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  Saturday Chores

  
  




On Saturday morning Carla sat at the table, eating a bowl of cereal. Her mom sat next to her. Grandma Silvia sat across from her with a cup of coffee.

It had snowed all night and Carla was excited to go outside and build a snowman. She was going to have a contest with the kids that lived next door to see who could build the biggest one. As she chewed her food, she thought about her plans and how to win.

The first step would be to build a huge snowball for the base. That was the secret. She had to make sure the bottom layer was big enough to support the other parts. Then came the middle. It would be almost as big as the first snowball. The head of the snowman came last. She was going to have to ask her mom if she could borrow the step stool to put the head on top because she wasn’t tall enough.

Carla planned to wrap her longest scarf around the snowman’s neck and put a hat on its head. For the buttons, she would use pinecones from the tree in the backyard. A carrot from the kitchen made the nose, and for the mouth, she knew that Grandma Silvia would give her some red yarn. Round rocks would make good eyes and for eyelashes, pine needles.

Carla finished the last of her breakfast and took her bowl to the sink. She skipped out to the hall to find her coat, hat, mittens, and snow boots. Just as she was putting her arms into the sleeves of her coat, her mother called, “Carla? What are you doing?”

“I’m going outside to play,” Carla said. “I’m going to beat Erik and Itzel in a snowman building contest.”

Her mom came out to the hallway. “You can build your snowman after you help Grandma and me with the chores,” she said.

“But Mom!” Carla said. “The snow is perfect. Can’t I do my chores later?”

Mom shook her head and crossed her arms. “No, you need to do your work first, then you can play. It is important to keep our house looking its best. A clean house is a happy house.”

Carla tried again, “The snow might melt by then. Please?” Carla tried to give her mom the look that Max, her dog, used when he wanted Carla to play with him.

“The snow is not going to melt that fast,” her mom said. “But if you keep arguing with me, you won’t get to go outside at all.”

Carla hung her head and took off her coat. “Ok,” she said. She knew that her mom wasn’t going to give in. She put the coat back in the closet and went to her room.

She slowly picked up all the dirty clothes and took them to the laundry room. Then she put her toys back into her toy box. Grabbing a dust rag, she cleaned the shelf that held her treasures. There was a red Dala horse from Sweden, a worry doll from Guatemala, a tiny flag from Mexico, and several other items.

Grandma Silvia walked into Carla’s room. She was carrying clean sheets for Carla’s bed. She watched as Carla put her trinkets back on the shelf. “Why do we have to clean every week, Grandma? It’s just going to get dirty again.” Carla was feeling very grumpy.

As they worked together to make the bed, Grandma said, “Keeping everything clean is important. It helps us stay healthy. If you think that we clean too much, I know of a place where they take cleaning very seriously.”

Carla looked up at Grandma. “I’m not sure I want to go somewhere that people clean even more. I have to do enough of that here.”

“These people have a very special reason for cleaning. And they have a lot of fun afterward. I know you would like it,” Grandma told her. “Let’s take a little break and I’ll show you something.”

Carla put her dust rag on the bed and followed her down the hall. Grandma Silvia went into her bedroom. The walls were a soft yellow and were covered with posters showing all the places she had visited when she worked for an airline. There was a sunflower cover on the bed. At the foot of the bed stood an old, black traveling trunk. Carla loved looking at the objects inside the trunk that Grandma Silvia had collected from all her trips. Not long ago, Carla had learned that the trunk could magically take her anywhere in the world. Each time she went on a trip, a colorful sticker showed up on the lid. Carla had been to places like Guatemala, Ireland, and Mexico.

Grandma opened the trunk. The hinges creaked loudly. The smell of roses tickled Carla’s nose. Grandma dug around inside the trunk for a minute. “Here it is,” she said. “Try this hat on.” She held out a large straw hat that was completely round and almost flat. It had a point in the middle. A wide pink ribbon went from one side of the hat to the other.
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Carla took the hat and put it on her head. Grandma stretched the ribbon under Carla’s chin and fastened it to the hat. They walked over to the mirror.

Carla giggled. “This is a fun hat. It almost covers my shoulders.”

Hugging Carla, Grandma Silvia said, “It is a very good hat for keeping the sun off of you when you are working outdoors. I have to get back to work now. You have fun on your ‘break’.” She winked at Carla and walked out of the room.








  
  
  A New City

  
  




Carla turned back to the mirror and looked at herself. She touched the rim of the round hat and thought. Part of her wanted to see where it came from, but another part didn’t want to go somewhere else just to clean. She glanced over at the trunk and made up her mind. It was time for a new adventure!

Smiling at her reflection, she said, “I wonder where in the world this came from?”

The trunk began to glow and the bedroom door slammed shut. Carla jumped up and down and clapped. Outside the bedroom door, she could hear the sound of horns beeping, engines revving, and people talking. She ran over and opened the door.

Instead of the hallway in her house, she saw a busy street. The magical trunk had taken her to a new place. There were many people riding motorcycles and scooters. Other people were walking in the middle of the street. Carts, baskets, and crates full of fresh fruits, vegetables, and flowers lined the sidewalks in front of shops. People sat on little stools beside their produce. Carla had never seen such a busy place. She stepped through the doorway and closed the door behind her.

Hanging from the buildings and doorways were long red pieces of paper with gold and black designs on them. The buildings were tall and crowded together. Everyone seemed to be in a hurry to get somewhere, but no one yelled when people got in their way. They just went around them.
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A tall boy riding a dark blue motor scooter pulled up in front of her. He was wearing shorts and a t-shirt. On his head was a helmet with orange, red, and white stripes. He parked the scooter and got off. In his hand was a large colorful basket. He set it down and took off the helmet. His hair was short and black. His skin was light brown and so were his eyes. He smiled at Carla and said, “Hello!”

“Hello,” said Carla. “I’m Carla and I’m new here.”

“I’m Quan. Welcome to Ho Chi Minh City, Carla.”

Carla frowned. “I’ve never heard of Ho Chee Min City. Where are we exactly?”

Quan laughed and said, “Well, it used to be called Saigon. You are in the biggest city in Vietnam. You must really be lost.”

Nodding her head, Carla said, “I am. Would you mind showing me around?”

“Yes, I will. But first, maybe you help me to buy some things for my mother?” Quan picked up the basket.

They left the scooter and walked up the street. “This is a market street. Everyone is in a hurry to buy things today because Tet is tomorrow and the shops will be closed for three days.”

“What is Tet?” Carla asked.

“Tet is the lunar New Year,” Quan said. “It is my favorite holiday. You will like Tet.” They stopped in front of one of the carts. Quan picked up some bananas and spoke to the man selling them. He handed over some money and put the bananas in his basket. They walked a little further and found some grapefruits and papayas.

The next cart held some fruits that Carla had never seen before. One was about the size of an orange, but was yellow and looked a lot like a hand that was closed into a fist. Another fruit was lumpy and red with green spikes on it. Quan bought some of each of these and put them into his basket.

They went to a person who was selling flowers and bought daisies, marigolds, and sunflowers. “We decorate with yellow flowers because yellow is the color of hope, royalty, and power. We also use red because it means happiness and good luck.” When Quan’s basket was full, they headed back to the scooter.
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Quan pointed to the hat on Carla’s head. “You will need to trade your nón lá for this helmet.”

She pushed her hat backward and let it hang down her back. “It’s called a non LAH? That’s neat!”

He handed Carla a light blue helmet and helped her put it on. Then he put on his helmet and sat on the scooter. She climbed up behind him. They took off down the street, weaving in and out of the people walking and other scooters. When they reached the next street, Quan beeped his horn and turned right. Carla noticed that there weren’t many traffic signals to tell everyone when it was their turn to go. They just slowed down and went forward when there was an opening. It made her nervous and she held on tight to Quan’s shirt.

As they drove through the city, Carla looked around. There were lots and lots of people here. And tall buildings. And scooters. Some of the streets were wide. There were many trees along the sidewalks. Everywhere she looked, she saw decorations in yellow and red.

Soon, Quan slowed down and they turned down a narrow alleyway. There were people here, too, selling and buying items. Carla and Quan moved through the crowd, weaving from one side to the other. Soon they reached the end and came out on a larger street. This one had homes on it instead of stores. They drove a little farther
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