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John Kelly:

-- John Kelly.  I'm a columnist at the “Washington Post” and I wanted to welcome all of you here to the National Book Festival on the [National] Mall and to tell you, as I have been instructed, that the “Washington Post” is a sponsor of the National Book Festival.  

[applause]

Yeah!  And if I hadn't said that I probably wouldn't get paid next week, so I'm glad that’s over with.  I'm of the opinion that everyone should have to live in Texas.  

[applause]

And I shouldn't say “has to live,” because what I mean is they should have the great pleasure of being allowed to live in Texas.  I lived there for my junior high years.  My father was in the Air Force so we moved around a lot.  And I had forgotten a lot of what my life was like at Kirby Junior High in Universal City, Texas, until I picked up this book by our next speaker and started reading it, and was reminded of the unique qualities both of junior high and of Texas.  

David Rice is the grandson of a poet, and of course he's from Texas, from Rio Grande Valley.  And in this 2001 collection, “Crazy Loco,” he has a story called "Her Other Son," in which a Mexican American boy is gently resentful of the attention that his mother lavishes on their maid, Catalina.  As Rice describes the boy's life you realize that his family isn't rich, just well-off enough to be able to allow Catalina to cross the border to the United States every week, clean the house, sleep on his family's couch and then return to Mexico, usually with some of her employer's passed-off possessions.  

When the boy, the protagonist, eventually goes to Mexico, he confronts a mirror image of his life; Catalina's grandson, Emiliano, wearing his old shirt.  And when he goes to Emiliano's house, this is what he says, in Rice's words: "Emiliano opened the door for me and I walked straight into my old house in [unintelligible].  There was my old bunk bed against the wall and across the room was my parents’ old double bed.  Everything in this house had been in our house at one time."

In that one deceptively simple image, two boys, one in the other's shirt, Rice packs an incredible punch that you'll find throughout his fiction.  He was born in Weslaco, Texas, in 1964, graduated from Southwest Texas State University in San Marcos and divided his time between Austin and Rio Grande Valley, which remains a fertile field for his fiction.  He counts among his many influences Raymond Carver, whose fair style informed many of his stories, and Rolando Hinojosa, a fellow Mexican American author from the Rio Grande Valley.  

When he's not writing he works with high school students, mentoring and teaching them, and with local arts organizations.  His first collection of stories was 1996's”Give the Pig a Chance.”  His latest is this, “Crazy Loco,” from 2001, which received the American Library Association’s Best Book for Young Readers Award.  Among his current projects are young adult novels and screenplays.  It gives me great pleasure to introduce David Rice.

[applause]

David Rice:

It's good to be here in Washington, D.C, it's nice weather we're having today.  And I want to add some culture before we begin.  I want to thank first the National Book Festival.  This has been a long time coming.  You know, we as a nation have to recognize books and authors [unintelligible], because without books, of course, we'd have no ability to read.  Without readers you don't have an intelligent population.  And so you have to have books.  We have to celebrate them.  It's a very good thing to have.  

I want to thank the Young Writers Center for Research and Development [unintelligible] my old high school.  I want to thank the Peer [spelled phonetically] Program, which is a program I work with in the Valley in south Texas, for middle school kids and high school kids.  [Unintelligible] Film Festival at Johnston [spelled phonetically] High School in Austin, Texas.  I work with high school kids there as well, and also the Austin Public Library, for over four years as a shelter.  I learned to like books within the library.

[applause]

I was always kind of goofing off, but I did like them.  I want to thank my family.  My mother and father are very busy, so I’m touched I could have mom and dad in the audience.  

[applause]

And my sister, and I want to dedicate this reading to my brother.  His birthday's tomorrow.  He can’t be here today, but he’s flying in on Sunday.  But his birthday's tomorrow.  So let's begin.  

The first story I'm going to read is titled "California Cousins."  It's my cousins in Califas, which is sort of far from the [unintelligible].  So here we go.  Oh, by the way, I always tell the audience how long the story lasts because I have a short attention span.  So this story goes about 13 minutes.  So we have 13 minutes?  Are we okay with 13 minutes?  Thirteen minutes?  Very good.  Okay, here we go.  "California Cousins"

“The first thing our California cousins said when they stepped out of the car was that their butts were asleep.  It wasn't an auspicious start to the visit.  It had been three years since we'd seen Tía Alice, Tío Mike, and our cousins.  The last time I saw them I was only seven-years-old, but I remember that Tío Mike and my Dad got into a big fight, and it took all our bigger cousins and tíos to get them apart.  I'm not sure who started the fight, but from that moment on, my brother and I didn't care for our California cousins.  But Tía Alice was Mom's little sister and they were very close, so we couldn't avoid the occasional visit.

“When Mom told us they were coming to stay with us, even Dad was unhappy.  Dad says, ‘Honey, that's the week we're taking the kids to Astroworld.’ 

“And I go, ‘Yeah, Mom you promised two whole days at Astroworld.’

“And them my brother Juan said, ‘Can't they come next week?’

“Mom knew we were disappointed and could also see that Dad was looking for a way out.  So Mom says, ‘Okay, okay, let's make a deal.  What if your father and I buy you guys a brand-new minibike?’

“My brother and I shouted ‘Minibike! Minibike!’ with excitement, and then my dad was like, ‘What about me?’ 

“And Mom said, ‘Well, you can buy a new fishing rod and go fishing with your friends for a whole weekend,’ Mom said to Dad.  ‘But hey! All of you had better be extra nice to our California cousins, and that means you too, honey.’

“Mom said it took three days to drive from Bakersfield all the way to the Valley, and that’s how much time we had to clear our whole house, inside and out, or no minibikes and no fishing rod.

“So my brother goes, ‘Why? We never clean the house when our cousins from San Antonio or Houston come to visit us.’

“And Dad goes, ‘That's right.’.  And then Mom shot him a look, and Dad backed down.

“And then Mom said, ‘Well, that's different.  They live in Texas; they're used to seeing houses like ours but in California they have real nice houses.’

“We lived on Mile 13 ½ on an acre of land, surrounded by cabbage fields.  Ours was a dirt road, so every time a car drove past, dust covered the front of our house.  Mom actually made us go outside and hose the house down.  We washed the windows, cut the grass, and helped Mom plant flowers all around the house and trees.  We repainted all the trees a bright white, and we fixed out broken swing, and put up a hammock that we'd brought in Las Flores.

“Dad and his friend tried to start our other car, which had been parked at the side of the house for months.  Dad always likes us to watch him when he was working on our cars.  He promised me that when I turned eleven, he would teach me how to drive, but I first had to learn how to fix cars.  My brother and I would stand next to our father.   If he learned about cars, then he would teach my brother, also how to drive.  We would stand with devotion next to our father as he worked on the cars.  We would fight over which of us got to pass him the tools he needed: screwdrivers, wrenches, pliers, hammers, duct tape, and coat hangers.  The day before our cousins arrived, we watched our Dad and his friend work on the car for what seemed like hours.  They couldn't get it started, so they finally tied a rope to it and pulled it to someone else's house.

“Mom even had us fix up the outhouse.  We put in new nails where some were missing, and with the paint left over from the trees, we painted the outside of the walls.  She had bought some sandpaper and made us sand down the toilet seat, and to us, that was the craziest chore of all.  We had cut the grass, planted, scrubbed, waxed, fixed, painted, wiped, swept, washed dishes, washed clothes, washed our dog, (couldn't catch the cat), and even gotten haircuts.  And now we were sanding down the toilet seat of the outhouse.  

“I said, ‘Why are we doing this?’ 

“Well Mom said, ‘Because I don't want them getting splinters in their butts.’ 

And my brother said, ‘We never get splinters in our butts.’

“And Mom goes, ‘That's because you have rough butts.   Now while your cousins are here, you can’t use the restroom inside the house, only this one.  ‘

“My brother goes, ‘But Mom --’

“And Mom goes, ‘No buts,’ and then walked out.

“We looked at each other and made California butt jokes under our breath as we sweated over the smooth wood.

“And my brother says, ‘What a bunch of sissies with soft butts.’

“And I go, ‘Hey, it's worth a brand-new minibike,’ I told him.

“Our California cousins were bigger and older than us, and when we walked up to greet them, they didn't hug us.  Jordan had been driving the car, with his father in the passenger seat.  He was going into his junior year in high school.  He was six feet tall.  His hair was slicked back.  He had a small goatee under his lip, and he was wearing wraparound-mirrored sunglasses.  His brother, Todd, was going into his junior year in high school, thin moustache and a white straw hat.  Tiffany, their sister, was going into her freshman year.  She was wearing Ray-Ban sunglasses had platinum blonde hair and long fingernails painted gold.  None of them seemed happy to see us, too see us, but we had lots planned for them.  We were determined to have fun.

“Tía Alice gave Juan and me a bag of nuts, and handed us each a bag of nuts from the factory where they worked.  She hugged Mom and talked a mile a minute while Tío Mike stood by silently, looking mean and fussing with his guayabera.  He wore dark sunglasses and had a full goatee, and there was a tattoo on his forearm of a cross with some weird letters on it.  He didn't hug us, but when Tía Alice urged him, he shook our hands and gave Mom a hug.  After a pause he shook Dad's hand too, but they didn't smile at each other.  And Dad was just as cool back.

“We went inside the house where we had the window air conditioning unit, and we had some lunch, fideo, rice, and beans.  There wasn't much conversation between us.  Tía Alice and Mom talked and answered for all of us.  After we ate, Mom gave Juan and me the signal to entertain our cousins.  We asked them if they wanted to go outside to play, but Tiffany said it was too hot and she'd rather be in the air-conditioned room.  We looked at Juan and Jordan and asked if they wanted to go outside and play.  

“And then Tía Alice said, ‘Why don't you go outside with your cousins and play?’ 

“Todd grimaced and adjusted his straw hat.  He said, ‘It's too hot outside.  It's like Death Valley or something.  I don't want to go out there.’ 

“And then their mother says, ‘Well, it's about time you put that hat to good use.  Now, go outside and play with your cousins.’ Todd and Jordan both sighed, then stood up and walked outside.

“We walked outside, and Todd pointed to the trees immediately and said, ‘Why are they white?’ And we go, ‘Well, it keeps the gusanos off the trees.’

“‘The what?’ he said.

“We go, ‘The gusanos.’

“They go, ‘What does that mean?’

“Gusanos is Spanish, worms.  The paint keeps the worms off the trees.’

“He goes, ‘That's stupid.  How is white paint going to keep worms off trees?’

“Juan and I weren't sure.  We shrugged our shoulders because we had no idea how it worked.  Juan pointed to the trees and said, ‘You don't see any worms up there, do you? See, it works.’

“Jordan began walking outside.

“‘What's this? Your little clubhouse?’ he pointed to the outhouse.

“He opened the door and looked inside, then covered his nose.  He goes, ‘Dude, they use this thing to go to the bathroom.’ And they started laughing at us.  

“‘Well yeah, we all do.’ 

“‘Even Uncle Roy and Aunt Mary?’ Todd asked.

“‘Well yeah,’ my brother answered.  ‘If the bathroom inside of the house is being used, you can go outside.’

“Jordan and Todd looked inside.  He goes, ‘Man, you guys live like the Beverly Hillbillies,’ Jordan said.  

“My brother and I looked at each other 'cause we didn't know anything about the Beverley Hillbillies.

“‘Hey,’ my brother said, ‘we even sanded down the toilet seat so you wouldn't get splinters in your soft California butts.’

“Jordan looked down at Juan and said, ‘Hey, little dude, you better watch what you say.  We're bigger than you because all you little Mexicans eat down here is rice and beans.  In California we eat real food.  Even when you dudes are in high school, you'll still be little Texas Mexicans.’

“We clenched our fists, and Todd stepped in.  ‘Okay, okay, cool it, man, they're just little kids.  All right, dudes, what do you have here around to show us?’

“We knew we had to be real calm, because getting into a fight with them would really mean losing the minibike.  We took them out to the canal to throw rocks at cans and bottles.  We hoped we'd find some sapos or a turtle or fish.

“But then they saw the water and go, ‘Hey, dudes, there is no way you're going to find anything alive in that Texas, green water.’ 

“‘You dudes probably are short because all you drink this green stuff,’ Jordan said.

“Next we took them to the monte to walk around, but then Todd brushed up against some cactus and whined about the little espinas on his leg.

“Then we took them down to the railroad tracks by the abandoned grain elevators, where we could climb on the rusted railcars.  And they said, ‘Hey, dudes, we're not climbing on those cars.  We're going to get rust all over our clothes.’

“So then we took them to the burned-down ice factory to look for treasure.  But they thought that was dumb too.  Nothing we showed them made them happy.  They weren't thrilling us either.

“Walking back home on the dirt road, they kept complaining.

“And they said, ‘So, you little dudes live out here in the middle of nowhere.  No malls, no freeways, no buildings, no nothing.  Man, where we're from they got everything in California.  We got freeways, airports, stadiums to watch football, basketball, and baseball.  We got big malls.  We got big movie theaters.  We got big mountains.  Man, in California we got everything, in California.  You little dudes don't even have real bathrooms.  You have to go outside like a bunch of dogs to use the bathroom.  He started making sounds and laughing, and then Jordan and his brother started making fart sounds.

"Well my brother snapped.  He goes, ‘At least we're not a bunch of California soft-butts like you guys and your whole family!’ And Juan started mimicking them in a high-pitched girl's voice.  He goes, ‘It's too hot out here! I might get my clothes dirty.  Ouch, the espinas hurt my leg!’

“I told Juan to cálmate, but it was too late.  Todd pushed him to the ground, and I tried to take on Jordan.  I pushed him, but he didn't budge.  He laughed and shoved me back into the dirt.

“He goes, ‘You little dudes better not try that again.’ We were up just as fast.  And then he knocked us down again.  

“And he goes, ‘Boy, you guys are like Uncle Roy.  Stubborn and small.’ Juan tried to get back up, but I pulled him back down.  Jordan and Todd walked off, laughing and making fart sounds at us.

“We waited till they were long gone then we stood up and dusted ourselves off.  

“And then Juan says, ‘Do you still want that minibike?’”

[loud noise]

You okay?  You all right back there?  Terrorists [unintelligible].  [Unintelligible] George Bush.

[laughter]

“‘Do you still want that minibike?’

“I said, ‘I'd rather walk.’

“We spent an hour throwing rocks into the canal, trying to think of how to get back at our California cousins.  We thought of throwing rocks at them, or putting ants in their food or in their bed, or sneaking Ex-Lax in their food, or cutting the ropes on our swing so they'd fall down.  But we figured we'd get caught.  Then we thought of our neighbor's dog, Cuete.  Cuete got his name because he could eat firecrackers that were lit, and if the firecracker went off in his mouth, Cuete didn't even cry.  He was a mean dog.  He wasn't afraid of anybody.  He'd bitten my brother once and me twice in the butt.  We thought about luring the cousins over to Cuete's, but then Cuete was a pretty mean fighting dog.  So we thought, let's not do that.  

“Then we thought of shooting bottle rockets at our cousins.  We had a plastic pipe we used to launch bottle rockets at dogs, cats, and each other, but it wasn't accurate enough.  Then Juan said, ‘Hey, wait until they get in the outhouse and then throw bottle rockets in there.’

“We thought that would be funny -- bottle rockets flying all over the place.  The guy wouldn't stand a chance sitting on the toilet seat.  Ah, but then if he lost an eye, we'd never hear the end of it.

“Then we figured out the perfect plan.  We would take three firecrackers and tape them under the outhouse's toilet seat, right where the butt meets the seat.  We'd make a long fuse and wait until one of the cousins used the toilet.  Juan wanted to tape a bottle rocket so the sparks would burn his butt, but we thought, no let's blow they're butts up, not burn them.

“We didn't sleep in the house that night.  We told our parents we were going to camp outside in our tent so our cousins could sleep in our beds.  Juan and I went into our room and took out the shoebox filled with 10 packs of 100 cuetes each.  We stayed up for hours that night, unraveling all the cuetes and tying all the short fuses together to make one long fuse.  It was painstaking professional work, but we learned to make square knots in cub scouts and we knew what we were doing.  

“By three o'clock in the morning we had unraveled all but three perfect firecrackers and had a six-foot fuse.  We found a crack at the back of the outhouse and threaded the fuse through it, and we connected to the three firecrackers.  And then we taped the cuetes under the toilet seat with a small strip of duct tape.

“Dad woke up at eight o'clock in the morning and asked if we wanted breakfast, but we said we weren't hungry.  We spend the whole day outside while the cousins stayed inside the air-conditioned room watching TV.  We tossed a football back and forth and lay in our hammock, waiting for one of them to come out and use the bathroom.

“At one o'clock in the afternoon Todd came out and went into the outhouse.  Juan ran with the fuse with his matches.  I ran to see whether Todd's toes were facing me or facing the toilet.  His toes faced the toilet, and that means he was peeing.  And I could hear him peeing.  I worried that he couldn't aim right.  When Todd was finished peeing, Juan and I checked the fuse and the firecrackers, and we were happy to find that they were all dry.

“At eight, as the sun was setting, Jordan came out.  He looked at us and made a fart sound.  We didn't say anything.  Once the door was closed to the outhouse, we got into our positions.  Jordan's toes faced me.  I could see his pants down around his ankles.  I looked at Juan and grinned and gave him the thumbs up.  The fuse sparkled brilliantly as it disappeared into the darkness of the outhouse.  We ran to our hammock and waited, and then palo! He jumped -- and we jumped with glee, and Jordan came running outside his pants and underwear down to his ankles and a big red spot on his butt.

“Juan and I pointed at him and laughed louder than all the cuetes going off.  Everyone came out of the house, Mom and my other cousins.  ‘What did you guys do?’

“We said, ‘What? We didn't do nothing.’ We waited inside of the house and after a few threats involving a belt, we came clean.

“Dad started laughing, but Mom was fast.  ‘It's not funny,’ she said.  Then Dad covered his mouth and shook his head.  ‘It's not funny,’ he said.  But we could see he wanted to keep on laughing.  

“And then my brother said, ‘Mom, it's just one firecracker.  He's just being a big baby.’

“And then Mom said, ‘Estan locos? You could have blown up the entire outhouse up!’

“My brother goes, ‘Mom, it's just one cuete.  How's one cuete going to blow up the whole outhouse? That's crazy.’

“And then Mom goes, ‘Because there's methane gas in there.’

“My brother and I looked puzzled.  We go, ‘What?’

“She goes, ‘Methane gas.  It's highly explosive.  It comes from caca.  The whole house could have been blown up to pieces.’ We looked at our father and our father raises his eyebrows and nods.  

“My brother goes, ‘Methane gas?’ 

“And Mom goes, ‘Yes, methane gas.  It's very explosive.’ 

“The meaning of her words slowly dawned on us.  My brother and I turned to each other and tried to hold back our grins.  We could see the outhouse exploding into a million pieces, throwing caca everywhere.  Our chests contracted and the air flowed through our vocal cords, gently pushing the glorious words out of our mouths, and we said in brotherly awe, ‘Methane gas.’”

Thanks.

[applause]

This next story comes from a new anthology that just came out in April.  And it's titled “Tripping Over the Lunch Lady and Other Stories.”  It's got ten novels in it and some really good authors.  Avi's in here, Susan Shreve, Terry Trueman.  It's just a loaded book and if you want to pick it up it's very good for kids.  And it’s targetede for fifth grade level.  This story is called “Tied to Zelda” and lasts about 15 minutes.  Do we have 15 minutes? Fifteen minutes, yes, no? All right, very good -- “Tied to Zelda.”
When I say tied, I mean like tied up like a rope [unintelligible].

“My next-door neighbor, Zelda Fuerte, scares me and gives me the chills at the same time.  She is the biggest tomboy in town and the evil twin sister I never wanted.  She can outrun any boy, and climb a tree faster than a cat, and spit the farthest.  My dad always invites her to the house to play.  She's the son my father always wants me to be.  He always says, ‘Do it like Zelda.’ When my dad isn't around, Zelda likes to play a game called ‘Tie Up’ that she invented.  She is always ties me up, but I always escape. 
“The only time I am safe is summer.  That's when Zelda, her mother, and sisters drive to Utah to pick fruit.  My father and I help Zelda and her family board up their house and load their van.  Zelda always looks a little sad when she leaves, and I am too, since I have to mow their lawn while they are away.  In the fall, I only see Zelda in school and in the halls and we exchange semi-friendly ‘Hi's.’ Other than that, I stay away from Zelda.

“Our school has a yearly tradition called Sadie Hawkins' Day, where boys and girls are paired up to compete in a three-legged race and an egg-tossing contest.  I think it sounds kind of dumb, but there are big prizes worth big bucks.  If you win the three-legged race, you get two passes to Splash World for the whole summer and that's pretty cool.  If you win the egg-tossing contest, you get two passes to sports camp at the local college.  Three weeks of running around and sweating and the whole time coach yells at you? No thanks.

“Anyway, one week before Sadie Hawkins' Day, the teachers got all the fifth graders into the cafeteria and they have two big baskets, one with the boys' names and the other with the girls' names.  Our drama teacher spins the baskets around a few times and picks up a name from each basket.  He was really hamming it up this time.  And he'll say, ‘Now hear this, now hear this,’ over a megaphone.  Then he called a girl's name real slow, and there was an ‘Oooooo’ throughout the cafeteria.  Then he called out a boy's name and everyone cheered, whistled, and clapped.  The next girl's name he pulled out was ‘Zeeelllda Fuerte!’ That's how he called everyone's name.  When her name was called out, my best friend Jorge leaned over to me.  

“He goes, ‘Man, whoever is Zelda's partner will win both contests.’

“I went, ‘Phfffft, forget it.  I don't want to go to sports camp,’ I said.  

“He said, ‘Don't you want the Splash World passes and free admission for the whole summer and free hot dogs?’

“I said, ‘Yeah, that'd be cool, but I don't want to be tied up to Zelda.’

“‘What's wrong with being tied up to Zelda?’ Jorge goes.

“I go, ‘Well, man, she's a knot Nazi.’

“Our teacher pulled out a boy's name and held it high.  He smiled and pointed at me like he was a game show host.  And he says, ‘Alllfoooonso Flores!’

“Jorge and the whole cafeteria started laughing.  I looked over at Zelda, and she threw her arms up like she lost the national championship.  After all the names were called out, Zelda waked up to me really in a bad mood.

“And she goes, ‘Alfonso, after school meet me in the gym.’

“I said, ‘But I have a computer club meeting and --’ she cut me off.

“‘After school, in the gym.  Don't make me come looking for you.  I know where you live,’ she said.  And she spun around and walked off in a huff.

“After school, during the computer club meeting, Jorge asked me if he could borrow my Splash World passes.

“I go, ‘Look, I don't want to be tied up, and I don't want to throw eggs.’

“He goes, ‘C'mon, don't be a baby.  Everyone likes to be tied up and it's just your ankles tied together.  And if you win, we get to share Splash World passes.’ 

“And I said, ‘Well look, if you want the passes so bad, why don't you and your partner practice, and you can win the passes.’

“And he goes, ‘Because, man, Zelda's the best in the school.  No one can beat her.’

“Then the door busted open.  And there was Zelda looking really mad.  My first thought was to run, but she was blocking the escape route.  

“And then she says, ‘I told you to be in the gym after school so we could practice.’

“I said, ‘Can't you find someone else?’ I squeaked.

“‘I can't, you know the rules.  Monday we're going to practice and we're going to win those contests,’ She said, and slammed the door.  

“Jorge threw his arms up like he won the gold medal.  ‘Splash World, here we come,’ he said.

“I was a little worried, but the weekend was here, and I thought Zelda would forget all about it, but she didn't.  On Sunday night she came to my house, and my mom let her in.  I was helping my father tighten a nut under the bathroom sink, unaware that Zelda was working on my mother.  My dad told me to get him a glass of water, and when I walked into the kitchen, they were sitting at the breakfast table.  Mom looked thrilled.  She waved a friendly dishrag at me.  

“‘You didn't tell me you and Zelda were partners in the Sadie Hawkins' festival.’

“I said, ‘But I don't want to --’ and then Zelda cut me off.

“‘If we win the three-legged race, we get two passes to Splash World, and if we win the egg-tossing contest we get two passes to summer sports camp.  Isn't that great, Mrs. Flores,’ she said, all happy.

“My mother shook her excited dishrag.  ‘Wow, when is the festival? I mean, you two need to practice.’

“It was exactly what Zelda wanted to hear.  ‘That's why I came by,’ she said.  ‘The festival is this Friday, and we need to practice every day after school.’

“I went, ‘Forget it.  I don't want to go to sports camp.’

“My mother turned to me and narrowed her eyes, and shook her angry dishrag at me.  ‘Whatever,’ she goes.  ‘You're going to be partners with Zelda.’

“Zelda smirked at me, and then my mother turned back to Zelda and Zelda looked all hurt and said, ‘Well, Mrs. Flores, if Alfonso doesn't want to be my partner, I guess I'll find somebody else.’ And she lowered her head in disappointment.

“My mother tossed her rag on the table and said, ‘She's going to be with you.  You’re going to be partners.  You’ll be partners.  You'll see!’ Then my father walked in with a wrench in his hand and put it down on the table and said, ‘What do you mean you don't want to be partners with Zelda?’

“And I go, ‘But Dad, I don't want to go to sports camp.’

“He picked up his wrench and waved it like a warlock ready to cast a spell and goes, ‘Alfonso, you're going to practice every day with Zelda.  ‘Cause all you ever do is play on your computer and if you don't practice, you'll find your computer in the trash can when you come home,’ 

“Zelda threw her arms up in glee.  ‘Great.  We'll practice every day!’

“And my mom goes, ‘Practice makes perfect.’ 

“I dropped my head in defeat.

“In the morning I cautiously walked the halls, turning the corners very slowly, trying to avoid Zelda.  Then I saw her marching toward me and she yelled, ‘Freeze.’ I took a step back and saw the boys' rest room and thought about running in there, but when I turned, there was Monica, Zelda's best friend.  I took another step back and felt a heavy hand on my shoulder.  I turned around and there stood Zelda.  And she goes, ‘Where do you think you're going?’ 

“I said, ‘I have to pee really bad.’

“Zelda pushed me against the lockers.  ‘Squeeze your legs and hold it,’ 

“Then Zelda poked my chest with each word as she said, ‘Today, after school, you better be there.  We're going to practice.’ 

“And then Monica poked my chest too.  ‘You better.  We want the sports passes.’ 

“I was scared, but then I saw Jorge coming down the hall and I shouted, ‘Help me!’ I felt better when Jorge walked up, but then he and Zelda acted like they were best friends.

“‘What's up?’ Jorge said to Zelda.

“She goes, ‘I'm Just making sure Alfonso [unintelligible] will show up for practice.’

“Jorge goes, ‘He'll be there.  We want the passes to Splash World.’ Then he crossed his arms.

“I go, ‘I don't want to play Tie Up.’ I said.

“Jorge looked confused.  He goes, ‘Tie Up?’ 

“Then Zelda poked my chest.  ‘You better play Tie Up, or else,’ she said.  ‘I'll tell your father and he'll take away your computer.’

“I looked at Jorge for help.  He goes, ‘Quit acting like a baby.  Everybody likes being tied up,’ he said.

“After school Zelda escorted me outside to the recess area.  She put down her backpack and took out a piece of rope.  She goes, ‘I always carry my own rope,’ she said.  Fear swelled in my stomach.  Zelda tied my ankle to hers real tight and I felt my bones crushing.  Then she said we had to run like one person.  We started running, but I tripped over and made us fall.  She shook her head and pulled me up.  I thought for sure she was going to beat me up and get mad.  But instead she smiled and said, ‘You okay?’

“I nodded and I brushed off my jeans.  She goes, ‘Okay.’

“Then Monica and Jorge started cheering for us.  ‘C'mon, Alfonso, you can do it,’ they said.

“They shouted like cheerleaders.  I never had anyone cheer for me.  Zelda put her arm around my waist, and I put my arm around her shoulders and we walked around.  

“And she said, ‘Now, hold me tight,’ she said.  ‘Okay.  We start off slow until we're together and then we speed it up.’

“We took small slow steps and then faster, bigger ones and then we were running.  Zelda's friends were cheering for us and I felt like a sports star.  We slowed down to a stop and turned around and started all over again.  We ran back and forth, each time getting faster and faster with the three-legged race.  Then we fell again, but this time we fell hard.  I banged my head against the ground and got a red, nasty mark on my face, but no blood.  Zelda and her friends helped me up.  They had their hands all over me, brushing me off, brushing grass off my hair and fixing my hair.

“Then she said, ‘You okay?’

“I said, ‘Yes.’ Then Zelda brought out a golf ball.

“And she goes, ‘Time to practice egg tossing.’ She raised the white ball to my eyes.  ‘Use both hands,’ she said, ‘and keep your eyes on the ball.’

“We started at five feet from each other tossing the ball back and forth.  Each time I dropped it, we'd start all over again.  She'd say, ‘Only the ball,’ but it was hard for me to see the little ball.  Every time she'd toss it in the air I'd lose it in the clouds.  I thought, maybe I need glasses.  Each time I dropped the ball, Zelda, I thought would be mad, but she did not.

“‘This is practice,’ she said.  ‘You can mess up all you want, but not on game day.’

“I nodded.  ‘Right, Coach,’ I said.

“She smiled and punched my arm.

“I found out that other teams were practicing -- even Jorge was practicing with his partner and that got me pumped.  It made me want to win the race and the contest.  Zelda and I could run the three-legged race really fast, and I was getting better at catching the ball.  The second it touched my fingers I closed my hands tightly around the ball.  I could tell Zelda was proud of me.

“The night before the festival, Zelda came over to my house with a big bag of pan dulce.

“‘What's this?’ I asked.  

“She says, ‘Oh, I got you some pan dulce.  I got some heart-shaped cookies and some marranitos.  I think people should be rewarded for their hard work,’ she said.

“She smiled and put the bag out and I was about to take it.  Then I noticed she was looking around me and she whispered in a sneaky tone.  She goes, ‘Who's here?’

“I said, ‘Nobody, my parents --’

“And then she cut me off.  She snatched the bag away from me and began poking my chest with a stiff finger and she raised eyebrow.  She goes, ‘Tomorrow, I want to win.’ Her face was inches from mine.

“I backed up and said, ‘Hey, I'll do my best.’

“She goes, ‘You better.  If you don’t I'm going to tie you to a tree in the middle of nowhere and let the ants eat you.’

“I go, ‘Look, what's the big deal? It's just a stupid contest,’ I said, shrugging my shoulders.

“And she goes, ‘I want the passes to sports camp,’ she said and she lowered her voice.

“I go, ‘Who wants to spend three weeks running around and sweating?’ 

She goes, ‘I do.  I'd rather be at sports camp instead of Utah with my jerk father.’ 

“knew her parents were separated, but I thought her father lived in a nearby town.

“ said, ‘I thought you father lived out here with you.’

"Zlda shook her head and let out a deep sigh.  ‘No, he lives in Utah and every time [unintelligible] stay with him and my uncle.  They're a bunch of jerks.  All they do is drink beer and smoke all day.’

“And I go, ‘Can't you stay somewhere else?’

“And she goes, ‘No -- think we're rich or something? She goes, ‘I want me and my mom and sisters to stay here for the summer.  And If I get the sports passes, my mom says she'll find a job here and stay here all summer.’

“And I said, ‘Well, if we win the three-legged race, can't you trade your passes with somebody else?

“She goes, ‘No, I promised my mother I'd let my little sisters have the Splash World passes.’ Then her eyes got all watery and said, ‘Don’t you see? We have to win the egg toss.  I don't want my mother around my father, such a jerk.’

“She dropped her head and let out a sigh.  And she held out the bag of pan dulce and I took it.

“She sniffed a little bit and said, ‘Just do your best, okay?’

“I nodded.  ‘I promise I'll do my best.’  
“The next day when I walked to the recess area, there was lots going on.  There was a conjunto band and raspas and elotes.  There were all kinds of kids there.  A big long white line [unintelligible].  We got in our lines.  Kids all over and the whistle blew.  And we ran as fast as we could.  And we were first place in the three-legged race.  We fell down laughing.  It was great. Kids were all over the place congratulating us.   We were so happy about it.  Those were the Splash World passes.  

“They were fixing the egg toss contest.  There was a white string on the grass, kids on either side and we had eggs going back and forth.  

“Then Zelda got one egg and said, ‘All right.  This is the egg we’re going to use.  Only the ball,’ She said. 

“She tossed the egg to me and I caught it easily.  It was only five feet.  Back and forth, back and forth.  We heard eggs dropping and kids making nose and Zelda goes, ‘Look at me, only me. Keep the eyes on the egg.’  Back and forth, back and forth we went.  Then finally we stopped and we were really far from each other.  There was only three teams left.  [Unintelligible] close together, touching fingertips.  He goes, ‘All right,’ the drama teacher said.  ‘You guys are the last three teams.  Throw your eggs.’

“Zelda  ran up to me and says, ‘I’ll go first,’ but then she says, ‘You know what, you throw it.  Do your best, I’ll catch it.’  She ran back to her position.  I looked at her and I threw the egg as hard as I could.  And all the way out the way out.  The way that she caught the egg was amazing.  I looked at [unintelligible]’s egg and it was dropped.  Next team threw their egg and they caught it.  There was only two teams left.  Me and Zelda and Jorge, my friend, and his partner.  I was afraid I was going to drop the egg.  So I went to Jorge and I said, ‘Let’s make a deal.  Look, we’re too far apart, we’re not going to see the egg.  If you catch the egg, I’ll give you my pass to the Splash World, you give me your pass to sports camp.’     

“And he goes, ‘Forget it.’  

“I said how about this, ‘I’ll give you my Splash World passes, and two video games for a whole week.’

“He goes, ‘Only two video games?’

“I go, all right, ‘Three video games.’

“We shook hands on it.  We go back to our positions.  Zelda threw her egg at me, it was a high arch.  I reached up and tripped over my own feet.  It hit me right in the head.  I had egg all over my face.  I looked and I see Jorge laughing because he caught his egg.  And then Zelda and Jorge talked and I could see that they were talking about the deal we made, and they were thrilled.  Zelda ran to us and she goes, ‘Thanks a lot.  You really are a friend.’  She put her arm around me and walked around  like one person.  

“That night my parents came to my room and said, ‘Zelda’s mother called and said that you made a deal with Jorge and you guys got the passes to sports camp.’  

“I said, ‘Yeah.’

“And she said, ‘You know what? We’re going to buy you a pass to Splash World.  You want to go this summer?’

“And I said, ‘Well, nah, I don’t want to go after all.  I’d rather go to sports camp.’ I said.  

“And Dad looked confused and said, ‘Sports camp?  But I thought you wanted to go to Splash World.’

‘‘Well, yeah, but Zelda is going to sports camp, and she might need a partner.’”

[applause]

All right so we've got two minutes for questions.  [unintelligible] questions.  Yeah?

Female Speaker:

Do you write with the same enthusiasm that you have when you read?

David Rice:

Yeah I do.  You know, when you write -- I enjoy writing.  Writing for me is not work.  You know people who are like, “Oh, it’s such hard work, I have writer’s block.”  I don’t get writers’ block.  I don’t get that at all, because I like writing.  And when I sit down to write with my pad I write what I know.  And I write about my family and friends and my childhood.  And to me it was a great childhood.  So I enjoy writing.  It's fun.  And when I write, I laugh out loud.  When it’s sad, I cry.  So I really put myself into it.  And I think that's how it should be, right?  Or why do it at all, you know? What else?  Is that it?  Is that it? Are we done? Yeah?

Female Speaker:

What's the title of the collection that you just read from?

David Rice: 

This is “Tripping Over the Lunchlady and Other Stories” and this is “Crazy Loco” from the first story I read.  But they're both good books.  I like this book a lot. This book is really hilarious to me.  [Unintelligible] it's got photographs of the authors at 10-years old.  So it’s a great teaching tool.  I work with kids a lot.  I tell kids, "Look at these kids, they’re ten.  You’re just like them.  You could be a writer also.  It's not that hard.”  Writers are [unintelligible].  So [unintelligible].  Well that's a good day.  I gotta get back to [unintelligible].  Yeah?

Female Speaker:

[Inaudbile]?

David Rice:

Yeah, my stories are based on my childhood.  The trick to that is, I always tell kids to get a photograph from a family photo album and then pictures worth are a hundred words?  How many words? 

Audience:

A thousand.

David Rice:

A thousand words, right?  A thousand words is four-hundred pages.   Right?  Because that’s two [unintelligible] per page.  So I tell kids, in the picture, “You should identify what you like, write a thousand words on that.” And I tell kids now I can write 3,000 words on one picture and you can write 1,000 words.  So all my stories come from my family photo albums.  And all I use is pictures from childhood.  I don’t need imagination because I don’t have imagination, I just have memories.  Yes?

Female Speaker:

What about screenplays that you started to work on?

David Rice:

Beg your pardon?

Female Speaker:

They said something about the screenplays you started to work on.

David Rice:

Oh the screenplays, I write plays and screenplays for children.  I like to do short films for kids.  So the stuff I work on is for kids and the plays I write are for kids.  And they show in South Texas, and Austin and San Antonio.  You know I like to write for kids.  My screenplays are targeted for 10-year olds, 12-year olds.  That's, you know we have to do the reading.  As a Mexican American author, Mexican Americans account for 50 percent of the dropout rate in the state of Texas.  Fifty percent.  That's outrageous.  That's a crisis.  And if you look at a ten or nine years old, or eight, then you won’t have that dropout rate.  And so that's my target audience.  And we’re all ten years old in our hearts. 

Thank you very much.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


