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Gino the Goldfish

	Once upon a time, at the end of a tree-lined street near a small lake, there was a house painted in white and surrounded by a well-tended little garden. In that house, together with her mom and dad, lived little Sara, an always cheerful child who liked so much to play, and even if all children like playing, Sara liked it even more.

	Unfortunately for Sara, however, her white house was quite far from the city, and even if she didn’t mind living in the countryside and near a small lake, there was one thing Sara certainly missed, and it was some friends to play with. In fact, there were no other children living near her house, and Sara was still too young to go to school, where she would finally meet a lot of friends.

	She didn’t let this get her down, however, and since she had to play alone, she also had plenty of time to invent new games every day, and to play with her mom and dad those she loved to play the most. Her favorite one was hide-and-seek, and to play it she waited every day for her dad to get back from work. With her mom she played tag instead, because her dad was always too tired to run after her, and when Sara and her mom were tired, too, the three of them had fun telling riddles to each other.

	The thing that little Sara liked the most, however, was when her mom and dad took her to the rides, where there were so many games to play that every time she didn’t know where to start from! What Sara never wanted to miss was the can knockdown, where children and grown-ups tossed a ball against a pile of cans to make them fall down, and the more cans you knocked down, the bigger the prize you won. Little Sara, however, was really small, and since she was so short she couldn’t even get to the counter from behind which the ball was thrown, her dad had to hold her up every time to let her play. In addition to that, even when Sara was throwing it with all her strength, the ball couldn’t even get to the cans, let alone bring them down! But she didn’t mind, anyway, and she really enjoyed it all the same, and so did her mom and dad, happy to see their child never giving up.

	Until one day, after a ride on the bumper cars and a snack with some ice cream, the time came, as it always did, to try and throw down at least one can. That day, however, something strange happened, and the fault, or perhaps the credit, was of one of Sara’s dad’s shoes, which, without him noticing it, had got unlaced.

	As he did every time, Sara’s dad took her up in his arms, and as always he took a little run-up to give the ball more momentum. But this time, just as Sara opened her little hand to throw the ball towards the pile of cans, her dad stumbled in the lace of his shoe, falling forward and giving the ball quite a boost!

	Fortunately Sara’s dad managed to cling to the counter and to save them both from a big headbutt, and only when Sara turned to her mother and saw she was gaping, she and her dad realized that the ball had brought down all the cans! Sara’s mom and dad hugged their little girl and congratulated her, and little Sara, even happier than them, hurried to ask the old man behind the counter what she had won.

	“Whatever you want, little girl,” replied the old man, pointing to a shelf full of teddy bears and toys of all kinds.

	Sara just didn’t know what to choose! Her room was already full of teddy bears, and she thought that maybe, seeing a new one appear among them, her old toys could feel a little jealous. She already had also many toy cars, probably too many, as her mom always repeated for fear of getting rubber streaks all over the house floors. Not knowing what to do, Sara asked for advice to her mom and dad, who in the meantime had noticed that, in addition to the shelf full of toys, there was another one with a row of transparent bags filled with water, each with a little goldfish inside. Sara’s parents knew that the only thing their little girl really lacked was a friend, and they both thought that a goldfish could keep her company when they didn’t have time to play with her.

	Sara obviously agreed with them, and quickly started looking one by one at every fish to choose the right one to take away with her. After glancing at all the bags, right at the end of the shelf she spotted a little fish that seemed a bit sad, and she immediately thought that maybe he needed a friend as well. Sara was now convinced, and as she indicated the sad goldfish to the old man behind the counter, she couldn’t wait to find him a place in her bedroom and to introduce him to all his teddy bears.

	As soon as they took him home, the little goldfish ended up in a glass bowl much larger than his transparent bag, and Sara immediately put it on the table she drew her drawings on, and that from that day on she decided to leave all for him.

	“Well,” Sara said smiling at the little fish, “now we’ll have to find you a nice name!”

	“Actually, I already have one,” said the fish from the other side of the glass, and when she saw him move his little mouth and heard him say those words, Sara was so amazed she almost flipped backwards. “My name is Gino, nice to meet you!”

	Sara just stood staring at the bowl, thinking maybe she had imagined everything, and she was about to run and call her mom when Gino the goldfish spoke again.

	“I know, meeting a talking fish doesn’t happen every day,” he said to the little girl, who in fact kept looking at him with wide eyes. “Someone might even get scared, so I’d better talk just to you.”

	Sara was a clever little girl, and after hearing those words from the little goldfish she immediately realized that calling her mom would be useless. “But how did you know that I wouldn’t get scared, too?” asked Sara after a moment.

	Gino the goldfish burst in laughter filling his glass bowl with bubbles, and when the bubbles thinned out he told Sara that since the first time he saw her he had immediately guessed that one day they would become friends.

	“Whenever you came to the rides I was always cheering for you,” Gino revealed, continuing to smile. “And when you finally knocked down all the cans, I hoped with all my heart that you would choose me as a prize!”

	Looking at his fish eyes, which magnified by the glass seemed much bigger than they really were, Sara realized that this wasn’t a lie, and when she got over the amazement of hearing a fish talk (after all it was the first time that this happened to her!), she finally found the courage to answer, and to tell Gino that she had chosen him because on that shelf, behind the counter of the can knockdown, he seemed to feel more lonely than all the other fish.

	Gino smiled again letting out a few more bubbles, then he told Sara that he had rooted for her just because it seemed to him that she felt a bit lonely, too, and he had thought that maybe she just needed a friend. And so it was that little Sara and Gino the goldfish became friends indeed!

	The following day, without revealing to her mom and dad how Gino was a really special goldfish, especially to avoid scaring them and making them feel uneasy, Sara went out with them to buy Gino some food, and a bigger glass bowl to make him feel even more comfortable.

	Seeing that Sara, as well as his friend, was also a very generous child, Gino decided to return the favor by putting at her disposal his great wisdom. That little goldfish, in fact, was quite special not only because he could speak, but also because he knew a great deal about a lot of things!

	“I spent a lot of time in the bag on that shelf, and by dint of hearing so many people talk every day, I ended up learning quite much,” Gino explained to Sara.

	“And that is how you learned to speak?” she asked curiously. “By hearing people talk?”

	“That’s right,” Gino nodded and moved his little fins. “And I also learned how to bake a pie, how to ride a bicycle, and why days are longer during summer.”

	Little Sara was amazed again, and she realized that Gino must have been locked in his bag for a really long time to learn all those things and probably many others. Gino lowered his eyes to the bottom of his glass bowl, and sadly explained that since no one ever wanted to choose him among all the prizes and even among all the other fish, the old man behind the can knockdown counter always left him at the end of the shelf, where it was difficult for anyone to even see him.

	Thinking about poor Gino, neglected by everyone for who knows how long, even Sara got sad for a moment. Immediately, however, the smile returned on her face, because she knew that now that little goldfish had a friend to talk to. And even Sara was no longer alone, and although she would continue to chat and play with her mom and dad, now she had someone else with whom to talk about the things she just didn’t understand.

	“Why do I have to go to bed every evening even when I’m not sleepy?” she asked Gino once.

	“Because,” replied the goldfish, looking at her with his little fish eyes, “if you didn’t go to bed, the following morning you’d be quite sleepy.”

	“Well,” Sara tried to insist, “then I could sleep in the morning.”

	“Oh no!” Gino laughed in a whirlwind of bubbles. “During the morning you can do so many things, and they’re all more fun than just sleeping!”

	“And why,” little Sara asked again, “do I always have to eat even the things I don’t like?”

	“Because even the things you don’t like are good for you,” Gino answered without a hint of hesitation. “Even those things will make you grow up healthy and strong, and able to play for hours with your friends without ever getting tired!”

	“But I don’t have any friends,” said Sara, turning her sad little face to her teddy bears. “Apart from them, obviously, and apart from you.”

	“Oh, but the day will come when you will have so many friends you won’t be able to count them!” the fish reassured her. “That’s why you have to eat everything your mom cooks for you, so that you’re ready when the time comes.”

	Gino was a wise little fish, Sara thought every time, and she was lucky to have him with her in her room, always ready to clear any doubts about the things that left her perplexed.

	“Why can’t I go out alone whenever I feel like it?” she asked Gino one day, and this time Gino kept serious, and before answering he didn’t let out a single bubble.

	“Because it would be dangerous,” he told her looking her straight in the eyes. “Maybe you could distract yourself while playing, or running after a kitten or a butterfly, and perhaps you could get lost and couldn’t find your way home anymore. Just think about your mom and dad, you would really have them worrying a lot, don’t you think?”

	Just the thought of not being able to get back home, in her room together with her teddy bears and with Gino, made Sara’s little eyes water a bit, and the image of her mom and dad looking for her throughout the countryside without finding her almost made her cry. Gino noticed that, and seeing that the child had learned her lesson, he hastened to reassure her, telling Sara she was too smart to do something like that, so her mom and dad had really nothing to fear.

	“And what about your parents? Won’t they be worried about you?” Sara asked Gino after a moment, and this time it was the little fish who got suddenly sad.

	“It’s been a long time since I saw my mom and dad, so long that I fear they won’t remember me anymore,” Gino said in a moved voice, and soon Sara was again about to cry. “I’ve been in that bag at the rides for so long that if I saw my parents again maybe I wouldn’t recognize them anymore, or maybe they wouldn’t recognize me.”

	Sara was just a child and there were many things she didn’t know yet, but she was old enough to know that she would recognize her mom and dad even after a hundred years without seeing them, and the same was certainly true even the other way around. That day, thanks to Gino, Sara also learned something else, something important about friendship. What she realized was that even though the thing she wanted the most was for Gino to stay with her forever and to keep answering her thousand questions, knowing that there was something that made her friend sad could only make her sad as well.

	So it was that Sara asked Gino to tell her everything he remembered about when he was just a baby fish, and she realized she had had a good idea when Gino told her about the sunflowers field he could see from inside the pond where he was born. Sara knew well, in fact, that even the pond near her house was surrounded by sunflowers!

	That evening, while she was having dinner with her mom and dad, Sara told them that the glass bowl was too small for her little fish, and that he would certainly be happier if they set him free in the pond near the house, where he could find other fishes to play with, and where he could swim from side to side without banging his head against a glass wall.

	Her mom and dad complimented Sara for that idea, which showed the good child that she was and how she really loved animals. They told her, however, that the little goldfish, used as he was to get his food from her every day and to have no need to fear the bigger fishes who could bully him, maybe would end up feeling worse in the pond than in his safe glass bowl.

	“Don’t worry,” said Sara, who obviously knew something they didn’t. “Gino is a smart little fish, I’m sure he will do well even on his own!”

	In the end her mom and dad got convinced that Sara was right, and the next day the three of them went to the pond carrying Gino into his glass bowl. When they arrived in front of the water, Sara’s parents left her alone, guessing that maybe she wanted to say something to her friend before telling him goodbye for the last time. And, of course, without imagining that he, too, could have something to say to her!

	“Thank you, my friend!” Gino told little Sara as soon as she released him into the pond, and Sara realized at once there was no reason to be sad.

	As soon as Gino began to swim, in fact, he was joined by a small group of little goldfishes almost identical to him, and from that small group, after a moment of hesitation, came forward two fishes a little bigger than the others.

	They were Gino’s mom and dad, who not only recognized at once the son they hadn’t seen for so long, but who after seeing him again seemed to instantly rejuvenate, returning for a moment baby fishes themselves! Overwhelmed by joy, Gino and his parents began to swim from side to side of the pond, and as she watched them jump out of the water like little dolphins, Sara was almost as happy as them, and she was even more when Gino returned to the shore to thank her again and to make her a promise.

	“Soon you will grow up and you’ll find many new friends,” he said to the little girl, “but remember that you will always have a special friend waiting for you in this pond, and that he will always be happy to help you if you ever should need it.”

	Sara took Gino at his word, and after that day she often returned to visit him, first with her mom and dad, then with all the friends she began to meet while growing up. Also because, no matter how many friends she would meet, her greatest friend would forever be Gino the goldfish!

	



	


The Talking Soup

	Once upon a time, not so long ago, there was a child named Marco, always cheerful, with a heart of gold and loved by everyone. By his mom and dad, of course, but also by his grandparents, by the little friends he loved to play with, and by the neighbors’ dog, too, who came to visit him every day to be petted a bit.

	Even Marco loved everyone, and he always gave his mom and dad a hand when they needed his help. He more than gladly kept company to his grandparents, and besides the caresses he gave him when he came to visit him, he always played with the neighbors’ dog, letting him nibble his teddy bears and running after him all around his room. To make it short, Marco was a really good child, and a quite generous one, and his mom and dad had every reason to be proud of him. Or rather, all but one...

	Little Marco, in fact, never ate vegetables, and this despite his mom and dad had explained to him many times how good they were for him, and how important it was for every child to eat at least a little bit of them.

	Usually there was a cheerful air in Marco’s house, but every time his mom prepared a salad for dinner, or a plate of mushrooms or tomatoes, a ruckus started around the kitchen table! Marco, usually quiet and always obedient, started then to have a tantrum, and no matter how much his parents tried to insist, he always found a way to postpone to the next day his ration of vegetables.

	His mom no longer knew what to do, also because, by dint of putting off, Marco would’ve had to eat only vegetables for more than a month to catch up, and certainly he would never do that even if he had been fasting and tied to his chair!

	But obviously his mom and dad would never tie Marco to a chair, and they would never even joke about such a thing. They were too fond of their child, and the only thing they could do was to give in to him, hoping that sooner or later, like every good and smart little kid, Marco would start eating his vegetables, and that maybe one day, as even his grandparents had always wished, he would even get to like them!

	That day, however, seemed to be still far away, and when one evening Marco’s mom put on the table a pot full of soup, neither she nor Marco’s dad were surprised by the grimaces of their child.

	“Oh no, not the soup!” Marco began to complain, and to hear him whining like that it seemed like he was about to swallow the most bitter of medicines.

	“Come on, Marco, you know it’s for your own good,” his dad tried to insist, but Marco started shaking his head so hard he almost fell off his chair!

	“Marco, can’t you at least taste it?” his mother asked him. “I bet if you taste it, you will really like it!”

	Marco stopped shaking his head, and suddenly began to weep as if someone had pinched his arm.

	His dad immediately realized that even that time there was no hope of seeing his son eat some vegetables, and when the phone rang he took the opportunity to walk out of the kitchen, thus sparing himself the sight of that suffering child.

	“Would you believe that when I was a child I never wanted to eat soup, too?” Marco’s mom confessed, but as soon as she filled his plate with soup Marco started crying at once, as if on the bottom of that plate he had seen a dark well full of little monsters.

	Finally even his mom decided to give in, and when someone rang the doorbell she took the opportunity to leave Marco alone, hoping this would help to calm him down a little bit.

	Marco, who was an intelligent child, and a bit cunning, too, knew however that if he stopped crying immediately, his parents would realize he had been just pretending, and therefore, when his mom closed the kitchen door behind her, he started crying even harder. So hard that a pair of tears fell right into the plate in front of him.

	“Poor baby, what have they done to you?” asked a tiny voice from above the cupboard.

	Marco suddenly stopped sobbing, thinking that his dad had already returned to the kitchen without him noticing. The kitchen, however, was still empty.

	“Why are you crying?” the little voice asked again. “You can tell me, we always got along, right?”

	Marco looked around with his eyes and mouth open wide, unable to see who was talking to him. Until, after a look at the oven and one at the sink, he noticed that the lid of the breadbox was open, and that a slice of bread was staring at him with two little eyes made of crumbs.

	“A slice of bread that can speak?” Marco said even more amazed, and immediately the slice of bread smiled at him.

	“Then you heard me,” it said, and its smile spanned from side to side of its crust. “For a moment I thought you were angry with me, too!”

	Obviously Marco could never be angry with a slice of bread, since bread was the thing he liked more than anything else in the world! The fact was, he just didn’t know that bread could talk.

	“Yes, sir, of course!” said the bread with a bit of resentment. “I usually keep silent just to avoid scaring someone, that’s all. And now, would you tell me why you were crying? Do you know you’ve made us all worry about you?”

	“You all?” Marco asked, more and more surprised. “You who?”
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