Eleven
By Sandra Cisneros

What they don’t understand about birthdays and what they never tell you is that when
you’re eleven, you’re also ten, and nine, and eight, and seven, and six, and five, and four,
and three, and two, and one. And when you wake up on your eleventh birthday you
cxpect to feel eleven, but you don’t. You open your eyes and everything’s just like
yesterday, only it’s today. And you don’t feel eleven at all. You feel like you're still ten.
And you are—underneath the year that makes you eleven.

Like some days you might say something stupid, and that’s the part of you that’s still
ten. Or maybe some days you might need to sit on your mama’s lap because you’re
scared, and that’s the part of you that’s five. And maybe one day when you’re all grown
up maybe you will need to cry like if you’re three, and that’s okay. That’s what I tel}
Mama when she’s sad and needs to cry. Maybe she’s feeling three.

Because the way you grow old is kind of like an onion or like the rings inside a trec
trunk or like my little wooden dolls that fit one inside the other, each year inside the next
one. That’s how being eleven years old is,

You don’t feel eleven. Not right away. It takes a few days, weeks even, sometimes
even months before you say Eleven when they ask you. And you don’t feel smart eleven,
not until you’re almost twelve, That’s the way it is.

Only today I wish T didn’t have only eleven years raitling inside me like pennies in a
tin Band-Aid box. Today I wish I was one hundred and two instcad of eleven because if I
was one hundred and two I’d have known what to say when Mrs. Price put the red
sweater on my desk. I would’ve known how to tell her it wasn’t mine instead of just
sitting there with that look on my face and nothing coming out of my mouth.

“Whose is this?"” Mrs. Price says, and she holds the red sweater up in the air for all
the class to see. “Whose? 1t’s been sitting in the coatroom for a month.”

“Not mine,” says everybody. “Not me.”

“It has to belong to somebody,” Mrs. Price keeps saying, but nobody can remember.
It’s an ugly sweater with red plastic buttons and a collar and sleeves all stretched out like
you could use it for a jump rope. It’s maybe a thousand years old and even ifit belonged
fo me I wouldn’t say so.

Maybe because I’'m skinny, maybe because she doesn’t like me, that stupid Sylvia
Saldivar says, “I think it belongs to Rachel.” An ugly sweater like that, all raggedy and
old, but Mrs. Price believes her. Mrs. Price takes the sweater and puts it right on my desk,
but when I open my mouth nothing comes out.

“That’s not, I don’t, you’re not . . . Not mine,” 1 ﬁnélly say in a little voice that was
maybe me when I was four.

“Of course it’s yours,” Mrs. Price says, “I remember you wearing it once.” Because
she’s older and the teacher, she’s right and I’'m not.

Not mine, not mine, not mine, but Mrs. Price is already turning to page thirty-two,
and math problem number four. I don’t know why but all of a sudden I’'m feeling sick

inside, like the part of me that’s three wants to come out of nty eyes, only I squeeze them
shut tight and bite down on my tecth real hard and try to remember today I am eleven,




eleven. Mama is making a cake for me for tonight, and when Papa comes home
everybody will sing Happy birthday, happy birthday to you.

But when the sick feeling goes away and I open my eyes, the red sweater’s still sitting
there like a big red mountain, I move the red sweater to the corner of my desk with my
ruler. [ move iy pencil and books and eraser as far from it as possible. 1 even move my
chair a little to the right. Not mine, not mine, not mine.

In my head I'm thinking how long till lunchtime, how long till T can take the red
sweater and throw it over the schoolyard fence, or leave it hanging on a parking meter, or
bunch it up into a little ball and toss it in the alley. Except when math period ends Mrs.
Price says loud and in front of everybody, “Now, Rachel, that’s enough,” because she
sees I've shoved the red sweater to the tippy-tip corner of my desk and it’s hanging all
over the edge like a waterfall, but T don’t care.

“Rachel,” Mrs. Price says. She says it like she’s getting mad. “You put that sweater
on right now and no more nonsense.”

“Butit’s not-—

“Now!” Mrs. Price says.

This is when I wish I wasn’t cleven, because all the years inside of me—ten, nine,
eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, and one—are pushing at the back of my eyes
when I put one arm through one sleeve of the sweater that smells like cottage cheese, and
then the other arm through the other and stand there with my anms apart like if the
sweater hurts me and it does, all itchy and full of germs that aren’t mine,

That’s when everything I’ve been holding in since this morning, since when Mrs.
Price put the sweater on my desk, finally lets go, and all of a sudden I'm crying in front
of everybody. I wish I was invisible but I’'m not, I'm eleven and 1’s my birthday today
and I’m crying like I’m three in front of everybody. I put my head down on the desk and
bury my face in my stupid clown-sweater arms. My face all hot and spit coming out of
my mouth because I can’t stop the little animal noises from coming out of me, until there
aren’t any more tears left in my eyes, and it’s just my body shaking like when you have
the hiccups, and my whole head hurts like when you drink milk too fast.

But the worst part is right before the bell rings for lunch. That stapid Phyllis Lopez,
who is even dumber than Sylvia Saldivar, says she remembers the red sweater is hers! |
take it off right away and give it to her, only Mrs. Price pretends like everything’s okay:.

Today I’'m eleven. There’s a cake Mama’s making for tonight, and when Papa comes
home from work we’ll eat it, There’ll be candles and presents and everybody will sing
Happy birthday, happy birthday to you, Rachel, only it’s too late.

I’m cleven today. I'm eleven, ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, and
one, but I wish I was one hundred and two. T wish I was anything but eleven, because 1
want today to be far away already, far away like a runaway balloon, like a tiny o in the
sky, so tiny-tiny you have to close your eyes to see it,

From Woman Hollering Creek Copyright © 1991 by Sandra Cisneros. Reprinted by
permission of Susan Bergholtz Literary Services, New York. All rights reserved.
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A Literary Essay
Based on the Book
Baseball Saved Us by Ken Mochizuki

Depending on how you look at it, baseball can be a game of fun, a serious sport, or a way
to cope with difficulties in life. The game itself requires cooperation, strategy, and above all,
determination. After reading the story, Baseball Saved Us, and talking about it with others, it
seems that not everyone thinks about the story in the same way. Some people think that the
story is about a group of Japanese-Americans who play baseball just to keep busy while they
are detained in an internment camp during World War II. They think that the people just
wanted to do something fun because they were bored. But I think the story is much more than
that. I think Baseball Saved Us is really about how the power of determination helped a group
of Americans cope who were unjustly detained and wanted to have some sense of normalcy in
their lives once again,

Early in the story, there is evidence of the power of determination, For example, the
narrator states that the Japanese-Americans didn't have anything they needed for baseball,
but they found ways to get what they needed. They created the baseball field with shovels and
water. They build bleachers out of trees. They sewed uniforms out of mattress covers. All
the while, the guards were watching to make sure they did not step out of line. These
Japanese-Americans were being confined after Japan had declared war on the United States -
even though they had nothing to do with it. This shows that, through the power of
determination, they were able to experience a part of the everyday life they once enjoyed.

Later in the story, in one of the last games of the year to decide the championship, a
young boy nicknamed Shorty showed determination when he was up to bat with two strikes and a
runner on second. He wanted to prove to himself, the other kids, and the guards that he could
play well, even though he usually grounded out, The other players teased him when he was up to
bat. He "glanced at the guardhouse behind the left field foul line and saw the man in the tower,
leaning on the rail with the blinding sun glinting off his sunglasses. He was always watching,
always staring.” This suddenly made him mad. He gripped the bat harder and decided that he
was going to hit the ball past the guardhouse even if it killed him. And he did! He crossed home
plate, and his teammates lifted him onto their shoulders in celebration, This shows that
Shorty, through the power of determination, was able to prove to himself and to others that he
was a strong player.,

At the end of the story, when the Japanese-Americans were released from the
internment camp and returned home, Shorty showed determination during the first game of the
season. Everything was not really better at home as he hoped it would be, Shorty was getting
teased because he was the only Japanese-American on the team. He “looked at the pitcher.
The sun glinted off his glasses as he stood on the mound, like the guard in the tower.” Shorty
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desperately wanted to show his teammates that he was not the enemy. He “swung and felt that
solid whack again." In the end, Shorty's power of determination helped him win the game for his
Team.

Now, as I think about the power of determination, I realize that much of what we can
accomplish in life is because of how strongly we feel on the inside. When we dig down deep and
will ourselves to accomplish our goals, we are far more successful than if we rely solely on our
physical ability. Inmy life, I have found that determination is the key to getting good grades in
school, doing well in sports, and reaching other goals. It takes body and mind to accomplish
what we want in life. If you dig down deep and find your own reason to be determined, it will
make a difference in your life.

This document is the property of the Michigan Association of Intermediate School Administrators (MAISA}. Revised 8/16/2012. Page 12




Your Name in Gold

Anne sat af the breakfast table, eating her comflakes and reading the print on the
cereal box in front of her, “Tastee Cornflakes—Great New Offer!” the box read, “See
back of box for details.”

Anne’s older sister, Mary, sat across from her, reading the other side of the cereal
box. “Hey, Anne,” she said, “look ai this awesome prize—your name in gold.”

As Mary read on, Anne’s interest in the prize grew. “Just send in one dollar with
proof-of-purchase seal from this box and spell out your first name on the information
blank. We will send you a special pin with your name spelled in gold. (Only one per
family, please.}” :

Anne grabbed the box and looked on the back, her eyes brightening with
excitement. The name Jennifer was spelfled out in sparking gold. “That’s a neat idea,” she
said. “A pin with my very own name spelled out in gold, I'm going to send in for it.”

“Sorry, Anne, I saw it first,” said Mary, “so I get fivst dibs on it, Besides, you
don’t have a dollar to send in, and I do.”

“But I want a pin like that so badly,” said Anne. “Please let me have it!”

“Nope,” said her sister.

“You always get your way—just because you're older thanme,” said Anne, her
lower lip trembling as her eyes filled with tears. “Just go ahead and send in for it. Sec if I
carel” She threw down het spoon and ran from the kifchen,

Several weeks passed, One day the mailman brought a small package addressed to
Mary. Anne was dying to see the pin, but she wouldn’t let Mary know how eager she
was. Mary took the package to her room. Anne casually followed her in and sat on the
bed.

“Well, I guess they sent you your pin. [ sure hope you like it,” Anne said in a
mean voice. Mary slowly took the paper off the package. She opened a litile white box
and carefully lifted off the top layer of white cotton. “Oh, it’s beautifull” Mary said. “Tust
tike the cereal box said, your name in gold. Four beautiful Jetters, Would you like to see
it, Anne?”

‘“No, I don’t care gbout your dumb old pin,”

Mary put the white box on the dresser and went downstairs.

Anne was alone in the bedroom, Soon she couldn’t wait any longet, so she walked
aver to the dresser. As she looked in the small white box, she gasped. Mixed feelings of
Jove for her sister and shame at herself welled up within her, and the pin became a
sparkling gold blur through her tears.

Thers on the pin were four beautiful letiers—her name in gold: A-N-N-E.

From Chicken Soup for the Kid’s Soul © 1998 by A. F. Bauman, Published by Health
Communications Inc. Reprinted by permission of The Permission Company.
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