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FRANNIE AND FRITZI 

 I'll never forget the day that Fritzi talked me into digging a hole to China. He had 

the best imagination of any kid I'd ever known. On that afternoon, we stood about 

halfway up the hill next to my house, shovels in hand, arguing. Fritzi wore his usual blue 

overalls, a hank of hair falling over his forehead. I wore my usual play clothes, baggy 

jeans and a red sweater. 

 "Are we gonna dig a new fort?" I asked. 

 "Nope," he said. "We're diggin' a hole to China." He pushed his bottom lip out 

like he was tough. 

 I knew there was no sense arguing when that lip went out, so I started digging. 

"Okay then. Hello China! Here we come," I yelled into the hole. 

 And then I was tumbling down a deep hole, my shovel falling far ahead of me. It 

seemed like eons, but finally I landed right next to my shovel . . . on the Great Wall. I 

looked to my left and saw the wall winding across a giant landscape of trees and rivers. 

Far off, I could see a line of tiny people climbing up wooden stairs to the wall. To my 

right, the wall zigzagged towards distant mountains. I felt small, insignificant, and frozen 

in place by the decision of what to do next.  

 I looked down at my shovel and saw the deep hole next to it. I grabbed that shovel 

and jumped back in. 

 Fritzi was still there when I came out the other end. 

 "Well," he asked. "What did you see? Did you see China?" 
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 "Oh yes! And then I saw dragons and pagodas and cherry trees. It was beautiful. I 

wish you'd come with me." 

 "I think you were in Japan, Frannie." 

 "Whatever." He appeared to be waning away, losing his intensity. It concerned 

me. "I gotta go," I said. "If I don't get my homework done I'll be in trouble at school." 

  I never talked to Fritzi at school. I'd see him, sometimes, but he'd walk right by 

me.  

 The day after I dug to China, I found myself outside my classroom, in the hall, 

sitting on the bad kids' bench. As I waited for my teacher to show up, who should sit 

down right next to me but Fritzi. He pulled his baseball cap down over his eyes. 

 "You in trouble again?" he asked. 

 "Yep." 

 "What for?" 

 "Daydreaming." 

 "Me too. It's either daydreamin' or talkin'." He took his hat off and scratched his 

head. His hank of hair fell in front of one eye. I could almost see through him. 

 We sat there in silence. Just waiting. It occurred to me that if you got in trouble 

for daydreaming, the best punishment of all was to sit on the bench in the hall where no 

one could disturb you. 

  Suddenly Mrs. Carbunkle stood in front of me. "Frannie, did you finish your 

workbook page?" Her voice was kindly but I could feel her frustration in my skin. 

 I looked down at the boring rows of multiplication problems. I turned to look at 

Fritzi but he was gone. 
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 "Yes, all done," I answered.  

  "Well," said Mrs. Carbunkle, looking over the math page. "I think it's time I had a 

conference with your parents. Please take this note home with you." 

 I dragged myself home that day, trudged up Main Street, then turned up the steep 

curvy road to our house, all the time dreading the unavoidable showdown. I stopped at 

the bottom of the basement stairs, looked up, and there was Mom with a smile, wearing 

her orange apron.  

 "Hi Honey, how did your day go?" she asked. 

 "Okay." Maybe the note could wait until later.  

 "Any homework?" 

 "Nope. Got it all done." I didn't mention that it was while I was on the bad kids' 

bench. I banged my way up the wooden stairs, my clarinet case occasionally clunking 

against the bannister. "Do I have time to go to the tree fort before dinner?" It might be my 

last day of freedom. 

 "Yes, your Dad'll be a little late tonight. He'll call out the window when it's time 

for you to set the table." 

 Oh no. He'll be reading the note, too. 

 Fritzi was already busy in the tree fort when I got there. Perched in a eucalyptus 

tree, my fort was an elaborate construction of cast off lumber and other throw-aways that 

we'd nailed together with my dad's tools. On that day, I took an old bath mat to use as a 

rug. I wanted the fort to feel cozier.  

 "I've been waiting for you to help me with these wings." said Fritzi. "I think that 

it's time to make this tree fort fly." 
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 "Hmm. Just when I was thinking about making it into a cafe." 

 "A flying cafe?" 

 "Not today. Today we'll work on the wings." 

 Fritzi held up a cloud of white material. It looked familiar. "I found a parachute. I 

figure if we cut it up and use kite sticks and glue, we can make some cool wings." 

 So, we worked on the wings. And as we cut and glued, we talked about all of the 

places we'd fly to, all the magnificent things we'd see from up high, like the Great Wall 

and the Eiffel Tower.  

 "And then," I suggested. "Maybe we could build a rocket and go to another 

planet." 

 My dad's call stopped the building. "Bye Fritz, gotta go." I slid down the rickety 

cardboard slide and headed up to the house. 

 We ate dinner as usual, but my appetite just wasn't there. The note was taking up 

space in my stomach. Even the lemon meringue pie died in my mouth. 

 My mom and dad exchanged looks. Dad spoke first. 

 "Anything you want to tell us?" 

 I squirmed in the straight-backed chair. "Uh, oh yeah, I almost forgot. I got a 

note." I pulled it out of my pocket and handed it to my dad. He read it . . . slowly. 

 "Hmm," said Dad. "Looks like Mrs. Carbunkle has some concerns." He handed 

the note to Mom. 

 Mom exploded. "Again! Last year your teacher complained that you were the 

class clown, now this one says that you're either disrupting or daydreaming. What do you 

have to say about that?" 
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 "When I finish early there's nothing else to do. Class is just so boring." I knew it 

was a lousy excuse. 

 All was quiet on the western front. 

 "So, Frannie," Dad said as he looked seriously into my eyes, "I think that you 

need to go to bed early tonight, like right now, and think about it. We'll talk tomorrow." 

 I slunk off to bed, wondering if Fritzi even had parents. He'd never mentioned 

them. 

 I thought for a while, but I didn't sleep well that night, dreaming scary monster 

dreams. I tossed my covers off in my sleep. In the morning, I threw on my bathrobe and 

hurried downstairs to my oatmeal. Mom stood at the stove and Dad sat at the table, eating 

his soft-boiled egg with a spoon. 

 "Good morning Frannie," he said. "Did you do some thinking?" 

 Mom joined us at the table with her cup of coffee. 

 "Yes," I said. "I think that I'm sorry for embarrassing you and Mom, and that I 

need to be in another class." 

 Mom threw her hands up. "Frannie! You missed the whole point. It's you! Your 

behavior has to change." 

 "Okay," I said. "I'll try." It's the easiest way out. 

 When I got to school, I saw Fritzi, sitting in the bottom branch of the giant 

evergreen tree that stood near the front entrance. He jumped down and gestured for me to 

follow him into the school, down the hall, and over to the teachers' stairs. 

 "I found a way we can get up on the roof," he whispered. "There might be cool 

things up there, and a great view." 
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 "Can't Fritz. I'm already in trouble. Not today." 

 Fritzi ran right up the teachers' stairs with no one to stop him. He seemed to fade 

as he turned the corner. 

 The bell rang and I joined the other students as we walked up the kids' ramp to 

our classrooms. I was still thinking about Fritzi on the roof when I walked into my class 

and settled into my desk. 

 After taking roll, Mrs. Carbunkle stood behind her desk and announced: "Boys 

and girls, today is test day. I will be handing out a new kind of test that none of you have 

taken before. It has three parts. Each part is timed. When the bell rings, you are to stop 

and put your pencil down until you receive further directions. Is that clear?" 

 Silence. 

 "Okay then. Frannie, will you help me distribute the tests?" 

 She seemed to be extra nice to me on that day. As I distributed the tests, I began 

to relax. At least it was a change from the same old things. 

 I loved that test. I was given a brand new pencil, as sharp as could be. Circles 

filled the page, and we had to draw as many different pictures as there were circles, or as 

many as we could come up with. I wanted more circles. There were words that made me 

think of a million other words and so much more. I didn't want to stop. I didn't daydream 

or talk once. 

 I didn't see Fritzi the rest of the day. He wasn't in the tree at school, and he was 

nowhere to be seen when I got home. I climbed into my cozy tree fort and worked on the 

parachute wings by myself. In my imagination, I could see what Fritzi must have seen on 

the school roof. I hardly even missed him. 
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 At dinner that night, Dad said, "I've been looking everywhere and I haven't seen 

that old parachute that was in the basement. I was thinking of using it for a makeshift 

green house. Anybody seen it?" 

 I kind of remembered seeing something white and fluffy in a box, in the back 

corner of the garage. Had Fritzi gotten it from there? Or was it me?  

 "I found one in the tree fort," I blurted. "I've been uh, ur, using it." 

 "For what?" asked Mom. 

 "A school project?" I heard my voice squeak at the end. 

 "No big deal," said Dad. "Do you want some help with it?" 

 "No, I'm good. Thanks anyway." 

 Mom wrinkled her brow. She looked suspicious. "What kind of a project?" 

 "Oh, it's too complicated to explain. It has to do with flight." 

 Mom seemed satisfied. "Well, that sounds interesting." 

 "May I be excused from the table?" I asked. "I need to practice my clarinet. We 

have band tomorrow." 

 "Of course, Sweetie," said Dad. "That's how you get to Carnegie Hall." 

 School was pretty much same ol', same ol' for the next week. After school, Fritzi 

and I would go on adventure hikes, pick bouquets of wildflowers for the tree house, and 

remove rocks to make a smooth grass slide on the hill. "Nothin' like the smell of fresh 

grass," I sighed. 

 I hoped that some other kids would hike up the hill to use it. Fritzi was dwindling 

away and didn't talk much anymore. I was beginning to want more friends. 
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 And then one day, Mrs. Carbunkle asked my parents to come to school for a 

meeting in the principal's office. She wanted me to be there too. Now what did I do? 

 While the small talk was happening, I looked at the people who sat around the 

principal's dark wooden table that smelled of fresh furniture polish. There was Mom, 

Dad, Mrs. Carbunkle, the principal, and a mustached man I hadn't seen before. He said 

that I could call him Mr. D. 

 My hands felt itchy, and I suddenly had a runny nose. Mom snuck me a Kleenex 

under the table. 

 Dad broke the silence. "It's great to be here, but (and then he looked at the 

principal) I'm wondering, why ARE we here? Is there a problem?" 

 "No, no," said the principal. "Let me explain. Last week we administered the 

Torrance Test on Creative Thinking to all of the students in the school, and Frannie 

scored very high, very high indeed. It's not a test that we have used before. It measures 

divergent thinking as well as other abilities that our other tests don't measure. As a matter 

of fact, Frannie scored so high that we are recommending that she be transferred to a 

special project based class for the Gifted and Talented in Everhurst. Her teacher would be 

Mr. Dreamer here, and she would be in a small class of 12 students." 

 A chair squeaked in the quiet room. Everyone stared at me. I felt like I had 

sprouted horns. Mom looked proud, Dad looked happy, the principal looked smug, and 

Mrs. Carbunkle pursed her lips. Mr. D had a big welcoming smile on his face. 

 "Now," said the principal. "If it's a problem to get Frannie to Everhurst . . ." 

 "Not a problem at all," said Dad. "I work in Everhurst and I could take her there 

and bring her home every day. What do you think, Frannie?" 
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 I didn't know what to think. I was excited but a little scared. Maybe I'd make 

some friends there. Maybe it wouldn't be boring. "Okay," I said. "I'm in." 

 I looked out the window in time to see Fritzi jump down from the big evergreen. 

He shot me a wave, strode off towards the stairs that went up to Main Street and 

disappeared . . . vanished. I knew that was the last time I'd see him. 

 Now, twenty years later, I sit in my office in southern California, pondering. I 

have my dream job . . . an Imagineer at my favorite amusement park. I can daydream all I 

want. In fact, I get paid to daydream. I create and build and brainstorm with all of the 

other artists, writers, and musicians. I have many wonderful friends.  

 Sometimes I visit the animation studio where I often throw in my two cents. 

Yesterday, I ambled into the studio. My artistic advisor, Miguel, was drafting a project 

for me. "I have something to show you," he said.  

 I looked down at the celluloid drawing of a familiar boy in blue overalls and a 

baseball cap. A hank of hair hung over his forehead. 

 "You should call him Fritzi," I said. And, hand over my heart, no fingers crossed, 

Fritzi pushed his bottom lip out and gave me a wink.  
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