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			To the dream that sat on the shelf too long.

			It’s time to LIVE!
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			Snake Charming
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			“P

			ut that snake down!” Grammy yelled. “You’re gonna get yourself killed one of these days!”

			I straightened my headdress and went back to sitting cross-legged while Poppy yelled over his shoulder, “It’s just a rat snake, Lois. Give it a rest, will you?”

			Poppy put the snake into Grammy’s old breadbasket and sat across from me with his legs crisscrossed. Snake charming took a lot of patience and focus. Poppy rocked from side to side as he “charm-fully” played my recorder. He played “London Bridge,” “Old McDonald,” “Twinkle, Twinkle,” and “Rock-a-Bye Baby” while we watched the basket.

			That stubborn snake didn’t even twitch or blink his eyes. He was by far the laziest snake I’d ever been around. What good was snake charming if the dumb ole snake couldn’t be charmed? You’d think a snake that’s been captured would try to escape, but not this one.

			“Oh, well, Cricketbug. We gave it a fair shot. We’ve tried playing every song we can think of. I’ve held him. You’ve held him. We tried dancing with him, staring into his eyes, and even tempting him with a fat, juicy mouse Grammy caught in her glue trap, but that snake refuses to be charmed. Let’s take Grammy back her breadbasket.”

			Poppy grabbed the basket and got a head start while I packed up the checkerboard. When I tried to catch up to him, the lid of the basket lifted a little. Maybe I was imagining things. As Poppy walked up the steps, I saw the lid lift again. “Poppy, don’t take the basket inside, yet.” I ran to catch up with him, but he didn’t hear me.

			As I got to the bottom step, I heard Poppy say from inside the house, “Lois, I wouldn’t worry about that dumb, old snake in your breadbasket. Shake him out in your flowerbed. He’s either stunned or dead, so either way you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

			“Don’t you leave that snake in my house!” Grammy yelled from the back room. Poppy pretended he didn’t hear her and left the basket on the edge of the counter, kind of giggling as he walked away.

			When he opened the screen door to the porch, I whispered, “Poppy, that snake is alive.” We turned just in time to see the lid of the basket lift up and the snake slide down the outside. “We better get out of here, Poppy! Grammy’s going to be so mad.”

			As we made our way around the side of the house all we heard was, WHAM! SPLATT! WHACK!

			“Todd! I’m gonna get you for this!”

			BAAM! SMACK!

			“One of these days, old man!”

			All we could do was giggle.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		


		
			-2-

			No More Dancing
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			T

			he next day, I zoomed through the back door. Grammy threw her arms up in the air and yelled, “Well, I’ll be!”

			I rounded the corner and grabbed my old-timey dancing dress, my flea-market, white high-heeled flip-flops, and my huge, old-lady hat with a bright pink flower. Dancing day was the best.

			Poppy always grabbed my hand, spun me in a circle, asked who I was and what I had done with his little Cricketbug. I’d smile and say, “I’m your little Cricketbug, Poppy!”

			He’d whistle and say, “Well, I do declare, I believe you are my little Cricketbug! Would you care to have this dance?”

			I loved it when he said that.

			“Have you seen the checkerboard, Grammy?”

			“Next to the sofa, by Poppy’s giant jar of cheeseballs,” Grammy pointed with her wooden spoon. I hurried through the kitchen and into the living room, careful not to lose my flip-flops.

			On dancing day, Poppy dressed up like an old-timey gentleman—brown checkered pants; fancy, black dancing shoes; silky, polka-dotted shirt with his favorite red bowtie; and the dressiest old-man golfing hat he could find to top it off. I threw open the back door and walked out onto the porch, ready for him to swoop me up and start dancing.

			But where was he? I stood on the porch and looked around. “Poppy! Oh, Popppppyyyyyyy! Where are yooooouuuuu?” When I headed down the porch steps, I knew something was wrong.

			“Grammy!” I screamed. “Grammy! Help!” Poppy lay on his side with dirt all over his face. His eyes were open, but he didn’t see me.

			I shook him as I tried to get him to look at me. “Poppy. Wake up! It’s me. Your Cricketbug.”

			Grammy scooched in beside me on her knees and checked for a pulse, “He’s still alive. I’m gonna call an ambulance.”

			I’ll never forget those sirens as long as I live. As I stood beside Poppy and watched everything, sounds seemed to disappear. All I could see were the flashing lights. The EMTs rolled the stretcher out of the ambulance, at the same time Daddy pulled in. He came up behind me, took my hand, and we sat together on a bench in Grammy’s flowerbed. They strapped Poppy onto the stretcher and the driver helped Grammy climb into the back with him. Daddy hugged me as they disappeared around the corner.

			I hid my face in his jacket and cried. “Daddy, is Poppy going to be okay?” I wiped my cheek on his sleeve.

			“I don’t know, sweetheart. I just don’t know.”
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			At the Hospital
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			hey took Poppy’s pants and made him wear a gown. That’s what Grammy called it, but it looked more like a pitiful excuse for a dress if you ask me. Poppy would never wear a dress. If he’d had a choice, he’d have pitched a fit about having to wear that silly little see-through thing that didn’t even cover up his hiney. He needed to get up and tell them to give him back his clothes. Then he should tell them not to make grown men wear dresses. That’s what he should do.

			“Grammy, how long until me and Poppy can play Imagination Checkers again?” I hoped the doctor had given her good news while I was at school.

			“It may take some time, Cricket. Poppy isn’t responding, and the doctors are still running tests to see what’s wrong,” Grammy patted the empty seat beside her. “We’ll just have to be patient and wait.”

			I plopped down. “Grammy, do you think it would be okay for me to set up my spare checkerboard in Poppy’s room? You know, in case he wakes up and wants to play.”

			“I don’t see why not, but I’ll need to ask the nurses to make sure.”

			I thought for a minute. “Thanks, Grammy. For now, I’ll set it up here on this table and play by myself.”

			Me and Poppy didn’t just play checkers—we played Imagination Checkers. It’s where we pretended to be someone else or live in a different time. Before we made a move on the board, we had to do something the made-up person would do. Like the time we were in a zombie apocalypse. I was the only surviving human, and Poppy played a creepy zombie. He kept trying to catch me and turn me into a zombie, but I was too smart for him. I hid behind the bushes and sprayed him with zombie spray. Well, not real zombie spray. It was a can of cinnamon apple air freshener that I borrowed from Grammy’s bathroom. Poppy smelled so strong Grammy wouldn’t let him in the house until he hosed off in the backyard. At least he was a fresh-smelling zombie.

			“Grammy, do you want to play?” Right then, a nurse entered the waiting room and asked for Mrs. Wilson.

			Grammy stood, “I’m Lois Wilson. Is everything okay?”

			“The doctor will be here soon and wants to talk about your husband’s diagnosis. Please follow me,” the nurse said. Grammy motioned for Mama to come with her, so I stayed with Daddy at the other end of the waiting room.

			“Wanna play checkers with me?” I shook Daddy a little since he was leaned back and sleeping.

			“Huh, what? Maybe later, Cricket. We’ve had a long few days. I’m going to nap a little longer.”

			So, I played by myself and pretended me and Poppy were fighter pilots in World War II. The moves didn’t work without a copilot, so I folded up the checkerboard and set the game by Grammy’s crochet bag. I sure hoped Poppy felt better soon.
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			Kyle
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			January 15th

			Dear Journal,

			It’s official. I’m homebound. No more school bells. No more recess. No more friends. Just homebound. They told my mom I’ve missed too much school, and this was the best option. At least I won’t have to repeat fourth grade. A teacher comes once a week and gives me work in each subject and then checks behind me. One of my projects is to keep this ridiculous journal, so here you go. I’m basically in isolation just because I’m sick. It’s not like it’s my fault, but I’m the one being punished. Mom keeps telling me to stay positive. How about this: I am POSITIVE, this stinks. Is that positive enough for you, Mom?
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			Mr. Needsome Has Moves

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			M

			r. Needsome is my unimaginative fourth grade teacher. Sometimes when he teaches, I feel like I’m going to suffocate and die in my chair because the air I’m breathing is so boring! Poppy says Mr. Needsome “needs some” imagination. I agree. If something isn’t a fact, Mr. Needsome won’t share it. When he teaches creative writing, roadkill could do a better job. His idea of a creative and fun story is writing about what I want for Christmas.
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