
Absolute Innocence 

By Lois Lowry 

 

One chilly day when I was in first grade, walking home alone from 

school, taking a shortcut through an alley behind my house, I found what I 

thought was a very cold mouse, asleep.  

I felt sorry for him and thought that if only I could get him warm,  he 

would wake up, do cute little mousy things, and perhaps I would be 

allowed to keep him as a pet.  I had never had a pet.  My baby brother had 

just been born and was something of a disappointment as a playmate, so I 

yearned for a lovable creature who would scamper about at my heels and 

learn tricks.  

Very carefully, I picked him up.  At the time, I had not yet read Stuart 

Little; so I was not expert at mouseology.  I did realize that he was rather 

large for a mouse; but The Rats of Nimh had not yet been written, so I 

hadn’t read that either, and didn’t know that there were other, larger 

rodents in the  same general family as mice. 

I carried him home cradled in one arm, and his tail, long and bare and 

very stiff, stuck out.  He looked vulnerable and homely, with two visible 

front teeth – my own were missing at the time – and as I walked, I began to 

think of names for him and to picture how he would come when I called.    

Warming him against my heavy jacket didn’t waken him.  Clearly my 

jacket sleeve wasn’t warm enough.  So when I entered the house through 

the back door, into the kitchen, and heard my mother busy upstairs with the 

baby, I carefully turned on the oven.  I knew enough to set it to a low 

temperature so that it would warm and waken my mouse gradually.  Then I 

laid him gently inside the oven.  

I guess I got busy with my paper dolls and forgot to check on him for 

a while.  I don’t remember, exactly.  But that would explain why it was my 

mother who first notice that there was something baking.    

I always felt that if I had only had a chance to explain, and to prepare 

her a bit, it wouldn’t have been such a surprise to her when she opened the 

oven that day.  I felt that if she had just looked at my very innocent face, 

my wide-open, completely uncriminal eyes –instead of screaming at me, for 

no reason whatsoever – the whole incident would have been handled 

better.   

I have always felt that she overreacted. 

  



Excerpt from Bossypants  

by Tina Fey 

 

During the spring semester of kindergarten, I was slashed in the face by a stranger in the alley 

behind my house. Don’t worry. I’m not going to lay out the grisly details for you like a 

sweeps episode of Dateline. I only bring it up to explain why I’m not going to talk about it. 

 

I’ve always been able to tell a lot about people by whether they ask me about my scar. Most 

people never ask, but if it comes up naturally somehow and I offer up the story, they are 

quite interested. Some people are just dumb: “Did a cat scratch you?” God bless. Those sweet 

dumdums I never mind. Sometimes it is a fun sociology litmus test, like when my friend Ricky 

asked me, “Did they ever catch the black guy that did that to you?” Hmmm. It was not a 

black guy, Ricky, and I never said it was. 

 

Then there’s another sort of person who thinks it makes them seem brave or sensitive or 

wonderfully direct to ask me about it right away. They ask with quiet, feigned empathy, 

“How did you get your scar?” The grossest move is when they say they’re only curious 

because “it’s so beautiful.” Ugh. Disgusting. They might as well walk up and say, “May I be 

amazing at you?” To these folks let me be clear. I’m not interested in acting out a TV movie 

with you where you befriend a girl with a scar. An Oscar-y Spielberg movie where I play a 

mean German with a scar? Yes. 

 

My whole life, people who ask about my scar within one week of knowing me have 

invariably turned out to be egomaniacs of average intelligence or less. And egomaniacs of 

average intelligence or less often end up in the field of TV journalism. So, you see, if I tell the 

whole story here, then I will be asked about it over and over by the hosts of Access 

Movietown and Entertainment Forever for the rest of my short-lived career. 

 

But I will tell you this: My scar was a miniature form of celebrity. Kids knew who I was 

because of it. Lots of people liked to claim they were there when it happened. I was there. 

I saw it. Crazy Mike did it! 

 

Adults were kind to me because of it. Aunts and family friends gave me Easter candy and 

oversize Hershey’s Kisses long after I was too old for presents. I was made to feel special. 

 

What should have shut me down and made me feel “less than” ended up giving me an 

inflated sense of self. It wasn’t until years later, maybe not until I was writing this book, that I 

realized people weren’t making a fuss over me because I was some incredible beauty or 

genius; they were making a fuss over me to compensate for my being slashed. 

 

I accepted all the attention at face value and proceeded through life as if I really were 

extraordinary. I guess what I’m saying is, this has all been a wonderful misunderstanding. 

And I shall keep these Golden Globes, every last one! 

 

  



Splash Mountain 

 

 This was it. There was no turning back. As the well-

greased wheels pulled slowly up the track, my grip on the steel 

bar across my lap tightened. I hear shrill screams of excitement 

from the people in the front row. The train groaned to a halt, 

halfway up the hill, just far enough for me to see the water 

rushing down like a powerful natural waterfall. 

 My father glanced over at me from my right. He was 

wearing his favorite Mickey Mouse shirt, the one on which 

Mickey is golfing. His smile matched Mickey’s. “Ready?” 

 “Even if I wasn’t,” I answered humorously, “do I have a 

choice now?” 

 “Don’t forget to smile for the camera when we hit the 

drop,” my father said, reminding me of the Disney tradition of 

photographing the screaming riders. 

 My thoughts were interrupted as the train jerked forward, 

racing us against the wind. It seemed to be only a few seconds. 

Then, SPLASH! The water at the bottom of the drop covered 

us like a blanket. When we had finally caught our breath, my 

father and I exclaimed together, “That was great! Let’s do it 

again!” We laughed, and it was then that I felt it. Sitting in 

drenched clothes, at 7:30 p.m., on a Disney World ride, with 

trees swaying the breeze, I felt the strong bond between my 

father and me. I’m sure he felt it, too, as we climbed out of 

the train. 

 As we walked to see how our pictures had turned out, 

Dad put his arm around me. We laughed at our facial 

expressions in the pictures, and I knew my father and I had 

done something special.  

  



Complaining 

Maya Angelou 

 

from Wouldn’t Take Nothing For My Journey Now 

 

When my grandmother was raising me in Stamps, Arkansas, she had a particular 

routine when people who were known to be whiners entered her store. Whenever she 

saw a known complainer coming, she would call me from whatever I was doing and say 

conspiratorially, “Sister, come inside. 

Come.” Of course I would obey. 

My grandmother would ask the customer, “How are you doing today, Brother 

Thomas?” And the person would reply, “Not so good.” There would be a distinct whine 

in the voice. “Not so good today, Sister Henderson. You see, it’s this summer. It’s this 

summer heat. I just hate it. Oh, I hate it so much. It just frazzles me up and frazzles me 

down. I just hate the heat. It’s almost killing me.” Then my grandmother would stand 

stoically, her arms folded, and mumble, “Uh-huh, uh-huh.” And she would cut her eyes 

at me to make certain that I had heard the lamentation. At another time a whiner would 

mewl, “I hate plowing. That packed-down dirt ain’t got no reasoning, and mules ain’t 

got good sense. . . . Sure ain’t. It’s killing me. I can’t ever seem to get done. My feet and 

my hands stay sore, and I get dirt in my eyes and up my nose. I just can’t stand it.” 

And my grandmother, again stoically with her arms folded, would say, “Uh-huh, 

uh-huh,” and then look at me and nod. 

As soon as the complainer was out of the store, my grandmother would call me 

to stand in front of her. And then she would say the same thing she had said at least a 

thousand times, it seemed to me. “Sister, did you hear what Brother So-and-So or Sister 

Much to Do complained about? You heard that?” And I would nod. Mamma would 

continue, “Sister, there are people who went to sleep all over the world last night, poor 

and rich and white and black, but they will never wake again. Sister, those who expected 

to rise did not, their beds became their cooling boards and their blankets became their 

winding sheets. And those dead folks would give anything, anything at all for just five 

minutes of this weather or ten minutes of that plowing that person was grumbling about. 

So you watch yourself about complaining, Sister. What you’re supposed to do when you 

don’t like a thing is change it. If you can’t change it, change the way you think about it. 

Don’t complain.”  

It is said that persons have few teachable moments in their lives. Mamma seemed 

to have caught me at each one I had between the age of three and thirteen. Whining is 

not only graceless, but can be dangerous. It can alert a brute that a victim is in the 

neighborhood. 


