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¶ 9 ®
Under the 
Blood-Red 

Sun
By Graham Salisbury
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G raham Salisbury grew up on the 
islands of Oahu and Hawaii. His 
family has lived in Hawaii since 
1820, when they first arrived as 

missionaries. His father was an ensign, fresh out 
of the U.S. Naval Academy on the morning of 
December 7, 1941, when the Japanese bombed 
Pearl Harbor. His father died just four years 
later, when he was shot down on Graham 
Salisbury’s first birthday.

He had a peaceful, happy childhood, but 
sometimes he would think about what his life in 
Hawaii would have been like if he had been born 
just a bit sooner. What if he had been a boy that 
day in 1941? For months he thought about that 
“what if?” question. Then he sat down to write 
the award-winning Under the Blood-Red Sun. 
When he first started writing the story, he wrote 
from the point of view of the character Billy 
Davis, but “it did not work. It simply felt flat,” he 
says. “So I put it away and started over.”

This time he told the story from the point 
of view of Tomi Nakaji, a Japanese-American 
boy. “In Hawaii, I grew up with kids of all kinds 
of races, including Japanese. But we all shared 
a common voice. We spoke the same mangled 
English with great joy and enthusiasm. We 
all did the same things — surfed, bummed 
around, went to the movies, ate cracked seed, 
sashimi, and laulaus. We were one huge family 
of brothers and sisters and didn’t even realize 
it. So why not?” he said. “I could write a book 
from a Hawaii Japanese boy’s point of view … 
he might have miso soup for dinner and I might 
have hominy grits, but in the morning, we’d both 
head outside and slap hands and cruise down to 
the beach with our fins and boogie boards and 
talk trash in the ocean until the sun went down.”

He also did research, both at the library and 
through personal interviews, to make sure he got 
his cultural facts straight.

In the end, he says he did not write so much 
about the attack on Pearl Harbor as about 
“friendship, loyalty, honor, and courage. And 
adolescent boys dealing with a life situation. 
This always appeals to me — boyhood issues — 
friends, fathers, mothers, grandparents, bullies, 
loners, and that Silent Code of Conduct that 
all kids have to deal with. And courage, which 
young people seem to have in great helpings.”

Since Tomi’s family is Japanese, they 
are suspected of being spies after the Pearl 
Harbor attack. Tomi is bullied by a boy in the 
neighborhood. His father is imprisoned on Sand 
Island because he didn’t fly a U.S. flag on his 
fishing boat when he went out to sea and was 
mistaken for an enemy boat. Tomi is determined 
to see him, even if he must swim to the guarded 
island by himself.



Under the Blood-Red Sun

17
Sand Island

Thinking about Papa being a prisoner drove  
me crazy. Shikata ga nai — It can’t be helped. 
How could Mama and Grampa just accept it  
and go on like nothing had happened? Didn’t 
they understand that he was a prisoner of war? 
But he was just a fisherman. He wasn’t an enemy 
to anyone.

When I told Grampa I wanted to go looking 
for Papa, he got angry and told me to forget it. 
“You go there, they going shoot you,” he said.
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“But I’m only a kid.”
“They shoot, I tell you,” Grampa spit back.

*  *  *

Dawn. Sky dark and stormlike.
Grampa was already out with his chickens. 

Heavy gray clouds moved steadily toward the 
sea. Today I would tell Grampa I was going to 
see Rico.

But I would go to find Papa. 
I put on a sweatshirt and a pair of shorts 

and make sure my ID card was in my pocket, 
then left the house as soon as it was light and the 
curfew had lifted. Leaves swirled around the yard. 
A shiver ran through me, as thunder rumbled far 
off in the mountains, muffled by the clouds.

In less than an hour I’d walked all the way 
to the harbor, down to where the freighters and 
passenger ships docked. 

What I saw shocked me.
All around the water — everywhere — were 

barbed-wire barricades wound in twisted and 
jumbled coils from post to post, the wire going 
all over like it was spun by a lunatic spider. It 
scared me just to look at it.

To get beyond it to the piers, you had to pass 
through gates guarded by soldiers.

I waited across the street, trying to figure 
out what to do next. Sand Island lay across 
the smooth gray harbor, less than a quarter 
mile away — a low, flat place covered with 
scrub brush and a few trees. I could see a white 
building with a red tile roof out there.

A convoy of army trucks rushed by. Stone-
faced men peeked out from under the tarps in 
back. Behind the trucks, five tanks thundered by, 
shaking the street. I covered my ears. It was like I 
was in a nightmare.

The tanks rumbled on, and I crossed the 
street. How was I going to get over to Sand 

Island? I didn’t even know if it was an island, or 
if there was a spit of land that connected it, or 
some kind of bridge.

Soon I came to where two army guards 
stood by an entry station. They had pistols on 
their belts, and steel helmets and dark arm bands 
that said MP1 on them. They going shoot you. …

I could see their eyes watching me even 
though they seemed to stare straight ahead. 
When I came up to them, they got out of that 
stiff position. I pointed past the barbed wire. “Is 
this how you get to Sand Island?”

“This area is restricted,” one of the men said. 
He didn’t smile or anything.

“I’m looking for my father. He was … 
arrested … by mistake.”

The guard stared at me a moment, then said, 
“Better go home, son.”

“But he’s just a fisherman.”
“Beat it,” the other guard said.
I peeked past them. Nothing but ugly 

buildings and shipping boxes and a few trucks. A 
thick raindrop splattered down on my shoulder. 
The guards slipped army-green ponchos over 
their heads.

I headed back, and the rain let loose. Big 
drops bounced off the pavement. Rivers began 
to run in the gutters. I looked for someplace to 
get out of the rain and found an arched concrete 
bridge. I ducked under it and sat on a ledge, 
huddling next to the stream that ran out into the 
harbor.

What a stupid idea … I should have listened 
to Grampa.

The rain came down harder and the sound 
was deafening. The river started to swell and 
cloud with mud. I watched it rush by. Across the 
harbor Sand Island looked so desolate, a ghostly 
spit of land and the now barely visible red-roofed 
building.
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It was pretty hard to see that far. The rain 
beat down onto the water so hard, it looked like 
it was boiling. But I could make out the shoreline 
across the harbor. No barbed wire over there. I 
figured they had it strung out on the other side, 
on the ocean side where the enemy could land.

Barbed wire!
I hadn’t even noticed — there was no barbed 

wire. Not over there, and not here under the 
bridge. Nothing between me and Sand Island. I 
could swim out there . …

But what if someone saw me?
But it was raining, hard. … Maybe no one 

would be out there looking … even if they were, 
the rain was making everything blurry.

I crawled along the ledge under the bridge to 
the harbor side. No people on the docks and no 
ships moving around, not even any small boats. It 
was a long swim, but I was sure I could make it.

Then I remembered the tugboats, like sharks 
with big magnetic teeth that pulled you under. 
I’d seen them moving ships up to the pier, huge, 
sucking propellers churning the ocean white 
behind them, making giant, ugly whirlpools. 
If one of those things came by while I was out 
there, it would chop me into shreds.

Another stupid idea.
But …
I took my ID card out and stuck it in a crack 

on the ledge, then covered it with my sweatshirt. 
If I lost that I’d be in more trouble than I wanted 
to think about.

The water was cool, but not cold. I dropped 
down into it and let the stream carry me out 
into the harbor, keeping low so I’d look like 
something floating, a coconut or some piece of 
junk in the water.

The rain thundered all around me. I turned 
and looked back. No one was on the bridge. 
Still no boats, or anyone on the pier. When the 
force of the stream died out I started swimming 
… breast stroke, keeping low, making as little 
movement as possible. I accidentally swallowed a 
mouthful of oily, fuel-smelling water, and gagged. 
I tried to keep from coughing. 

Pull. Easy, steady. Looking back. Watching 
for boats.

About halfway across the harbor I started to 
get tired, but at least I could stop worrying about 
being seen by anyone on shore.

Sand Island … were there guards there?
The rain started to let up. It would pass 

soon.
Move … stop thinking about being tired. …

Keep going, keep pulling.
I didn’t realize how tired I really was until I 

felt the soft touch of watery sand under my feet. 
I crawled out and stumbled up the small beach 
to sprawl in some weeds. The rain still fell, but 
not as hard as before. I curled up into a ball and 
thought about going back into the water where it 
was warm. But I stayed hidden in the weeds.

Soon the rain slowed to a drizzle, then 
stopped. A breeze brought the soft rumble of 
surf from out on the reef on the other side of 
Sand Island. It must have been about noon. I 
rested awhile, then crawled up to the flat land 
above the beach and into the waist-high weeds.

They going shoot anybody try go there. …
Grampa was right. I should just be dutiful. I 

should be respectful and obey everything he says. 
Papa should beat you. …

But I was so close.
I crawled to a thicket of kiawe trees and 

studied what I could see of the white building. 
The whole island wasn’t that big, maybe a half 
mile long and a quarter wide. I inched closer, 
hiding behind the trees.
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The weeds broke onto a sandy field riddled 
with puddles. And beyond that, the prisoner camp.

My chin dug into the sand as I lay flat, 
straining to see. The camp wasn’t much more 
than a barbed-wire enclosed yard of sand with a 
bunch of tents set up in neat rows. Beyond that 
was the white building, and a couple of smaller 
buildings.

But there was still the open field. How was 
I going to cross that? I could wait until dark and 
then crawl to the trees on the other side … but 
I had to be home before dark, before curfew. I 
should just get out of there.

Strange.
No guards. No prisoners. The place seemed 

deserted. Had I made a mistake? Had I come all 
this way just to find nothing?

The few trees that stood near the prison 
fence weren’t that far away … about as far as 
from a pitcher’s mound to center field. But it felt 
like three times that much. It was now or never 
… now or never.

I crouched and kept low to the ground. 
My feet thumped over the sand, making huge 
splashing sounds when I hit the puddles. I dove 
to the ground and rolled into some weeds around 
three trees. I lay there panting.

In the camp nothing moved. Where was 
everyone?

I counted more than 30 tents sitting in 
muddy dirt and sand, some shaped like pyramids 
and some like a sheet staked down over a 
clothesline. If Papa was there, was his tent near 
the fence?

The fence, I suddenly realized, was two 
fences, with about 10 feet between them. You’d 
almost have to shout to talk to someone.

I waited, shivering. Wet shorts and no shirt.

After a while, a long line of men came filing 
out of one of the smaller buildings. When they 
got to the tents they broke up and went inside, 
or just gathered in groups in the yard. A few 
wandered toward where I was, talking to each 
other in low voices and looking at the dark sky. 
They were all Japanese. Still no guards in sight.

I recognized a fisherman I’d seen before … 
a friend of Papa’s. He wandered into one of the 
pyramid tents that was near the fence. Too far 
away. 

In a few minutes he came back out. My 
heart pounded with each step. Closer … closer.

“Pssst,” I whispered.
The man stopped and looked around, out 

into the field, then back toward the tents.
“Over here.” I stuck my head up out of the 

weeds, then quickly ducked back down.
When he saw me he looked around to see if 

anyone else had seen. “Lie flat!” he commanded, 
then walked casually over to stand right across 
from me.

I parted the weeds and peered through. He 
stood with his hands in his pockets, looking up 
at the sky as if checking to see if it was going to 
rain some more. “Who you? What you doing 
here?” he said, without looking in my direction.

“Tomi Nakaji,” I said in a shouting whisper. 
“I’m looking for my father, Taro.”

He glanced in my direction, then quickly 
turned away. “No move, boy … the guards see 
you, they going shoot.” He started to walk away, 
then stopped and looked at the sky again. “No 
even breathe.”

He went into a tent and came back with 
Papa.

Papa looked … awful. Unshaven and grimy, 
far worse than after a month at sea without a 
bath. He walked slowly, limping. He used a stick 
for a cane. I wanted to call out to him, to jump 
up and run over to the fence. I could explain to 
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the guards that they were all wrong, that they 
had an innocent man. But Grampa’s words 
screamed through me: shoot you, shoot you, shoot 
you. …

“Tomi!” Papa whispered, not looking my 
way, a deep scowl on his face.

“Papa, I — ”
“Shhh! No say nothing. … You listen to me. 

… Stay in that trees until nighttime, then go. 
… You hear me? Go!” Papa looked scared. I felt 
sick.

He waited there with his friend, both of 
them scowling at the ground. Papa leaned on his 
stick, and once peeked over at me. The look on 
his face was as sad and lonely as I’d ever seen it. 
His friend said something to him and put his 
hand on Papa’s shoulder.

Finally, Papa whispered, “Tomi …”
I lifted my head a little so he could see.
“You very brave … but also … Tomi, you tell 

Mama not to worry … Tomi …”
I wanted to call to him, to tell him I would 

get him out of there somehow … but I kept 
quiet, like he’d said.

A guard came out into the yard from the 
white building. Papa’s friend urged Papa away 
from the fence. They separated, and Papa limped 
to his tent and sat between two mud puddles on 
a small stool. He sat straight, like Grampa, the 
stick lying across his lap. He stared out into the 
wet weeds, away from where I was, his weary 
eyes sagging.

It was almost unbearable to be so close and 
not be able to do anything but dig down into the 
dirt. I had to force myself to stop thinking about 
it before it made me crazy. I started thinking 
about food. But the thought of eating made me 
feel sick. And so did the salty smell of the wet, 
mushy sand I was lying in.

An hour passed … maybe two … or three. 
Papa never stopped guarding my hiding place.

I fell asleep, then woke with a twitch, 
suddenly remembering where I was. My neck 
was stiff and hurt when I moved. A blotch of 
sand clung to one side of my face. I wiped it away 
and ran my fingers over the grooves it left in my 
cheek.

I got up on my elbows and peeked over the 
weeds. Papa was gone. Everyone was gone. It was 
getting dark. They must have gone back into the 
building.

Night came down and hid the open field. I 
crawled back out of the trees and sprinted across 
the sand and puddles to the kiawe thicket, then 
slowed to a fast walk and picked my way through 
the weeds to the harbor. I must have been crazy 
to think I could help Papa. Crazy!

The water was warm and black.
The city across the harbor hid in a dark 

silhouette of buildings. An island with no lights. 
I swam slowly, evenly, trying to pace myself so 
I wouldn’t get too tired. Except for the hum of 
a small-boat engine somewhere, the harbor was 
quiet. Off to my left a blue light moved steadily 
across the water. I waited until the boat passed, 
hanging in the water with only my hands moving 
back and forth. 

I aimed toward where I thought the bridge 
was. It seemed like days since I’d hidden under it.

The cool, fresh water rushing out from the 
river pushed me away from the bridge. I had to 
swim harder. I turned and worked into it on my 
back, face to the sky. The clouds had cleared. 
There were stars by the millions. Seeing them 
like that, so peaceful, made me sad. And lonely.

A thrumming …
Churning.
Tugboat!
I swirled around, looking for it.
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Blue lights bore down on me, growing larger. 
Sickening gray-white wake.

Boiling wake.
I lunged toward the bridge, my arms so tired 

they dragged me under. I came up, gasping. The 
thrum grew louder. I could hear the swishing 
of water shooting out from under the hull, and 
a voice crackling over the tug’s radio. A giant 
shadow loomed over me.

The sucking grabbed at my legs, dragged me 
backward. 

Sucked me back toward the churning prop.
Nowhere to go but down. I went under, 

trying to dive to the bottom. Get out of the way.
Down.
The tug thundered above. 
Down, down to where the water turned 

cold.
The tug passed and the sucking stopped.
I waited as long as I could, then clawed 

my way back up. My lungs felt like they would 
explode. I broke the surface, gasping for air. My 
legs and arms could barely hold me up. Swim. 
Swim to the bridge.

Swim …
The ledge was slippery with moss. For a few 

minutes I just hung on to it, then dragged myself 
up, the sharp concrete edge digging into my 
hands and scraping my legs. I lay panting in the 
dark, my mind dizzy with fear and exhaustion. I 
fell asleep without knowing it.

Sometime later I was awakened by a kick. A 
flashlight with a blue-painted lens burned into 
my eyes. A bayonet poked at my throat.

18
Tough Guys

“Identify yourself, and don’t move or I’ll run 
this thing through your neck. You have a name, 
boy? Where’s your card?”

An inky black shadow above me. Soldier. MP.
I fumbled around in my pockets, then 

remembered I’d stuck it in a crack. “It’s over 
there,” I said pointing behind me, afraid to move.

The man moved the bayonet away from my 
throat. “Get it.”

I eased up and rubbed my neck, then inched 
over to get the card. The MP took it and shined 
the blue light on it. Quickly, then shut it off.

All black. No moon.
“What are you doing down here?”
“Nothing … I was just swimming, that’s all.”
“At night? Don’t you know there’s a curfew?”
“I fell asleep.” I squinted up at him. Too dark 

to see his face.
“Get up and come with me.”
The soldier backed away. I crawled out after 

him, shivering. “Don’t be stupid, kid … this 
curfew business is dead serious.” He paused 
a moment, the stream quietly lapping past, 
sounding less swollen, less stirred up. The MP 
seemed to be thinking about what to do with me. 
“Count yourself lucky this time,” he finally said. 
“But I’ll tell you this — if I ever catch you here 
again, you’re not getting off so easy. … You got 
that?”

“Yessir.”
“Where do you live?”
I pointed up toward the mountains.
“How far?”
“Three or four miles, I guess.”
“You’re a little far from home, aren’t you?”
“Yessir.”
The soldier studied me, his face faintly 

visible. My back itched. Salt mixed with boat 
fuel and river mud.

“Come on,” he said. “I’ll drive you home. …  
I don’t want anyone shooting a kid.”
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I followed him out to the road. The dark 
blur of an army jeep was parked there, half of 
it up on the sidewalk. Another MP sat in the 
driver’s seat smoking a cigarette. “What you got 
there, Mike?”

“Jap frogman.”
The soldier in the jeep snickered, then 

looked me over. The tip of his cigarette glowed, 
cupped inside his palm.

“We’re driving him home.”
The other soldier got the jeep going. The 

man with the rifle nodded for me to get in the 
back, then he got in the front. We drove away 
fast. I put my sweatshirt on and gripped the 
bottom of the backseat, shivering from the cold 
and trying to keep from rolling out when we 
sped around the corner and headed on up toward 
the mountains. The headlights were painted out, 
so you could barely see the road.

I showed them how to get there. But when we 
got to my street they wouldn’t let me out by the 
trail that led to my house. Instead, they drove up 
the Wilson’s driveway and swung around in front 
of the house. The place was dark. Blacked out. 
I started to climb out, the jeep idling like an old 
sampan. I prayed Mr. Wilson wouldn’t hear it.

“You don’t live here, boy,” the driver said.
“Next door,” I said softly. “My mother works 

for the people who live in this house. … She’s 
their maid. …”

The driver smirked and shook his head.
“Go on, get home,” the other man said. I 

jumped out and watched them drive away, the 
small pinholes of red from the painted-over tail 
lights vanishing as they turned out onto the road. 
The sound of the engine quickly died away.

Silence. Dark. So dark I couldn’t even tell 
where the trees ended and the sky started.

The Wilsons’ front door creaked open and 
someone stepped out onto the porch. I dropped 
down. “Who’s out there?”

Mr. Wilson.
“You’d better speak up. … I’ve got a gun.” 

The floorboards creaked as he moved around. I 
found a stone and tossed it over to the other side 
of the driveway.

Bam! The sound of Mr. Wilson’s .45 
shattered the still night air. I took off, running 
toward the trees. 

Bam!
A bullet thwacked through the branches 

above me.
Bam! Bam!

*  *  *

Mama stood up when I walked into the 
kitchen. Kimi, who’d been on her lap, ran over 
and hugged my legs. Mama smiled at her, and 
Kimi let go and ran back. Mama put her arm 
around Kimi and looked back at me, her face 
hardening. “Where you been?” she demanded.

Grampa drilled me with his eyes, his scowl 
hard and angry.

Kimi buried her face in Mama’s apron and 
started whimpering. She must have known 
something was wrong. Grampa told her to hush.

“I — I saw Papa.”
Mama let out a gasp and moved over to the 

table. Slowly she sat down. She turned away 
from me.

I moved over next to her and kneeled down 
on one knee. Mama turned back and touched my 
damp shirt.  “You smell like oil. … Tell me where 
you been.” I waited a moment before answering, 
looking at the floor. “Sand Island,” I finally said.

No one moved, or even seemed to breathe … 
even Kimi.
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“He’s okay …” I told Mama, speaking 
quietly, shamefully. “He said to tell you not to 
worry.”

Suddenly Grampa slapped his hands on the 
table. Kimi jumped and leaned over to bury her 
head in Mama’s shoulder. “Usotsuki! You liar!” 
Grampa said, burning me with fiery eyes. “You 
no can get there. … You no can do!” He stood 
and leaned toward me, his hands still on the 
table.

“No, Grampa, I’m not lying,” I said, standing 
up. “I saw him. I swam across the harbor and saw 
him —”

“Tomi, hush!” Mama said.
Grampa sat back down. Tears came to 

Mama’s eyes and she quickly wiped them away.
“I know what I did was wrong,” I said. “I 

shouldn’t have gone there —”
“Oh, Tomi,” Mama said, holding Kimi close, 

rocking her. The candle on the table flickered in 
her wet eyes. A wave of dread ran through me. 
How could I have been so thoughtless? How 
could I have thought only of myself? “I’m sorry, 
Mama. … I’m sorry.”

Mama tried to smile, but couldn’t.
Grampa went out the back, banging the 

door open and letting it slap shut behind him.
I waited a few moments in the deep silence 

that followed, then went to my room and put 
some dry clothes on. I lay down on my bed and 
stared into the darkness.

Mama’s shadowy shape appeared in the 
door.

She put a plate of musubi on the bed. “You 
must be hungry,” she said. I took one and almost 
ate it in one bite.

“We not angry, Tomi. … We were afraid 
… afraid for you. I look in ojii-chan eye and I see 
how he is so worried about Papa, just like me. 
And then you were gone too.”

Mama sat on the bed next to me and put 
her hands in her lap. “Doh sureba iino? What 
would we do with Papa gone, and you gone, and 
Grampa with the stroke? We need you, Tomi. 
We all need to be together, to help each other.”

I sat up and put my arm around Mama. 
“I had to know if Papa was … was alive. … I 
just had to know, Mama. I promise I won’t do 
anything like that again.” I leaned my head 
against her shoulder.

Mama patted my head. “Daijobo-yo, 

Tomikazu. It’s all right.”
We sat that way for a moment longer, then 

Mama said, “You very, very brave, but we need 
you to be brave here.”

After another moment of silence, Mama 
pushed me back and stood up to leave. “You sleep 
now.”

I lay back down, my head spinning. Brave? 
Mama had a husband who had been shot and 
arrested, a son who didn’t think, and who had 
almost gotten himself killed, an old man who 
couldn’t work anymore, and a five-year-old who 
was afraid just to go outside. Who was left to 
keep us going?

And Mama was calling me brave.
What a joke. 

1 MP stands for military police.
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¶ 10 ®
A Girl Named 

Disaster

By Nancy Farmer
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Nancy Farmer grew up on the 
border between the United 
States and Mexico. She says, “It 
taught me that good people are 

an endangered species that need to be protected 
at all times. I have a bleak viewpoint of all 
governments and dislike borders of all kinds.”

She enlisted in the Peace Corps after 
graduating from college and later become a lab 
technician in Zimbabwe. She lived and worked 
for several years on Lake Cabora Bassa, the same 
lake that her protagonist, Nhamo, travels on in 
the story. Many of the incidents in A Girl Named 
Disaster come from Nancy Farmer’s real life-
experience. “The cholera epidemic, Rumpy the 
baboon and his troop, getting groomed by a baby 
baboon, hiding in a tree from a leopard, living 
off a leopard kill — all these things happened,” 
she says. “I found the leopard kill on Nhamo’s 
island when we had been eating nothing but 
fish for weeks. It was a dead kudu1 that was too 
heavy for the cat to drag up into a tree. We (the 
camp cook and I) looked around very carefully 
before cutting off one of the legs. I remember 
lifting the leg — which was extremely heavy — 
over the water to our canoe, to get the heck out 
of there before the leopard came back. It was a 
beach of black sand, volcanic, and the water was 
transparent. As we carried the leg, blood dripped 
off into the lake and tiger fish, predators with 
long teeth, leaped out of the water and snapped 
at the drops.”

Because Nancy Farmer lived in Africa 
for so long, she felt more comfortable writing 
about African characters than American ones. 
But she still did a lot of research for her book. 
She was careful to verify every fact in A Girl 
Named Disaster, including what ceremonies were 
performed by the Shona2at what times. The 
book won a Newbery Honor.

Nhamo’s mother was killed by a leopard 

when Nhamo was only three. She has never 
known her father. After a cholera epidemic, 
she travels with her Aunt Chipo and her 
grandmother and uncle to see a muvaki, a spirit 
doctor. The doctor, having secretly studied the 
history of her family, claims that Nhamo is to 
blame for the epidemic. Her father killed a man 
years before, and the man’s spirit — ngozi — 
wants revenge.

Nhamo’s Aunt Chipo, who was jealous 
of Nhamo’s mother and resents the attention 
Nhamo’s grandmother pays to her, claims to 
be possessed by the victim and demands that 
Nhamo be given in marriage to the victim’s 
brother as a junior wife. For Nhamo, this is a 
death sentence. The old man already has wives 
who will want to get rid of her.

Nhamo sees no way out until her 
grandmother secretly tells her to run away. 
She must take an abandoned boat and paddle 
to Zimbabwe where her father’s family lives. 
Nhamo takes with her a picture from a 
magazine that she pretends is a picture of her 
mother. Nhamo is alone in her boat, blown 
off-course and lost, but she communicates with 
the spirit of her mother, and others, including 
the water spirits, called njuzu. She comes close 
to starvation. Then she steers her boat onto an 
island populated by a tribe of baboons.



A Girl Named Disaster

Chapter 29

“Once upon a time a farmer lived in the middle 
of a forest full of baboons,” began Nhamo.  
It was late at night. Her nerves wouldn’t let her 
sleep, so she decided to tell Mother a story.  
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Nhamo hugged the grass-filled grain bag, and  
she had mother’s jar nestled next to her face.  
She knew the leopard wouldn’t be a problem 
until he finished eating the kudu, but he was still 
out there. 

“The farmer could never relax,” she went 
on. “Day after day the baboons looked hungrily 
at his mealies.3 But every time they tried to get 
them, the farmer would pelt them with rocks 
from his sling.

“Finally, the chief baboon said, ‘My brothers, 
we are never going to get those mealies. That 
man is much too watchful. He can make 
mistakes, though. He never guards the goat pen 
because he doesn’t know we can eat meat.’

“‘Hoo! Hoo!’ cried all the other animals. 
‘Let’s go raid the goat pen!’

“They killed a goat and roasted its meat. ‘Do 
you know what would be really funny?’ suggested 
the chief baboon. ‘Let’s sew our droppings into 
the skin and prop it up outside the farmer’s hut.’

“‘Hoo! Wow! What a great idea!’ cried the 
other animals. They filled the skin with baboon 
droppings, sewed it up, and propped it against 
the farmer’s door. Then they hid in the bushes  
to watch.

“Soon the farmer came out. ‘Good morning, 
my fine nanny goat. What are you doing out of 
your pen?’

“The goat didn’t answer.
“‘Well, don’t stand there blocking the door. 

Get out of the way,’ said the farmer, but the goat 
didn’t answer. The man shouted at the animal 
and then, when it still didn’t answer, he lost his 
temper and kicked it.

“Maiwee! The stitches flew apart. The 
goatskin exploded and sent baboon droppings 
all over the hut. The farmer was furious. 
‘Wah! Wah!’ cried the baboons, falling all over 
themselves with laughter. 

“‘I’ll get them back for that,’ the man said as 
he swept and washed out his hut. He dug a deep 
pit in front of his garden and covered it with 
branches. Then he lay down on the trail to the 
forest and pretended to be dead. 

“The baboons discovered him. They pushed 
and prodded him. He didn’t move. They sang:

‘The farmer is dead, hii!
What has killed him, hii!

He died of grief for his goat, hii!
With what can we repay him, hii!’

“‘We’ll have to bury him,’ said the chief 
baboon, so they carried the farmer into the forest 
and dug a grave. It was hard work, and soon the 
animals got bored.

“‘Who cares if the hyenas scatter his bones,’ 
said the chief baboon, wiping his face. ‘The good 
thing is, he’s no longer around to throw rocks at 
us. Let’s go raid the mealies.’

“The baboons left the farmer and hurried 
back down the trail. They raced to the garden, 
fell into the pit, and were all killed. The farmer 
lived happily ever after and never had to worry 
about his plants again.”

Nhamo hugged the grain bag and listened to 
sounds in the night. She heard the usual mutter 
of the baboons. They couldn’t be too worried or 
they wouldn’t talk.

It’s going to be more difficult to finish the boat 
now, Mother said.

“I shouldn’t have put it off,” moaned Nhamo.
There’s always something dangerous in the 

forest. You’ll just have to be more careful. 
“I can’t work with that creature around!”
You don’t have a choice, Mother pointed out. 
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The waves are as big as elephants during the 
rainy season, said Crocodile Guts from his soft 
bed in the njuzu4 village.

Nhamo got up and sat on the edge of her 
platform. She watched the starlit cliff with its 
murmuring baboons until dawn.

As she had hoped, the meat dried steadily during 
the night. It hadn’t spoiled. As soon as the 
baboons were gone, Nhamo built up the curing-
fire. Clouds of smoke billowed up through 
gaps in the platform, adding a flavor as well as 
preserving the meat. Now and then she turned 
the strips to expose both sides.

“I can’t possibly work on the boat until  
this is finished,” she explained to Mother. Then, 
to keep from feeling guilty, Nhamo devised a 
method to protect her stores. She took two of the 
now-useless fish traps, plugged the small ends, 
and hung them by long ropes from the highest 
branch of the lucky-bean trees. The branch 
extended out over the grassland. She could pull 
the fish traps back by means of a string.

“I can store the meat inside, Mai. The birds 
can’t reach it, and the baboons can’t jump that 
high.” To be on the safe side, Nhamo built a 
low fire on the ground below. If Rumpy tried 
anything, he was going to get a hot foot.

In the middle of the day, Nhamo made a 
quick trip for water. The stream was dry now, 
and she had to depend on the lake. She put 
the panga5 in the sling with the calabashes and 
kept the spear handy. She half intended to raid 
the kudu carcass again, but when she got to the 
shore, the antelope was gone.

All of it.

The leopard must have dragged it into a tree, 
she thought. The rock looked perfectly clean, 
though, without a trace of blood. Or perhaps 
there was blood. Nhamo was too unnerved to 
check closely.

In the afternoon she packed the fish traps 
with dried meat and suspended them from the 
overhanging branch. Well satisfied, she went to 
the stream to gather a few blackjack leaves for 
relish. The stream was dry, but a cool dampness 
still clung to the soil.

Oo-AA-hoo! The sound brought her instantly 
alert. The baboons were back early — and they 
had come almost silently. Suddenly, they were 
all around her in a milling crowd. It wasn’t the 
chaotic, screeching mob she was used to. The 
animals slipped through the grassland like the 
vervet monkeys near the leopard cave. Even Tag 
was impressed with the seriousness of it. He rode 
on Donkeyberry’s back without a single murmur.

Nhamo shivered. The males were unusually 
irritable. They snapped at one another and 
threatened the females. Now that the troop was 
close to the sleeping cliff, the animals spread out 
and applied themselves to digging in the soil. 
That in itself was unusual. At the end of the day 
the baboons preferred social activities: grooming, 
entertaining infants, lounging in friendly groups. 
They were clearly ravenous. Something had kept 
them from feeding.

Rumpy sniffed around the smoking-
platform, barking as a coal singed his nose. He 
spotted Nhamo and trotted up, fur bristling, to 
demand the meager bunch of blackjack leaves. 
“Go away!” shouted Nhamo. Rumpy slapped the 
ground. She snatched up a stone and hurled it 
accurately at his head.
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Rumpy danced back and forth with fury. He 
didn’t cower as he usually did when she hit him. 
She suddenly realized he was dangerous. She 
grabbed the spear, which was lying against the 
thorn barrier, and quickly unhooked the ladder. 
As it flopped down, she thrust the spear at the 
angry creature to drive him back. Rumpy sprang 
forward instead.

He sent Nhamo crashing to the ground as 
he rushed to grab the ladder. His foot smashed 
her face into the dirt. By the time she recovered, 
he was already on the platform, raging through 
her possessions. His big teeth crunched into 
calabashes to get at the food inside. But what 
he really wanted — and could obviously smell 
— was the meat.

He hopped from branch to branch. He 
caved in the delicate smaller platforms. He found 
the fish traps hanging from the rope, but he 
couldn’t reach them. The branch was too slender, 
and he didn’t have the sense to pull them in with 
the string. Rumpy bounced up and down in the 
tree in a perfect fit of rage.

Meanwhile, Nhamo had grabbed a burning 
branch from the fire. She was terrified, but her 
survival depended on protecting her stores. She 
swung up the ladder and shoved the flames onto 
Rumpy’s face. He flinched back. She clambered 
around him, trying to drive him out of the tree.

Rumpy was beginning to lose his nerve. 
Nhamo approached him like a small and utterly 
reckless honey badger. She screamed insults. She 
cursed his ancestors. She felt like she wouldn’t 
mind sinking her teeth into his throat.

Wah! shouted Rumpy. He dodged past her. 
His twisted foot stumbled against Mother’s jar, 
and he fell with a shriek over the edge of the 
platform. Mother’s jar rolled after him before 
Nhamo could reach it. It smashed open, and the 
picture, caught in the afternoon breeze from the 
lake, fluttered off and landed in the cook-fire.

Nhamo almost fell out of the tree in her 
haste. She ignored the fallen animal as she raced 
for the picture. The same puff of wind that had 
blown it away stirred the coals in the fire. They 
flared up briefly, caught the paper, and burned it 
to ashes before Nhamo even got close.

She knocked the coals aside with her bare 
hands, ignoring the searing pain in her fingers. 
But it was already too late. The picture blew 
away like the ashes that had been beaten in  
the mortar so long ago in the village, the day 
Vatete6 died.

Ambuya7 … , they whispered. Sister Chipo 
… Masvita … beloved Nhamo. Please do not be 
frightened. I must go now. I know you will follow 
when you can. The ashes floated off on the wind, 
carrying the message.

Chapter 30

Nhamo lay on the platform. The ruins of her 
belongings lay around her, but she didn’t bother 
to check them. The sun had passed over the 
trees once or twice since she had crawled to her 
present bed. She had drunk water — Rumpy 
hadn’t been interested in those calabashes. She 
had eaten nothing. What was the point? She 
didn’t even put her arms around the grain bag. 
She couldn’t bring herself to touch it.

Below, the baboons ransacked the smoking-
platform. Nhamo turned on her side and 
watched a line of ants move up the tree trunk. 
Perhaps they had found their way to the kudu 
meat. What difference did it make?

Once she stirred enough to climb out onto 
a branch to relieve herself. She saw that Rumpy 
no longer lay on the ground, so he must have 
survived.

More time passed. It was dark, then light 
again. She saw Fat Cheeks with Tag draped over 
his shoulders, and Donkeyberry searching the 
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remains of the calabashes on the ground. Rumpy 
appeared. His limp was far worse. He moaned 
to himself as he struggled along, and the other 
baboons seized the opportunity to bully him.

The water ran out. Nhamo’s tongue stuck to 
the roof of her mouth. Her body smelled strange 
— not dirty, exactly, but old, like a musty cave 
where animals had laired for a long time. Her 
head ached. It doesn’t take long to die of thirst, 
she thought dully. She didn’t think she had the 
strength to climb down the ladder.

Darkness came, and with it a cooling breeze. 
The sound in the leaves was like water rushing 
across the sky. The moon was growing again,  
and its milky light spilled through gaps in the 
tree’s canopy.

I’m on my way, little Disaster, said Crocodile 
Guts. He had a string bag hefted over his 
shoulder. My relatives have brewed beer and 
my oldest son has bought a goat to sacrifice at the 
coming-home ceremony. It’ll be good to see them 
again.

Nhamo didn’t answer.
I suppose Anna will be there. I hope she’s 

forgiven me for dying first. Crocodile Guts 
scratched his hair thoughtfully. I would have liked 
a sacrificial bull, but times have been hard recently. 
My sons have promised me a bull as soon as they 
can afford it. I’ll probably have to remind them.

Nhamo watched him stride along the 
bottom of the lake as easily as a man on a forest 
trail. Just before he moved out of sight, the 
boatman turned and called, The njuzu might be 
lonely for a while. Don’t be surprised if they pay you 
a visit. And then he was gone.

First Mother, now Crocodile Guts has 
deserted me, thought Nhamo. She watched the 
cool moonlight slide along the platform. The 
baboons stirred on their rocky perches. An eagle 
owl called as it floated along the upper airs.

Sh sh. Something was moving in the grass 
below. Hhhhuh, came a sigh. Nhamo tried to 
ignore it. So what if something wanted to kill 
her? She wanted to die.

The sound went on, sh sh. Of course, she 
wanted to die on her own terms, not some 
horrible beast’s. Her plan was to stay on the 
platform until her spirit was driven away by 
thirst. She had seen people die of cholera. 
Eventually, they fell into a fevered sleep that 
deepened until they simply let go. There were 
worse ways.

Nhamo put her eye to a gap in the platform. 
Two njuzu girls were weaving around the thorn 
barrier, looking for a way up. They lengthened 
their supple bodies until they were thin enough 
to slither between the thorns.

Nhamo felt a chill pass over her. She was too 
dehydrated to break out in a sweat.

Up they came until they reached the first 
foot hole Nhamo had carved into the tree trunk, 
before she made the ladder. Now the njuzu did 
a very strange thing. Instead of sliding around it, 
which they could easily have done, they searched 
until they found a fragment of wood. It might 
have been part of the storage platforms Rumpy 
had smashed.

One of the snakes carried the wood to the 
hole in her fangs and the other butted it into 
place with her head. In a moment the rift was 
healed. They went on to the next hole, and the 
next until the trunk was smooth again. Then 
they came to the ring of birdlime.

Nhamo had put it there to discourage the 
caracal.8 She wanted to see how the njuzu would 
handle the problem. They slithered down the 
tree and gathered up dry grass. Back and forth 
they went, gluing the grass to the birdlime until 
it was covered up. When they were finished, they 
glided over it as smoothly as if they were rustling 
across a rock.
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Nhamo had to admire their cleverness, but 
she realized she was about to have njuzu in her 
bed. She wanted to die, but she did not want 
snakes crawling all over her first! She crept to the 
other end of the platform. Her body trembled 
with the effort.

The njuzu coiled over the edge with their 
eyes glittering in the moonlight. One of them 
found a calabash Nhamo was certain was empty 
and dived her head inside. Water droplets 
twinkled as she rose again. Her mouth brimmed 
with water.

“No!” cried Nhamo, clinging to the trunk. 
“Go away!”

One snake twined around the girl’s body, 
ssuh, and came up by her face. She lightly caught 
Nhamo’s lower lip with her fangs and pulled the 
girl’s mouth open with surprising strength.

“Aaugh!” Nhamo gasped. The other snake 
bent over her mouth and poured the shining 
water inside. It was cold, cold! It sank into her 
body like a frog diving into a lake. At once the 
njuzu shook themselves loose, rippled over the 
rim of the platform, and disappeared.

Nhamo was shocked to the very depth 
of her being. She clung to the tree, shivering 
violently. She had swallowed something offered 
by the njuzu. Did that mean she was condemned 
to live with them forever? Or did the rule only 
apply to food? One thing was certain:  Her 
determination to die had completely vanished. 
Now she passionately wanted to live. She only 
hoped she wasn’t too late to try.

Nhamo’s first chore, as soon as darkness lifted, 
was to get water. She was badly dehydrated. 
Her skin was loose and her ears buzzed, but she 
was filled with a kind of strength that had been 
missing the day before. She dipped the calabash 
— the one the njuzu had used — into the lake 
and drank repeatedly. She lay under a tree to let 
the water take effect.

After a while she returned to the lucky-
beans and ate some of the dried meat. The whole 
day was spent drinking and eating. She noticed 
the tree trunk was still scarred by foot holes and 
the birdlime barrier was still intact. Was the 
njuzu visit only a dream? 

But that night they were back, filling the 
holes in the bark again and gluing grass to the 
barrier. This time they didn’t force Nhamo to 
drink. They murmured to each other as they 
rustled through the branches. Nhamo couldn’t 
understand what they were saying, but the sound 
was oddly comforting. She fell into a deep sleep 
and when she awoke, they were gone.

Nhamo couldn’t quite put her finger on it. She 
was sitting by the mukwa9 log, trying to shape 
the outside of the boat, when it came to her that 
something had subtly changed about the forest. 
The light was different. The sky remained as 
cloudless as ever, and the heat was even more 
oppressive than usual. Her body was covered 
with sweat that wouldn’t dry.

Then she realized what had happened:  
Buds were swelling on the branches of all the dry 
trees. New leaves were forcing their way out.  
A subtle green hue hung over the forest. And 
that meant …

The rainy season was on its way.
During the dry season many of the forest 

trees lost their foliage. But unlike the vines and 
grass, they didn’t wait until the first rains to start 
growing again. They knew somehow that the 
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storms were about to arrive. Nhamo had seen it 
happen before. In two or three weeks towering 
clouds with swollen purple bottoms would rise 
out of the east. Branch-cracking winds and 
thunder that shook the bowl of the sky would 
descend on the island, along with torrents of life-
giving rain.

She hadn’t a hope of finishing the mukwa 
log by then.

Nhamo was appalled. She couldn’t possibly 
cross the lake during the storms. She would have 
to stay on the island until the next dry season. 
Alone.

Nhamo stumbled back to the platform 
and lay in the shade of the lucky-bean canopy 
with her chest heaving. She wanted to cry — or 
scream — or throw something hard. So many 
emotions ran through her, she couldn’t decide 
which one to feel. All she could do was lie there 
and pant. Alone.

The baboons returned full of complaints. 
Hunger and heat made them irritable. Nhamo 
watched Rumby creep from one to another, 
trying to beg a grass root. They all shouted at 
him. He was again the scrawny bag of bones she 
remembered from the little island. Poor Rumpy, 
she thought. The high point of your life was 
when you knocked me down.

Nhamo lay back on the grain bag and tried 
to think. The grinding hunger that tormented 
the animals would go away when the rainy 
season arrived. Antelope would have young, and 
birds would build nests. Perhaps the leopard 
would return to its cave.

She wouldn’t be able to build fires on wet 
days. She wouldn’t be able to work on the boat. 
And all those months alone … 

But look on the bright side, she told herself. 
The island would be full of food. The streams 
would run again, and the fish traps will become 
usable. This year she could plant her garden at 
the right time, although rising lake water might 
make it difficult to reach the little island.

By evening Nhamo was almost reconciled 
to the situation. She munched a strip of dried 
kudu meat and choked down some of the horrid, 
tasteless water-lily bulbs as she made plans. 
She would rebuild her platforms and make a 
watertight shelter.

The full moon rose as the sun set. It was 
going to be one of those restless nights with the 
baboons awake and the dassies10 foraging.

Rumpy tried to climb the cliff and failed. 
His foot was swollen. Perhaps he had fallen on it 
when he tumbled out of the tree. He managed to 
reach a low shelf, where he ensconced himself in 
a crack.

The njuzu hadn’t visited since the two 
nights after Crocodile Guts left. Nhamo was 
frankly relieved. She hugged the grain bag and 
considered telling a story to pass the time until 
she felt sleepy. Tell who a story? she thought 
sadly. Rumpy wasn’t going to listen. He had 
cowered from her since she had thrust the 
burning branch in his face. She could hear him 
groan even now as he fidgeted under the bright 
moon. Anyhow, an animal wasn’t the audience 
she wanted. She wanted people.

Oh, fine, she thought. If I can’t get through 
one night on my own, what am I going to do in 
three months?

Cough-cough.
Her mind went blank.
Cough-cough.



~ 80 ~

That sound. She remembered it from the 
banana grove outside the village.

Cough-cough.
Silence.
What was it doing? Was it standing under 

the tree? She remembered the leap the caracal 
had made to pluck a dassie from a rock. How 
high could leopards jump?

Cough-cough.
Farther away now, it was moving toward the 

cliff. Nhamo let her breath out carefully. The 
baboons were absolutely still. Not a single infant 
whimpered. The troop might have vanished off 
the face of the earth. The dassies, who had been 
twittering to one another, had turned to stone. 
The whole grassland held its breath.

Then, a scream.
It was a terrible, wailing shriek, so much like 

a human that Nhamo stuffed her fist into her 
mouth to keep from crying out. It went on and 
on in ghastly agony. From her earliest childhood 
that scream came, with a memory of flowing, 
spotted skin and rending claws, and later of 
Ambuya tearing out her hair when they brought 
mother’s bones home from the forest.

And then it stopped.
The grassland waited.
The bright moonlight shone through the 

leaves, and water-laden air pressed on Nhamo’s 
skin.

After a while a baboon infant whimpered. 
Its mother grunted softly in response. Whow-
whow called a nightjar in a breathless voice. One 
by one the inhabitants of the grassland came 
alive. They were no longer in any danger. The 
leopard had selected its prey and they, with 
heartless ease, returned to their usual activities. 
The dassies twittered. A ground hornbill uttered 
its low, panting call.

But something had been subtracted from the 
chorus of night noises. Rumpy’s characteristic 
moan as he moved his injured foot was no longer 
present.

1  Kudu is the name for an antelope.
2  �Shona is the name of an ethnic group in parts of 

Zimbabwe and Mozambique.
3  Mealies is a type of corn.
4  �Anjuzu is a Shona water spirit that, according to 

tales, can take on the appearance of a snake.
5  Panga is a boat.
6  Vatete means aunt.
7  Ambuya is a person’s name in Zimbabwe.
8  �A caracal is a type of wild cat found throughout 

southern Africa.
9  Mukwa is a type of teak tree.
10  Dassies are small African rodents.
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¶ 11 ®
Make 

Lemonade

By Virginia Euwer Wolff
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V irginia Euwer Wolff grew up 
in a log house in Oregon that 
had no electricity. She did have 
many books, and those became 

her most valuable possessions. She based Make 
Lemonade in part on her own life as a young, 
overwhelmed mother. She says, “When I was a 
young mother I had to put my babies in an old, 
plastic high chair from the Salvation Army (a 
charitable organization) that I could never get 
clean. … Jolly, Jilly, and Jeremy came straight 
out of that dirty high chair.” Jolly is a 17-year-old 
single mother with two small children, baby Jilly 
and toddler Jeremy.

When Virginia Euwer Wolff began writing 
Make Lemonade she didn’t write in traditional 
paragraphs. Instead, she broke her lines as if 
they were being spoken. Ultimately, she thought 
that was perfect for the audience to whom the 
book is dedicated: young mothers. “I wanted 
young girls in Jolly’s situation, maybe pregnant 
or with babies, and maybe going back to school, 
to be able to say, ‘I read two chapters!’ In the 
amount of time they had, with the amount of 
concentration they could muster, I wanted them 
to be able to get through the book.”

Fourteen-year-old LaVaughn answers 
Jolly’s smudged ad: “Babysitter needed bad.” 
To LaVaughn, Jilly and Jeremy are sloppy and 
drippy kids who “got their hands into things 
you’d refuse to touch.” But something about 
them keeps LaVaughn coming back. Maybe it’s 
the way Jeremy reaches for her hand “by his own 
decision.”

Jolly isn’t always easy to get along with, 
either. LaVaughn doesn’t like spending time in 
her dirty apartment. She has plans for college 
and is saving her babysitting money for tuition. 
When Jolly loses her job at the factory she is 
no longer able to pay LaVaughn’s salary. But 
LaVaughn continues to work. She’s grown to care 

about the two children. She toilet trains Jeremy 
and teaches him his numbers. She brings home 
a handful of lemon seeds, hoping to show the 
children how things grow.

LaVaughn’s mother isn’t exactly thrilled, 
especially when the job starts to have what her 
mother thinks is a bad effect on LaVaughn. 
Her grades suffer because she is distracted. 
LaVaughn’s mother believes people like Jolly 
“need to take hold” — and is worried LaVaughn 
will be drawn into Jolly’s problems at the expense 
of her own future. 

LaVaughn has no intention of letting that 
happen. Meeting Jolly makes her even more 
aware of how easily life can spin out of control. 
She’s determined to help Jolly take hold. She gets 
Jolly enrolled in classes at the local high school in 
a special program for young mothers. Jolly takes 
courses in office training and child care — and 
swimming classes. Jolly doesn’t see much use for 
swimming, but she also learns CPR1: “It’s how 
you save somebody’s life.” Jolly doesn’t expect to 
ever use what she’s learned, until the day Jilly 
swallows a plastic spider.



Make Lemonade

Chapter 63.

What I’ll never forget
when I’m long gone out of here
and this place is all torn down with a bulldozer —
What I’ll never forget  —
It was the sound in Jolly’s voice when she said
that one word to Jilly.
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It was only the fault of Jilly being a baby,
but still you want to be mad about such a thing
and you don’t know what to be mad at.
Except the universe.

It was Jolly’s voice when she
said that one word to Jilly.

Jilly she’s having herself an afternoon
of doing wrong things at the rate of 1 per minute.
She turns on the stove knob and then
she puts the eggbeater in the toilet
and then she rips the 3-fish page
halfway across in Jeremy’s book
and then she spills the Night Danger Red bottle
on the sofa and then
she aims her mother’s ballpoint pen
in the light socket.
Mr. Jeremy he’s mostly too busy to notice.
She also misuses Legos
by putting them up her nose and in the stove.

But it was one of those plastic tarantulas, black,
with all the long, bendy legs and great big smiley eyes,
they’re sposed to hang in a car dangling down
and turning all around
bouncing to see the traffic.
I should have known.
Jolly should have known.
Mr. Jeremy himself should have known,
even being not even 3.

One minute Jilly’s sitting on the floor all happy
talking in her language to the jungle spider,
and the next thing I know,
she’s completely sputtering and waving her feet
in a fight with Jolly
who’s trying to keep her from kicking —
You ever hear a baby coughing in a squeak not even their 
own voice?

I was at a standstill.
Jilly’s feet were punching everywhere, 
and when her face came jerking around under Jolly’s elbow
it was all red blotchy in a panic.
Jolly is bending over looking deep in her mouth
and then she turns Jilly over,
and she whacks her on her back, solid with her flat hand,
even with Jilly squirming in confusion
and making that squeak sound —
and then she turns her over frontwards,
pushes Jilly’s shirt up out of the way,
she pushes on that little chest with her fingers,
but Jilly’s fighting her with her hands all beating
everyplace Jolly touches this red baby.
Jolly’s determined, she has such a face on her,
this is a war with whatever it is inside Jilly.
Jilly’s sound is too bad to be true
and Jeremy he knows it and he stands completely still
on the floor.

Jolly she flips Jilly over and whacks her on her back
with her flat hand 4 times
then Jilly she almost flips over again
and Jolly pushes on her chest with 2 fingers 4 times too.
Then on her back 4 whacks, then on her chest 4 presses.
Jilly’s turning color.

“Call 911,”2 says Jolly in a voice
that could get the 911 people there already,
a voice nobody couldn’t pay attention to.

Me, I’m going for the phone
and Jeremy’s already there
and I see like a close-up of a movie,
he has the receiver up to his face
and he has his two fingers on the 9
and he pushes the button and lets it go just right
and I grab it and do the remaining pushing,
1 and 1 real fast.
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Now Jilly’s lips are going blue and black,
and Jolly has her flat on the floor
with her face completely asleep and her body —
 you don’t want to hear — it’s so limp
it looks like this is the big one nobody planned for
and 911 answers
and I don’t know what to say but
I tell them where
and I tell them who when they ask.
I tell them, “There’s a baby, she’s blue.”
They pay attention real fast.

Jolly she’s on the floor,
she has Jilly’s chin up in her one hand,
and she’s blowing into her nose and mouth both
while I’m talking
and then she has her fingers on Jilly’s little fat arm up high
and she holds her fingers there
and she says, “There’s a pulse but no breathing”
and she blows again
in Jilly’s mouth and nose
and I say the same thing to the 911 phone,
“There’s a pulse but no breathing.” 911 says to me
is there a qualified CPR card holder on the scene.
“No,” I say. I don’t think fast enough to understand.
Then I remember back to Jolly’s homework
and brachial pulse.
And I go silent not knowing the answer
and I’m watching Jolly’s head swinging back and forth slow,
regular,
blowing into Jilly and then looking sideways at her chest.

Hurry, I tell the 911 phone, and I tell them again,
to speed them up.
911 says somebody is on their way, they’ll be here soon
and I should hang on the phone
and listen to what they tell me.
Jolly’s fingering Jilly’s brachial pulse again
and this time she says “I can’t find no pulse”
between her blowing into Jilly’s nose and mouth.
I tell the 911 phone the same thing as Jolly says,

“She can’t find no pulse,”
and they tell me they’re gonna instruct me on the phone 
and they begin saying we need to tilt the baby’s head, 
not too high
and open the airway
and do just exactly what Jolly’s already doing.

But I tell them I didn’t mean actually No back there
when they asked.
I say I meant Jolly didn’t have her test yet, no card yet.
I tell them she’s got her two fingers on the baby’s chest 
and she’s pushing 
and she’s blowing in the baby’s mouth and nose
like they must have done in her CPR class
where she goes to school.
The 911 phone tells me again the ambulance 
is on their way and we should just hang on
and keep doing it.
Is there somebody can go outside and meet the paramedics,
they want to know from me.
I don’t even know the answer to that one,
But I tell them Yes.

Jilly’s too still.
Jeremy stares and grabs Jolly’s arm and holds on.
Jolly she doesn’t change what she’s doing,
she’s a machine now,
blow slow once, press Jilly’s chest 5 times,
blow slow once, press 5 times,
it keeps going on
and you could scream with all the not knowing.

It’s then Jolly says the word to Jilly, between blowing.
She says in a voice I never heard in her or anybody else,
a voice like an animal somewhere out in the dark
all reaching all alone,
she makes such a sound,
so clear I never heard a word so clear in my life,
or so soft,
“Breathe, Jilly.”
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There was sunshine coming in the window, and 911 was 
talking on the phone
so I knew the world was going on,
and yet there was Jilly, like a stranger,
not even there.
Jolly kept blowing and pushing.
I kept wondering how it looked inside Jilly.
Was it complete dark?
And I never knew if Jilly ever heard her mother
say that word or not.

And it went on and it went on.
Jolly she didn’t say anything again.
And the sound of her blowing into Jilly’s nose and mouth
was all there was and it went on and on.
And the vomiting sound —
the puking,
the miracle shaking Jilly’s neck —
the throwup coming out and the spider leg
hurled up and out
and the vomit — real live human throwup —
and we all jumped and watched
and Jilly sputtered and screamed herself back into her life
and 911 kept saying, “Are you still there, are you still there?”

And I ran to meet the ambulance
down the stairs of course,
the elevator being broke like always.
There they were,
up they came running with me,
and their kits and their uniforms
and their voices.

And they took a look around
and started handling Jilly still screaming
and her mother sat there on the floor and put her finger
in a throwup puddle and felt it like you’d test the water.
One of them was finding Jilly’s brachial pulse
and they were asking Jolly questions
and she was still there on her knees
with her one finger standing still in the puddle of throwup

and she answered them
and breathed hard, she was so tired.

I’m trying to explain to Jeremy
and hang on the phone
and explain to them what’s happening
and I don’t know how everything turns out
except Jilly’s going to the hospital and Jolly too.
“She’ll need a neuro3 check,” says one of those 
paramedics,
and “We don’t know she didn’t aspirate something,”
says another;
and we all go out the door and down the stairs.
It happens like in somebody else’s life because it’s too much
for just one family of Jolly and her 2 kids,
a parade of 7 people going down the stairs,
one of them being carried and still crying.

The siren made spectators, 
now we’re a show
with all their equipment 
and Jolly walking along
with those eyes of hers
watching Jilly being lifted in the ambulance.
One of them puts out his hand to Jolly and she stares at it.
Then he waves it up,
“Come on,” and she obeys it and gets in.
Jolly says something to Jeremy and me through the glass
but we don’t know what it is
and I am in charge of Jeremy’s disappointment
about not understanding any of this surprising event
of the day and they start the engine and begin to move.

Chapter 64.

Jilly and Jolly are gone away in the ambulance.
Jeremy and me stand on the sidewalk holding hands
among the onlookers
who have got real interested in Jolly’s life all of a sudden.
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Mr. Jeremy is one confused person,
he hasn’t got a clue about hospitals,
being that he doesn’t remember being born.
“Jilly nap in truck”
is about as clear as he’s gonna get for now.
I listen to the folks muttering Jeremy is a poor little kid
and his sister too,
and I don’t believe them.

This comes as a surprise even to me, me not 
believing.
Maybe before, but not now.
How many of these neighbors
ignoring Jolly for her ignorance and bad luck
could go down on their knees
and save their kid from choking to death
this afternoon
while the world was going on outside in the sunshine?

Jeremy in his big deep glasses too. Not even 3 yet
And he punched the 9 on the phone.
He’s pulling on my hand now,
he wants to run around the corner to see the ambulance
going on down the street.

“Jeremy, you did the 9 on the phone,” I say to him,
pulling him in the opposite direction, away from the street.
“That was a real smart thing to do,” I compliment him.
“Sure,” he kicks a chicken bone from somebody’s garbage.
“You did a good job,” I tell him again.
“Sure. Leben over dere,” he tells me.
I look where he’s pointing.
Three dogs are nosing around the Dumpster,
one of them looks pregnant, all bulging and hanging. 
“Three dogs,” I say to Jeremy. “One Dumpster.”

All at once I don’t want to go back to Jolly’s house.
It’s not Jilly’s throwup —
it’s not that. I look down into Jeremy’s tunnels to his eyes.
“Jilly nap in truck?” he asks me.
I tell him Yes. I think about what the paramedic said,

“They’ll do a neuro check.” And I’m thinking about Jolly,
How she held on and held on.

Back in Jolly’s living room
I quick apply some soap and water to Jilly’s throwup
and I scrub it with a towel
and I hang the whole mess up in about 5 minutes,
because me and Jeremy are getting out of here.

I quick call my Mom at the office
and I tell her Jeremy’s coming to our house
probably to sleep over.
My Mom she says Sure
in her voice that’s betting Jolly’s done something stupid.
“We’ll just be there, that’s all,” I tell my Mom,
and I’m on the edge of getting rude
so we say Good-bye.

We pack Jeremy a bag including his blanket and a truck
and 2 books,
and he says Sure he wants to see my house.
I explain Jilly gets to go to a great big hospital,
Jeremy he deserves a trip, too,
and we’re gonna go on the bus 
and he can help carry his clothes
in the grocery bag I found under the sink.

I leave a note for Jolly
so she’ll know.

Mr. Jeremy tells 2 riders on the bus
all about Jilly threw up
and she’s taking a nap in the truck
and Mommy hit her and blowed on her.
This isn’t the way I’d tell it, but I sit there
listening to the 2 ladies admiring how straight he sits
like a good boy
and shaking their heads what a shame it is to hit a child.

Me, I’d tell how Jeremy pushed the 9 on the phone.
And I’d tell how Jolly never once stopped 
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doing what she was doing
to save her child from dying in front of her on the floor.
I sit on the bus holding Jeremy’s clothes in the 
grocery bag
and I look at his legs swinging back and forth
hanging down from the seat
and I don’t say anything
till it’s time for him to get up and pull the cord for our stop.

Chapter 65.

I show Jeremy where he gets to sleep
on the sofa, we put his blanket there
and we take out his truck and his 2 books he chose,
the one about the crab
and also the tool book that tells about shovels and wrenches.

And we tell my Mom how it happened.
“Tell my Mom what you did, Jeremy,”
I tell him down from where I’m sitting
on the conversation stool in the kitchen.
It’s been the same stool
all the years I remember.
It’s where I sat when I got her to say Yes I could sit for Jolly.
Jeremy’s walking around
with my Mom’s pan lid on his head.
“Jilly in truck,” he tells my Mom,
Looking important under his hat.

My Mom is poking potatoes with the kitchen fork
to bake them. I tell her,
“You know Jolly she had to take swimming with Jilly
and in the same period they had CPR classes,
and she had to do the brachial pulse
and the proper procedures all perfect,
she still hasn’t had her test yet?”
My mother’s attention is on this subject,
a potato is in her hand.

“Well, she just saved Jilly’s life today,” I tell my Mom,
“2 hours ago.”
and I watch her face very careful.
She does the proper thing, instantly.
She praises Jolly. To me and to Jeremy.
“Your mommy she’s a hero,”
she bends down to give him the news.
I tell her about the spider leg coming jumping out
in Jilly’s throwup
and my Mom rolls her eyes and she praises Jolly again
and I go on giving her all the information,
about the blowing and the pressing,
and how Jeremy punched the 9 on the phone.

Now my Mom has discarded the potato and the fork
and she picks up Jeremy and whirls him around 
and says how proud she is he’s a hero too,
and I truly bite my tongue
not to get spiteful
about her getting spiteful before
about Jolly not taking hold.

1 ��CPR stands for cardiopulmonary resuscitation, an 
emergency medical procedure that can revive a 
person who is choking or has had a heart attack.

2 �911 is the number you dial in the United States 
for emergencies.

3 ”Neuro” is short way of saying “neurological.”
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