Fiction Writing - for NCSU Young Writers’ Workshop

June 13-24, 2005

1:00-1:30—Pick up students in front of North Hall and escort to area behind Tompkins

1:30-2:35—1st class: (3) 4th graders, (5) 5th graders, (4) 6th graders

2:35-2:50—Snack time

2:50-3:55—2nd class: (6) 7th graders, (6) 8th graders

3:55-4:30—Escort students back to North Hall lot and wait for parents to arrive

Classroom:
Tompkins G109

Goals:
Elements of a story—hook, character, plot, setting

Write 5-10 pages of a story, complete 2 scenes

Learn peer critique and value of outside opinion

Publish 1 page in workshop anthology

Sources used:
Holly Black: Tithe
Italo Calvino: If on a winter’s night a traveler
Michael Chabon: Summerland
Charles de Lint: “Somewhere in My Mind There Is a Painting Box”

Cory Doctorow: Eastern Standard Tribe
Neil Gaiman: Coraline and Stardust
Michael Jasper: Last of the Hand
Justine Larbalestier: Magic or Madness
Jason Erik Lundberg: “Watersnake, Firesnake”

Patricia McKillip: Ombria in Shadow
J.K. Rowling: Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone
Greg van Eekhout: “Show and Tell” and “Will You Be an Astronaut?”

Day 1: Monday, June 13—Introductions

Assembly in courtyard behind Tompkins, then to

Introductions: who am I? Show some publications I’ve been in, talk about Four Seasons in One Day and “Watersnake, Firesnake.” Have students introduce themselves, then tell 2 facts about themselves and 1 lie. Pass around email list if students have addresses. Make it known that students are free to write whatever they want, though I’ll be using many examples from sf.

Goals of the class: write the first 5-10 pages of a short story or novel. 1 page of either complete story or excerpt will be published in workshop antho; need to be turned in by Friday, next Monday at the latest. Announce contest for cover art of antho; prizes awarded—2 gift certificates to winners, for front and back covers: $15 each at Quail Ridge.

Rules of the class: Take notes on mini-lectures, participate in discussions. For the workshop portion, emphasize the need for cooperation and constructive comments; critique the story, not the author. Keep an open mind and come prepared to write and learn.

Talk about storytelling: What’s your favorite book/movie? [WRITE ON BOARD] Why? Talk about stories and why we like them—sitting around a campfire, watching a movie, reading a book—we always want to know What Happens Next. How do we do this in our own writing? By giving our character a problem, in a particular setting.

Write What You Know: includes research and knowledge as well as personal experience.

Read aloud from chapter 1 of Magic or Madness. (5 min.)

In-Class Writing: Write for 5-10 minutes about [LIST ON BOARD] what you like about writing, why you’re taking this class, what you like to write, your favorite book and why, what you’re read now. Hand in. (I’ll read over tonight)

Assignment: Rip a sheet of paper into 3 strips and write a story idea on each—one sentence with a character, setting and situation. (Write an example or 2 on board) Write down your three ideas somewhere else as well. Bring both to class tomorrow. Remind students about publishing 2 pages of your story/novel for booklet.

Day 2: Tuesday, June 14—The Hook
Plexers—pg. 6, #6; pg. 3, #22

Talk about opening your story—the hook. Read aloud from “The Hook” handout.
Discuss which openings work best and why: keeps you interested and wanting to read more. Make guesses as to what will happen next in those excerpts, show how authors use foreshadowing.

Define internal vs. external conflicts. Try to have both in a story.

Unique character in a unique setting, with a unique problem, leading to some sort of change. How do the four excerpts use this? Are they successful or not? Did you want to read more?

In-Class Writing: Pass forward story ideas to put into a hat, then pick a story from the hat. Choose one, or use your own, and start writing. This is an exercise in speed-writing, getting the ideas down fast and worrying about editing later. Talk about how to respond to other writers’ work (focus on workshop structures). Share writing from volunteers if time.

Assignment: Write the first page of your story, if not more—focus on your opening. Does it grab your reader, do you think? Try to use as many sensory details as possible—smells and textures and sounds as well as visual. Also present a sense of mystery. What Happens Next?

Day 3: Wednesday, June 15—Character

Plexers—pg. 7, #49; pg. 10, #76

Talk about situations, characters who are larger than life—use examples from favorite books. Put favorite characters on board (Harry Potter, Frodo Baggins, &c.).

Define protagonist, antagonist. The major characters are often the most dynamic; they change most deeply and change things around them.

Read aloud from “Characters” handout.

Look at your own characters so far—what makes them great?

Small groups (3 or 4 students)—read from first 1-2 pages of your story aloud and get instant feedback. If you’re stuck on plot, have groupmates discuss what could happen next.

Think about your 2 pages for booklet.

In-Class Writing:
1. Create a character sheet for your main character that covers the following basics:

-Name, nickname, title

-Physical appearance—face and facial expressions, way of moving and gesturing, clothing

-Personal history—including good and bad stuff

-What the character says and how they say it (positive? negative?)

-What others say about the character

-How would they react in a specific situation? What do they do under pressure? While

 they are relaxed?

-Their thoughts—but don’t let thoughts do heavy lifting—show, don’t tell

TIP: Put at least one of these traits in conflict to create tension.

2. Journal entry by your character on the day before (or ten minutes before) the story starts.

Assignment: Write the next page (or two) of your story. If you want, add more things to your character sheet: siblings, hobbies, talents, &c.

Day 4: Thursday, June 16—Plot
Plexers—pg. 21, #159; pg. 28, #207

Talk about plotting and outlining, finding your story. Stories are all about conflict of some type—can be external, internal, both. Give examples of each—being chased by a bully vs. stressed out about how you’ll do in the big game.

Plot as stringing together a series of problems.

Types of conflict: 1. Person vs. person 2. Person vs. self 3. Person vs. environment 4. Person vs. supernatural

The main conflict creates the complication. The conflict is faced with success or not in the climax/anticlimax. The conflict is resolves by a thought or an emotion at the conclusion.

Plot structure: Introduction (gives the setting and situation), Complication (a problem creates conflict), Rising Action (conflict increases, tension mounts), Climax/Anticlimax (when the conflict comes to a head; climax—protagonist overcomes problem; anticlimax—protagonist fails to overcome problem), Falling Action (tension eases, loose ends are tied up), Conclusion/Resolution/Denouement.

Read aloud from “Will You Be an Astronaut?” Discuss different facets of plot structure.

Make an outline to help you get through the story, if you keep getting stuck. Look at the outline like you would a map—check back every now and then to make sure you’re going the right way. Sometimes you can improvise and take a shortcut, or make a detour, and that can be rewarding.

Hints you give yourself without even thinking about it, foreshadowing, surprises that make perfect sense.

In-Class Writing: Do a straight newspaper-style report of what happens in your story. Hit the key points only. Use this as your outline—just the facts, ma’am.

Assignment: Plot out what happens in the rest of your story, and use it to help write the next 1 or 2 pages. Think about your 1 page for the booklet.

Day 5: Friday, June 17—Setting
More Plexers—pg. 2, #11; pg. 4, #26

Hand in plot exercises. Ask how people are coming with their stories, what they’ve learned or come up with during the process—what can they share with their fellow writers?

Talk about setting—a physical place and time. Read aloud from “Setting” handout.

As I read, have students sketch each setting quickly—which one worked best?

How to describe your world without it sounding like a grocery list—mix in action, dialogue and description. Use all the senses! Mix up sentence length. Experiment!

Sign up to read aloud first 3-4 paragraphs/first scene of your story—Wednesday & Thursday. Have your 2 type pages w/your name on it ready for booklet today, Monday at latest.

In-Class Writing: Work on first scene alone or with a partner, thinking about it visually and other senses, as if trying to draw it.

Meet briefly with each student for a quick one-to-one conference about what they’re working on and how’s it going.

Assignment: Have your 1 typed page with your name on it ready for booklet today, Monday at the latest. You have all weekend to work on it. Practice reading out loud.

Day 6: Monday, June 20—Artistic Inspiration
More Plexers—pg. 6, #41; pg. 12, #86

Hand in typed page with your name on it ready for booklet today. Also sign up for reading aloud if you haven’t done so.

Bring in three or four printed paintings by Janet Chui and talk about the relationship between visual and written art. Show how prose should be like art for the brain; writing gives you a mental image of the actions in a story, and should be as descriptive as possible.

Discuss works of art (including animation and comics in addition to fine art) that inspire you to write. There may be a certain movie scene that was exciting and filled with imagery. Talk about the feelings it enlivened in you. Why do those images stay so well in our minds?

In-Class Writing: Pick one of four Chui paintings and describe it to someone who has never seen it. Include as much sensory detail as possible. Let the painting be the jumping-off point for a scene.

Assignment: Write half a page about previous discussed works of art, detailing the things you notice that someone else might not, for someone who has never seen it. Describe it as visually as possible, but also relay how it makes you feel.

((Absolute last day to hand in writing for booklet—no more than 1 page!))

Day 7: Tuesday, June 21—Dialogue / Oral Performance 1
More Plexers—pg. 17, #129; pg. 25, #187

Talk about dialogue and the importance on its realism within prose. If conversations are too stilted, they sound like robots talking. Have characters talk like you would talk.

Read aloud from “They’re Made Out of Meat.”

Hand out Critique Sheet for students to comment on each other’s stories.

Start first 3 read-alouds, followed by brief critiques, using comments sheets. Emphasize the positive and constructive criticism, how to make the story better. Also make sure to comment on the story, NOT the author.

Assignment: Sign up for who’s reading what on Friday for the celebration.

Day 8: Wednesday, June 22—Oral Performance 2

Continue with next 6 read-alouds, followed by brief critiques, using comments sheets. Emphasize the positive and constructive criticism, how to make the story better.
Assignment: Prepare for Friday’s reading!
Day 9: Thursday, June 23—Oral Performance 3

(SHORTENED CLASSES)

Finish with last 3 read-alouds, followed by brief critiques, using comments sheets. Emphasize the positive and constructive criticism, how to make the story better.

Review how to read for an audience—be slow, clear, enthusiastic; pick something interesting and fun. (I can do a practice reading of 2 pages from “Watersnake, Firesnake”)

Assignment: Get ready for reading tomorrow, finish up all loose ends. Practice reading out loud tonight!

Day 10: Friday, June 24—Celebration
Final celebration in Caldwell G107 at 1:30 for students and parents.

Reading and talk by guest author/illustrator Mark Artell. Student readings. Cover art winner announced. Booklet distributed.

The Hook
“You are about to begin reading Italo Calvino’s new novel, If on a Winter's Night a Traveler. Relax. Concentrate. Dispel every other thought. Let the world around you fade. Best to close the door; the TV is always on in the next room. Tell the others right away, ‘No, I don’t want to watch TV!’ Raise your voice—they won’t hear you otherwise—‘I’m reading! I don’t want to be disturbed!’ Maybe they haven’t hear you, with all that racket; speak louder, yell: ‘I’m beginning to read Italo Calvino’s new novel!’ Or if you prefer, don’t say anything; just hope they’ll leave you alone.”

—Italo Calvino, If on a Winter's Night a Traveler
“I once had a Tai Chi instructor who explained the difference between Chinese and Western medicine thus: ‘Western medicine is based on corpses, things that you discover by cutting up dead bodies and pulling them apart. Chinese medicine is based on living flesh, things observed from vital, moving humans.

“The explanation, like all good propaganda, is stirring and stilted, and not particularly accurate, and gummy as the hook from a top-40 song, sticky in your mind in the sleep-deprived noontime when the world takes on a hallucinatory hyperreal clarity. Like now as I sit here in my underwear on the roof of a sanitorium in the backwoods off Route 128, far enough from the perpetual construction of Boston that it’s merely a cloud of dust like a herd of distant buffalo charging the plains. Like now as I sit here with a pencil up my nose, thinking about homebrew lobotomies and wouldn’t it be nice if I gave myself one.”

—Cory Doctorow, Eastern Standard Tribe
“While the ruler of the ancient city of Ombria lay dying, his mistress, frozen out of the room by the black stare of Domina Pearl, drifted like a bird on a wave until she bumped through Kyel Grave's unguarded door to his bed, where he was playing with his puppets.”

—Patricia McKillip, Ombria in Shadow
“Teacher is an old-fashioned bug with a blue carapace and eyes like two domes of gold beads. She is very pretty and smells like follow, but when she flutters her wings you better look smart or you'll get her stinger in your belly.

So we are quiet. We are three rows of quiet children, blinking slowly and steadily, as is polite.

‘Today, we are having Show and Tell,’ Teacher says, bending her antennae towards us. ‘I am certain you have all brought wonderful shows.’”

—Greg van Eekhout, “Show and Tell”

Character
“A man was sprawled in the mud only a few steps from [Kaye], clutching a curved sword in one hand. It shone like a sliver of moonlight in the hazy dark. Long pewter hair, plastered wetly to his neck, framed a face that was long and full of sharp angles. Rivulets of rain ran over the jointed black armor he wore. His other hand was at his heart, clutching a branch that jutted from his chest. The rain there was tinted pink with blood.

‘Was it you, girl?’ He was breathing raggedly.

Kaye wasn’t sure what he meant, but she shook her head. He didn’t look much older than she was. Certainly not old enough to call her ‘girl.’”

—Holly Black, Tithe
“Mr Dursley was the director of a firm called Grunnings, which made drills. He was a big, beefy man with hardly any neck, although he did have a very large moustache. Mrs Dursley was thin and blonde and had nearly twice the usual amount of neck, which came in very useful as she spent so much of her time craning over garden fences, spying on the neighbours. The Dursleys had a small son called Dudley and in their opinion there was no finer boy anywhere.”

—J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone
“Coraline went into the kitchen, where the voice had come from. A woman stood in the kitchen with her back to Coraline. She looked a little like Coraline’s mother. Only . . .

Only her skin was white as paper.

Only she was taller and thinner.

Only her fingers were too long, and they never stopped moving, and her dark red fingernails were curved and sharp.

‘Coraline?’ the woman said. ‘Is that you?’

And then she turned around. Her eyes were big black buttons.

‘Lunchtime, Coraline,’ said the woman.

‘Who are you?’ asked Coraline.

‘I’m your other mother,’ said the woman. ‘Go and tell your other father that lunch is ready.’

—Neil Gaiman, Coraline
“Lily hungered to try the paints and brushes she’d found in the box. There was never enough money for her to think of being able to buy either. They lived on whatever they could grow or gather from the woods around them, augmented by the small checks that Aunt’s ex-husband sent every other month or so. So Lily made her brushes with wild grasses, or by crimping locks of her own hair with bits of tin and pliers, attaching them to the end of hardwood sticks. For color she used anything that came to hand—old coffee grounds and tea bags, berries, fine red mud, the hulls of nuts, and onion skins. Some, like the berries, she used as she found them. Others she’d boil up to get their color. But their faint washes lent only a ghost of color to her drawings. These paints she’d found would be like going from the gloom of dusk into the bright light of day.”

—Charles de Lint, “Somewhere in My Mind There Is a Painting Box”

Setting
“And the fleet of little boats moved off all at once, gliding across the lake, which was as smooth as glass. Everyone was silent, staring up at the great castle overhead. It towered over them as they sailed nearer to the cliff on which it stood.

‘Heads down!’ yelled Hagrid as the first boats reached the cliff; they all bent their heads and the little boats carried them through a curtain of ivy which hid a wide opening in the cliff face. They were carried along a dark tunnel, which seemed to be taking them right underneath the castle, until they reached a kind of underground harbour, where they clambered out on to the rocks and pebbles.”

—J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone
“The town of Wall stands today as it has stood for six hundred years, on a high jut of granite amidst a small forest woodland. The houses of Wall are square and old, built of grey stone, with dark slate roofs and high chimneys; taking advantage of every inch of space on the rock, the houses lean into each other, are built one upon the next, with here and there a bush or tree growing out of the side of a building.

There is one road from Wall, a winding track rising sharply up from the forest, where it is lined with rocks and small stones. Followed far enough south, out of the forest, the track becomes a real road, paved with asphalt; followed further the road gets, is packed at all hours with cars and trucks rushing from city to city. Eventually the road takes you to London, but London is a whole night’s drive from Wall.”

—Neil Gaiman, Stardust
“The daylight in downtown Chicago was beginning to fade, the wind was starting to pick up, and Johnathan Archibald Masterson Brightwell was once again on the run.

He rushed past wooden storefronts and around gaslights, dodging people at every step. The smell of horses filled his nose, while dust and dirt lined his throat like gravel in a dry well. In spite of the warmth of the early October night, Johnathan caught himself trying to gather his oversized suit coat tighter around his shoulders. He bit down a curse when he realized, of course, he wasn't wearing his robe.” —Michael Jasper, Last of the Hand
“Clam Island was a small, green, damp corner of the world. It was known, if at all, mostly for three things. First was its clams. Second was the collapse, in 1943, of the giant Clam Narrows Bridge. You might have seen an old film of that spectacular disaster, on TV: the long steel bridge-deck flapping and whipping around like a gigantic loose shoelace just before it falls to pieces and splashes into the chilly waters of Puget Sound. The Clam Islanders had never really taken to the bridge that connected them to the mainland, and they were not sorry to see it go. They went back to riding the Clam Island Ferry, which they greatly preferred. You could not get a cup of coffee or clam chowder, or hear all about your neighbor’s sick cousin or chicken, on the Clam Narrows Bridge. From time to time, there would be talk of rebuilding the span, but a lot of people seemed to feel that maybe there just ought not to be a bridge connecting Clam Island to the mainland. Islands have always been strange and magical places; crossing the water to reach them ought to be, even in a small way, an adventure.”

—Michael Chabon, Summerland
Young Writers’ Workshop

Critique Sheet

Fiction Writing

Your name:___________________________________________

Author:______________________________________________

Title:________________________________________________

1. In your story, I really liked:

a.

b.

c.

2. In your story, I was confused by:

3. In your story, I’d like to suggest that you:

“They're Made Out of Meat”
by Terry Bisson

“They're made out of meat.”

“Meat?”

“Meat. They're made out of meat.”

“Meat?”

“There's no doubt about it. We picked up several from different parts of the planet, took them aboard our recon vessels, and probed them all the way through. They're completely meat.”

“That's impossible. What about the radio signals? The messages to the stars?”

“They use the radio waves to talk, but the signals don't come from them. The signals come from machines.”

“So who made the machines? That's who we want to contact.”

“They made the machines. That's what I'm trying to tell you. Meat made the machines.”

“That's ridiculous. How can meat make a machine? You're asking me to believe in sentient meat.”
“I'm not asking you, I'm telling you. These creatures are the only sentient race in that sector and they're made out of meat.”

“Maybe they're like the orfolei. You know, a carbon‑based intelligence that goes through a meat stage.”

“Nope. They're born meat and they die meat. We studied them for several of their life spans, which didn't take long. Do you have any idea what’s the life span of meat?”

“Spare me. Okay, maybe they're only part meat. You know, like the weddilei. A meat head with an electron plasma brain inside.”

“Nope. We thought of that, since they do have meat heads, like the weddilei. But I told you, we probed them. They're meat all the way through.”

“No brain?”
“Oh, there's a brain all right. It's just that the brain is made out of meat! That's what I've been trying to tell you.”

“So . . . what does the thinking?”

“You're not understanding, are you? You're refusing to deal with what I'm telling you. The brain does the thinking. The meat.”

“Thinking meat! You're asking me to believe in thinking meat!”
“Yes, thinking meat! Conscious meat! Loving meat. Dreaming meat. The meat is the whole deal! Are you beginning to get the picture or do I have to start all over?”

“Omigod. You're serious then. They're made out of meat.”
“Thank you. Finally. Yes. They are indeed made out of meat. And they've been trying to get in touch with us for almost a hundred of their years.”

“Omigod. So what does this meat have in mind?”
“First it wants to talk to us. Then I imagine it wants to explore the Universe, contact other sentiences, swap ideas and information. The usual.”

“We're supposed to talk to meat.”
“That's the idea. That's the message they're sending out by radio. ‘Hello. Anyone out there? Anybody home?’ That sort of thing.”

“They actually do talk, then. They use words, ideas, concepts?”
“Oh, yes. Except they do it with meat.”

“I thought you just told me they used radio.”
“They do, but what do you think is on the radio? Meat sounds. You know how when you slap or flap meat, it makes a noise? They talk by flapping their meat at each other. They can even sing by squirting air through their meat.”

“Omigod. Singing meat! This is altogether too much. So what do you advise?”
“Officially or unofficially?”

“Both.”
“Officially, we are required to contact, welcome and log in any and all sentient races or multibeings in this quadrant of the Universe, without prejudice, fear or favor. Unofficially, I advise that we erase the records and forget the whole thing.”

“I was hoping you would say that.”
“It seems harsh, but there is a limit. Do we really want to make contact with meat?”

“I agree one hundred percent. What's there to say? ‘Hello, meat. How's it going?’ But will this work? How many planets are we dealing with here?”

“Just one. They can travel to other planets in special meat containers, but they can't live on them. And being meat, they can only travel through C space. Which limits them to the speed of light and makes the possibility of their ever making contact pretty slim. Infinitesimal, in fact.”

“So we just pretend there's no one home in the Universe.”
“That's it.”

“Cruel. But you said it yourself, who wants to meet meat? And the ones who have been aboard our vessels, the ones you probed? You're sure they won't remember?”
“They'll be considered crackpots if they do. We went into their heads and smoothed out their meat so that we're just a dream to them.”

“A dream to meat! How strangely appropriate, that we should be meat's dream.”
“And we marked the entire sector unoccupied.”

“Good. Agreed, officially and unofficially. Case closed. Any others? Anyone interesting on that side of the galaxy?”
“Yes, a rather shy but sweet hydrogen core cluster intelligence in a class nine star in G445 zone. Was in contact two galactic rotations ago, wants to be friendly again.”

“They always come around.”
“And why not? Imagine how unbearably, how unutterably cold the Universe would be if one were all alone . . .”

###

from ch. 1 of Magic or Madness
by Justine Larbalestier

My name is Reason Cansino. I was named Reason because my mother, Sarafina, thought it was prettier than Logic or Rationality or Intellect and had better nicknames, too. Not that Sarafina has ever called me anything but Reason. My mother believes in all those things: logic, reason, and the rest, and in mathematics, which fortunately wasn’t on the list of possible names. I’m grateful to have a head full of numbers, but I wouldn’t want to answer to the name of Algebra, Trigonometry, or Calculus.

Not many people have ever known my real name: the doctors and nurses at the hospital where I was born, police, private detectives. And her, of course, the wicked witch, my grandmother, Esmeralda Cansino.

All my life we’ve been on the run from her, Sarafina and me. She caught us once when I was ten, but we got away. It was dumb, I guess, but I thought that was it: she found us, we escaped, end of story. She’ll never find us again.

Wrong.

Sarafina always said, “Expect the best, but prepare for the worst.”

I’m good at the first part, crap at the second. Despite having lived all my life being made ready in case the wicked witch should find us—Sarafina taught me what to say, what not to say, filled my head with detailed plans of Esmeralda’s house (“What if she moves somewhere else?” I asked. “She can’t,” said Sarafina), how to get in contact with each other if separated, all of that.

Even so, I never really believed it would happen. Not twice. It was a game we played, Sarafina and me, nothing more.

I loved our life together. I’d seen brolgas taking off at sunset, their white feathers stained pink, purple, and orange by the light, making vast ripples radiate through the wetlands, sending lily pads rocking, frogs leaping from pad to pad, and lazy crocs slipping flash quick into the water. I’d seen a platypus clear as the air after rains have finally wiped the dust and dirt of a drought away, swimming slow and easy at dawn in water so still, so glass-like, you can see reflected the fine hair on your face.

In that life, I’d never seen a movie, or been in a shopping centre, or held a remote control. I’d never lived anywhere for more than five months, or in a town of more than a thousand people, or had any friends. I’d never had to memorise a phone number because we never had one or knew anyone to call.

Sarafina turned our constant motion into a game, a lesson, a whole different world. I learned more in an hour spent with her than I’d learned in my two months at a proper school. Sarafina made anything fun and everything fascinating. When it was time to move on (if we weren’t in an abandon-everything- and-run hurry), we would toss a coin onto a map and go where it landed or find a name of a town that appealed to us (Wanneroo? Borroloola? Or how about Jilkminggan?). Would we go to a nine-letter town like Fassifern (I love nines) or a prime-number town like Warhope? Or a town at an angle of exactly 45 degrees (more nines) from where we were?

One time we just walked in a straight line—using a compass and the stars to verify the straightness—into the bush, even though it took us through dense scrub, flooded creeks, and over steep ravines, until, at last, we came to a settlement. We were so pleased to see people living there on our straight line (the settlement was so small it wasn’t on the map) that we stayed for almost four months. A lifetime!

Sarafina taught me how to read, how to run, how to hide, the music of numbers and of the stars above, and the patterns, the spirals in the flowers and termite mounds, the fruits and the scrub, the grasses and the trees.

Together we’d learn how to start a fire by banging rocks together or, better, with the sun and a magnifying glass; how much water was necessary for an all-day trek (as much as we both could carry and then some); when it was time for a car; how bad was bad enough to go see a doctor (broken bones, high fever, vomiting that wouldn’t stop); when to leave a pub before a stoush got out of hand; when to hitchhike and when to walk; how to gather water-lily roots, witchetty grubs, and wild honey.

That was our life together. As soon as I turned eighteen and was free from Esmeralda’s custody claim, we were going to travel even further—the whole world—start up north (Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Cambodia) and just keep on going. We’d explore the world as thoroughly as we had Australia. For the rest of our lives.

How could I possibly have wound up in the witch’s house? In the city, separated from my mother?

But there I was, sitting in a plane for the very first time, headed towards her.

###

from “Watersnake, Firesnake”

by Jason Erik Lundberg

After three weeks of having the egg, strangers came to call. Chan’s mother was ripping out the weeds in the back garden and didn’t hear the knock, so Chan answered the door. Before him stood a dark man with a bald head and a serious look on his face, and a beautiful woman with brown hair and a brilliant smile. The woman looked slightly Asian, but her skin was paler, nearly translucent in places, revealing strong blue veins underneath. Her grey eyes were round instead of almond, and she wore deep blue robes. The man had skin the color of burnt umber, and was dressed in a white shirt and dark green slacks; Chan guessed he came from Hong Kong, since most Westerners in the area lived or visited there.

“Greetings, Master Chan,” the woman said in perfect Mandarin. “I understand you have just unearthed something rather valuable.”

The man next to her smiled briefly, then placed his hands in his pockets.

“I’m sorry?” Chan said. His voice shook slightly.

“I believe you have found a rare egg that we have been searching for,” the woman said. “It is a very precious item, that egg. May we see it?”

“I . . . I don’t know,” said Chan. He was always told never to talk to strangers, let alone bring them into the house. He had already broken the first rule, and his mother would be upset enough about that . . . “No, I’m sorry.”

The woman’s smile dropped slightly. “But Master Chan, we could compensate you for it. Our Master is very wealthy and would like to reward you. We have a mirror edged with the finest gold scripting that was given to the Emperor as a gift from the Czar of Russia.”

“No, thank you.”

“We have a maple seedling that will grow and spread and will never die. It will be the envy of the entire neighborhood.”

“No.”

“We have gold, enough gold that your family will never be hungry.”

Just then, Chan’s mother, having heard the voices from the back yard, appeared in the doorway behind Chan, looming over him.

“Can I help you?” she said in a voice that indicated how much she disliked strangers who came to call unannounced.

“Yes, my lady,” the woman with blue robes said. “I believe your son has discovered something of great worth to myself and my brother.” She indicated the dark man next to her with her head. Chan found it difficult to believe they were related. “An egg, quite a rare one.”

“My son has found no such egg,” Chan’s mother said. “Have you, boy?”

Chan shook his head. He had not told his parents about the egg, and he was sure to be punished if they found out. They might even take the egg away from him.

“There, you see?” his mother said. “Now if you have no further business here, I will bid you a good day.”

The woman’s smile disappeared and she turned to her brother, who was clenching his fists. “Very well,” she said. “We will be on our way. Thank you for your time, my lady.” The man and woman turned and walked past the gate to the street, and then were gone from view.

Chan’s mother stepped back inside the house and said, “Get back to your chores,” before disappearing into the back garden again. Chan picked up the small broom he had left against the wall and began sweeping the front room again. He thought about the strangers, about the beautiful smile on the woman, about the big strong hands of the dark man, and started to shiver. How had they known about his egg?

###

“Will You Be an Astronaut?”

by Greg van Eekhout

Astronauts are people who ride rockets into space. They must train for a very long time before they go. Astronauts must be brave and smart.

Will you be an astronaut?

*

The biggest rocket ever was the Saturn V. On the launch pad it was taller than a 30-story building. Today's rockets are smaller and lighter. Today's rockets can be launched more than once. They have wings and can come back to earth and land like airplanes.

When a rocket engine blasts out flame and smoke, it is so loud that windows rattle and the ground shakes. Everybody knows when astronauts are traveling to space.

Antonio is strapped into his seat. He is about to ride to a space station. Because there is no air in space, Antonio must wear a space suit. In the suit, Antonio can breathe and talk over radio. He wears a helmet with a special faceplate that protects him from the sun. The fingers of his gloves have tiny claws that help him work with small objects.

The rocket is about to take off. There go the engines.

5-4-3-2-1! Lift off!

*

Astronauts come from many countries. Antonio is from Mexico. Other astronauts come from Ecuador, Colombia, Brazil, the North American Diaspora, El Salvador, and other countries. Astronauts must be able to work well with others. They also must be good at math, computer science, and engineering.

In space, astronauts speak Spanish. No matter what language you speak at home, you must learn Spanish if you want to be an astronaut.

¿Habla español?

*

Mercury was America's first manned spacecraft. It was smaller than a car and could only hold one man, all scrunched up. Gemini was more roomy and could take two men into orbit. And the Apollo spacecraft was even larger. It could take three men to the Moon and back.

On July 20, 1969 Apollo 11 brought the first astronauts to walk on the moon. There are no plants or animals on the moon. There is no water to drink or air to breathe. Astronauts Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin conducted experiments and talked to people on Earth. They collected many moon rocks, but their spacecraft was lost while returning to Earth. Space exploration is dangerous.

Astronauts must be very brave. Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin made one giant leap for mankind.

Will you be an astronaut?

*

Antonio's rocket docks with Space Station Vigilancia. The space station circles 19,000 kilometers above the Earth. It also has rockets to help it move out of orbit. In some ways, the space station is like a space ship. It is shaped like a big donut with a needle through the center. Antonio's rocket links up with the space station at the bottom of the needle. He rides an elevator up to Vigilancia's living quarters.

The living quarters are small but comfortable. Antonio cooks some of his own food in a kitchen and grows some of it in garden-bubbles. He sleeps in a hammock and exercises with weights and a bicycle. When he's not working, sleeping or exercising, he watches movies and plays games, just like you do at home.

Antonio replaces another astronaut. The old astronaut will ride back to Earth in the rocket that brought Antonio. Antonio will remain on Space Station Vigilancia for nine months. During that time, he will finally get to put all his training to use. He will use telescopes and other instruments to watch for incoming Asps. If he sees an Asp, he will track it with radio waves, and if it gets close enough he will blast it with the space station's proton guns. Antonio has practiced doing this on Earth for a long time. He is very good at it. It is a great responsibility to be an astronaut, protecting Earth from Asps.

If even a single Asp gets through, millions of people could die.

*


How did Antonio become an astronaut? Astronauts come from all kinds of places. They come from big cities and small cities, from mountains and jungles, from farms and refugee camps.

Asps destroyed Mexico City, the place where Antonio's parents lived. They had to move to the refugee camp where Antonio was born.

Here is Antonio in the refugee camp. He is standing in line at the depot. At the depot he is given a box with food in it. It is enough food to feed Antonio for a week. Antonio eats bean cakes and fruit paste and crackers with peanut butter.

Every time Antonio picks up a box of food, the people at the depot ask him questions.

“How do you spell rocket,” asks a man.

“R-O-C-K-E-T,” says Antonio.

“Very good,” says the man. The man is from Africa and works for the United Nations. He writes something in his notepad and asks Antonio another question.

Antonio can spell many words.

P-R-O-T-E-C-T.

E-A-R-T-H.

H-U-M-A-N-I-T-Y.

L-O-Y-A-L.

Not all the questions are about spelling. Some are about math. Antonio can answer those easily.

And some questions are very different. They are “pretend” questions.

“Antonio, pretend your best friend is hungry. He has already eaten his crackers. When you go to the clinic to get your shot, you see a food box that someone has left by the door. The person who left it there must not be hungry, since they were so careless. Your stomach is rumbling. Do you eat the crackers, or do you give them to your best friend?”

Antonio says, “I tell the nurse there is a food box by the door.”

The man says, “Very good, Antonio.”

All Antonio's answers are entered in the notepad. After a while, people know that Antonio is very smart. When he is twelve years old he is chosen to attend astronaut school in Rio de Janeiro. It is a great honor to be picked for astronaut school. It is important to study hard. Always speak intelligently to adults. Don't be afraid of big words.

Antonio has to leave his parents in the refugee camp, and he is very sad.

His father hugs him. “Be good,” says his father.

“You will make us proud,” says his mother.

Antonio flies to astronaut school in an airplane.

He will miss his parents when he is at astronaut school, but he knows he is learning how to protect them from Asps.

It is okay to be sad when you help other people.

*

The Earth is beautiful. When Antonio has free time he looks through one of the space station's windows. Antonio learned geography at school in the refugee camp, and he learned even more at astronaut school. He sleeps with a picture of Earth over his hammock. The Earth is the most important thing there is.

Antonio sees blue ocean beneath the white clouds. The Gobi Desert is the color of a camel. The tip of Cape Horn is white like a polar bear. North America is green and blue, but parts of it are ash gray. Across Europe is a patch of ash gray. Across China is a patch of ash gray.

The gray parts are where Asps have touched down. More than two billion people used to live where the patches are. But nobody lives there now. There are no people, no animals, and no plants in the patches. Over two billion people have died in the patches since man started going into space. Many more have died because the people in the patches grew food for others to eat, all over the world. Now their farms are gone.

People like your parents have died. People like your brothers or sisters have died. People like your teachers and friends at school have died. Dogs and cats and fishes and hamsters have died.

Do you have a pet?

An astronaut's most important job is to prevent people and animals from dying. An astronaut will do anything to save a life.

*

On the space station, Antonio controls the guns. Here he is at work. He sits in a special chair. Doesn't it look like a dentist's chair? Antonio's chair has a gyroscope inside it. If something hits the space station, Antonio will remain steady. That's the gyroscope's job. An astronaut must be able to concentrate on his job no matter what.

From his chair, Antonio controls 20 guns at once. The guns are satellites with little rockets that control their movements. Each gun is as big as a tram car. Some of the guns are very far away. Some are out beyond the Moon. Antonio aims and fires his guns with radio signals.

Some astronauts will spend their entire time in space without ever firing a shot. But they're still working. Fire fighters are working even when there is no fire. Police officers are working even when nobody is committing a crime. Cleaners are working even when there is no quarantine. Working means always paying attention, even when not much is going on around you.

But now there is an alarm!

Robot detectors have picked up something. Antonio checks the computer. The computer can do math very quickly. It can figure out the size of an object, and its speed, and where it's headed, and even what it's made of.

An Asp is headed toward Earth.

Antonio is ready. He is very brave.

He waits for the incoming Asp to come close to his first gun battery. If he fires at the Asp and misses, the Asp will change course. Then it will be even harder to hit.

Asps are like pieces of string. They can be kilometers long, but only a few meters thick. They are like giant worms. They are disgusting.

Sitting in his gunner's seat, Antonio stares at his computer screen. He sees the Asp as a bright purple line. He tries to line up a red circle over the purple line. When the red circle is in the right place, Antonio can tell his guns to fire. The Asp moves quickly though, and it is hard to aim. It is important to hit the Asp in the correct place. Antonio wants to shoot it in a soft spot so it will break up into parts so tiny they'll burn away as they fall to Earth. But if he shoots the Asp in the wrong place, in one of its hard joints, it will break up into several Asp segments and will be harder to kill.

The red circle is on the purple line. Antonio squeezes the trigger. A signal is sent to his guns and they fire.

Oh, no! The Asp wriggles! It is not a clean hit!

Now there are four Asps.

Antonio's job is harder now, but he does not give up. Being an astronaut means never giving up. He sends radio signals to his guns. He tries to line up four red circles over four purple lines.

Number one is lined up. Antonio fires. It's a hit! The Asp segment breaks up into many tiny bits. He doesn't have to worry about them.

Number two is lined up. Antonio fires. Right on the mark!

Number three is lined up. Antonio fires. It's a bull's-eye!

Now number four is lined up. But only for a second. The red circle drifts away from the purple line. Antonio tries to aim his guns again, but he can't move the red circle at all. He hears a voice inside his head.

We have descrambled your code, the voice says. We now control your guns. Thank you.
*

Asps know how to send signals to Earth. They know how to speak over our radios and televisions. They can interrupt our shows. Recently, they learned how to talk directly to people inside their heads. This kind of communication is called telepathy. Asps may have talked to you. What did they say?

Asps want Earth to stop going into space. They want us to stop broadcasting radio and television. They want us to shut down our factories. They want us to stop drilling for oil. They want us to stop using metals. They want us to stop breeding animals. They want us to stop growing food on our farms.

When the Asps talk to you, it is very easy to want the same things they want. Some people have listened to them. They have started living the way the Asps want all of us to live. You may have heard your parents or teachers talking about "worms." Worms look like normal people, but they are not normal. Worms are people who do what the Asps want. How can you tell who is a worm and who is normal? Worms sometimes say strange things. They may say that machines are wrong or evil. They may complain about pollution. They may make their own clothes.

If you think someone is a worm, you should tell three grownups. You could tell your mother or father, and your teacher, and a police officer.

Remember, worms can be anybody. Worms look like normal people.

Even your parents could be worms.

That is why you must tell three grownups.

*

The Asp is coming toward Earth. If it gets through, everything where it lands will die. It will kill all the people and all the plants and all the animals.

Antonio's guns no longer work. The Asp has taken control of them. What can he do?

Antonio has an idea.

The Asp speaks again: Your name is Antonio. Your favorite color is blue. Don't use your machines. Be happy, Antonio. Be soft. Hello.
Antonio unstraps himself from the gunner's seat and floats to the space station's navigation controls. The space station has rocket engines that allow it to change its orbit. If it has to, it can even go to the Moon.

Metals are poison. Chemicals are poison. We will keep you warm, Antonio. We love you. Your favorite color is blue. Thank you.

Antonio wants to listen to the Asp. It has a nice voice. It is a little like his mother’s. He wants to shut down the space station’s power. He believes the Asp will make him soft and warm. The Asp loves him.

Don’t be scratchy, Antonio. Call home. Tell them they can be alive and soft. We can make them alive and soft. Death is scratchy, Antonio. Hello.

Sometimes it is hard to do the right thing.

Antonio fires some of the space station's engines. He switches them on and off to steer the station. The space station moves into the Asp's path.

The Asp knows how to avoid beams from guns, but it does not know that the space station itself is a threat.

Through the window, Antonio watches the Asp come closer and closer. He thinks about his friends in the astronaut corps. He thinks about his mother and father back in the refugee camp. He would like to talk to them on the radio. He would like to be alive and soft with them.

The Asp is moving in fast. It is huge. Antonio is afraid. But it is just a purple line, he tells himself.

It is just a purple line, and I am a red circle.

He puts his hands behind his back.

The Earth is so pretty from space.

*

Astronauts are the smartest and bravest people there are. There is nothing an astronaut won't do to help people.

Sometimes schools are named after astronauts who sacrifice their lives to protect our planet.

What is your school's name?

Will you be an astronaut?

