  

	Mr. Sanchez and her dad turned around and you could almost hear their jaws drop at the sight of Queen Qiana’s majesty.

	“Your majesty,” said Mr.Sanchez, “I am sorry that we doubted your existence, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart for helping us.” 

	“You should not apologize to me, but rather to Maureen for doubting her.”

	“You are right of course, and we will, but right now we are a bit short on time. We need to walk back to camp and get everybody. Are you usually invisible?”

	“I am only visible to humans when I choose to be.”

	“So, can you possibly stay invisible until I explain this to everyone?”

	“OK, I will do that.”

	Mr. Sanchez and Maureen’s dad walked back to camp. It took them a while to explain Queen Qiana, but when Ms. Chaplin saw a glimmer of water through the trees, she said:

	“I believe in Queen Qiana. I would believe in anything that could save us right now, but the story that Maureen told, sounds like a fairy tale that I once read when I was a child.”

	“Well, my family originally came from Mexico, and for some of us, The Feathered Serpent was more than a fairy tale. Queen Qiana, can you please show yourself? We are running out of time.,” said Mr. Sanchez.

	Queen Qiana faded into view saying:

	“Hello, children, and everyone else. I can take you to a safe spot. Just pick up your backpacks and whatever else you want to take with you and jump on my back.”

	Ms. Chaplin was speechless and stunned, but the children ran to their tents and picked up their stuff.

	“Ms. Chaplin, are you coming with us?” asked Maureen.

	“We are going to fall, there are no harnesses or seats on that serpent.”

	“You are welcome to stay here,” said Queen Qiana, “ I hope you are a strong swimmer. Just in case you did not get it, I am a bit magic, so no one can fall off my back when I fly.”

	Everyone got on Queen Qiana’s back and she flew them all up to a clearing on the side of the mountain. The kids thought it was the best ride ever. When they got off, Ms. Chaplin asked the kids:

	“Children, what do we say now?”

	“Thank you, Queen Qiana,” they all said together.

	“You are welcome and just remember to be kind to snakes and all other creatures,” she replied before she disappeared. 

	Strangely, when they tried their phones, they found that there was a connection. All the kids told their parents about their fabulous adventure, but the parents did not believe any of that. The helicopter showed not too long after and flew them back to their school. Over the next couple of weeks, some reporters showed up and questioned everyone. Even if some of them believed the story of Queen Qiana, none of them published it. I mean who would believe that?”

	-%-

	There is a lesson to be learned from this:

	Treat all of nature’s creatures kindly. Even though I do not usually like mice and rats, I think they also have a place in the order of nature. Snakes, most certainly do.

	Emma Felice Ramsey

	And another thing:

	If you go camping in a remote location, bring a satellite phone with you. 

	THE END

	-%-

	 

	
AFTERWORD

	My granddaughter Emma stays with us a lot, while her mom is at work. She sees me writing just about every day and a couple of years ago she decided that she’d also like to write. Her first story The Lost Little Boy was written when she was about 7 years old. We wrote a couple more last year, but during summer vacation she went to stay with her dad. This year she stayed home so we saw a lot more of her. She loves her electronic devices so we have a schedule for her on/off electronics. It made it easier to write a little more though it still took quite a while to complete this book. I told her that we need at least 100 pages because Amazon (our publisher) will not let us put the title and authors on the spine otherwise. So she made an effort to write a little more often and here we are. 

	Most story titles as well as main ideas, belong to Emma. I added some details, for example, locations. I also edited the whole thing and I contributed one somewhat thought-provoking story (I hope) and another that is part of a musical project. I also created some collages and otherwise modified some of the art that we used.

	Her brother Aiden who is 13, contributed some of the mystery in the story of the same name. Specifically the knife in the cat skull, the stairs leading down, and the multiple hallways. 

	N. Pojk
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About the Authors
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	Emma Felice Ramsey is 9 years old. She is hopefully going to start school in about two weeks. That Covid-19 pandemic has messed up a lot of things including the normal operation of schools. 
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	N. Pojk is one of the pen-names of Ernest Samuel Llime. Ernest has published several books under various pen names. He has also been anthologized in various sci-fi volumes. He is currently working on a sequel to his YA novel Octavio & the Lotus.
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