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Dear Readers,

All young adults in America have to read
fiction in school and then discuss it from the
stance of literary analysis. That is,they have
to talk about the character development,the
plot,the setting,and the writing style in the
book.Many of these young people read fiction
for pleasure outside of school,as well.But
others don't.The ones who don't often find
reading a chore and they have enough chores
in their life without picking up a book.

When I write for young adults,I always
remember that reading can be a chore—so I
want to make that chore worth it for them.
My goal is to get the reader to care so much
about the characters,that turning the page
is a joy.I don't think about trying to send a
message or anything didactic like that.I think
only of trying to tell a good story—one that
helps the reader get inside the skin of my
characters and truly understand them.

When I was a child, I lived in a poor
family.I didn't have many opportunities to



2 FERPRRE

know much about life outside the small envi-
ronment I lived in.But I was very lucky: I

loved to read.And reading opened up the world
for me.It taught me that there were other

cultures,other languages,other ways of living.
I became such a good reader that school was
easy for me and I was lucky again:I got a

scholarship to go to college. Then I studied
further and became a university professor.
And now I am a writer,as well,

When I write,I remember the child I
was—I remember how reading opened up doors
for me.My job as a writer is to give the gift
of lovingto read to children and young adults.
That way maybe I can help open up doors for
them,t00.50 I never write only for the “good"
reader.I try to write for everyone.I try to
entice everyone,grab their hearts,make them
laugh or cry or both.

I hope you enjoy these books.I wrote
them for you.

Sincerely,

(e diptagil

Donna Jo Napoli
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THE GIFT
Switzerland, mid-1500s



Zel

“Oh, Mother, the goose is on her nest again.” Zel rests her
weight on the windowsill and leans out. Her feet dance on tiptoe.
The goose stretches her neck forward and smacks® the bottom of her
bill on the rocky soil. “Goose!” Zel shouts. “Dear goose. You’re
terribly confused.” Zel hears a thunk. She spins around.

Mother has just put a bowl of apricots? on the center of the
table. “Forget that goose. Eat well. You'll need your energy.”

“I will?” Zel grabs a fruit from the cool water it floats in. She
eats greedily, her teeth sharp as the shells she has collected on their
visits to the lake. She sees that Mother wears her good shoes.
“Oh, we’re going to town today!” She laughs. And now her danc-
ing feet take her around the table, around Mother, impelled by the
rare joy of town. Zel sings, “Today today today today.”

Mother catches the tips of Zel’s braids and gives a playful
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6 Zel

tug. Holding tight, she dips her fingers in the water in the bowl and
smooths the curls that have sprung free back into place. Then she
turns to the shelf and takes down the dark loaf. She saws with a
long, strong knife.

Zel sniffs the air, lifting her nose like the lone chamois’ she
watched one day last month when she climbed high into the Alps® .
“I love the smell of bread. Sweet, sweet bread.”

“Nourishing bread.” Mother puts two pieces on the table.

Zel takes a bite of bread, then ties on her shoes. She has al-
ready tended 1o the rabbits and hens, so there is nothing to delay
her and Mother.  “I wonder if the crier with the melons will be
there.” She would love to see the crier’s wide chest and hear his
rough voice.

“The first melons might be ripe already.” Mother speaks dis-
tractedly .

“Tell me: will he?” Zel chooses a second apricot and rolls it
on the table, making a design of its wet trail. She takes hold of her
wooden chair by the halfmoon hole in its back, pulls it out from un-
der the table, and sits.

Mother smiles. She closes her eyes. When she opens them,
she says, “At least a few melons are ripe. He’ll be there.”

“Mother.” Zel’s eyes hold Mother’s with insistence. “I want
to be able to close my eyes and know things, like you. But when I
close my eyes, all I do is stumble®.”

Mother picks up her own hunk of bread. She eats, quick and

silent.
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8 Zel

Zel stands with her eyes closed and bumbles her way across the
room, through the doorway, purposely bumping into baskets and
beds. She opens her eyes and laughs. “Let’s go.”

Mother takes a cloth sack off the peg on the wall. She picks
up the piece of bread that Zel has left on the table and slips it in
Zel’s pocket as she walks past and out the door.

On the side of the next mountain to the east, a herd of long-
horned goats skips over stone loosened by spring rains. There is lit-
tle grass on that mountain, but on Zel’s and Mother’s meadow the
grass is thick as moss. No place on earth is as fine as their alm®.
Zel skips through the grass, mimicking the goats.

“Keep clean, Zel. We must be presentable for town.”

“Everyone else will be caked with grime® 7

“We aren’t everyone else.”

Zel doesn’t understand Mother’s passion for cleanliness. No
one else seems to share it. Still, she retumns to the path.

“Pay homage to the cypresses.” Mother nods toward the row of
tall trees.

Zel bows her head. These are the only cypresses Zel has ever
seen in all her mountain wanderings. They define the edge of their
alm. One winter night the thunder of snow breaking from the moun-
tainside woke Mother and Zel, and by the time they managed to
rush from the cottage, the avalanche® was over-blocked by the
looming trees. Zel was sure the trees had not been there before that
night, but Mother said it’s easy not to notice trees and plants until
you need them . Mother notices every tree everywhere, it seems.



