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Slower Than the Rest

Leo was the first one to spot the turtle, so he
was the one who got to keep it. They had all
been in the car, driving up Tyler Mountain to
church, when Leo shouted, “There’s a turtle!”
and everyone's head jerked with the stop.
Leo’s father grumbled something about tur-
tle soup, but Leo’s mother was sympathetic
toward turtles, so Leo was allowed to pick it
up off the highway and bring it home. Both
his little sisters squealed when the animal stuck
its ugly head out to look at them, and they
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EVERY LIVING THING

thought its claws horrifying, but Leo loved it
from the start. He named it Charlie.

The dogs at Leo’s house had always be-
longed more to Leo’s father than to anyone
else, and the cat thought she belonged to no
one but herself, so Leo was grateful for a pet
of his own. He settled Charlie in a cardboard
box, threw in some lettuce and radishes, and
declared himself a happy boy.

Leo adored Charlie, and the turtle was hugged
and kissed as if he were a baby. Leo liked to
fit Charlie’s shell on his shoulder under his
left ear, just as one might carry a cat, and Char-
lie would poke his head into Leo’s neck now
and then to keep them both entertained.

Leo was ten years old the year he found
Charlie. He hadn’t many friends because he
was slower than the rest. That was the way his
father said it: “‘Slower than the rest.” Leo was
slow in reading, slow in numbers, slow in un-
derstanding nearly everything that passed be-
fore him in a classroom. As a result, in fourth
grade Leo had been separated from the rest of
his classmates and placed in a room with other
children who were as slow as he. Leo thought
he would never get over it. He saw no way to
be happy after that.



Slower Than the Rest

But Charlie took care of Leo’s happiness,
and he did it by being congenial. Charlie was
the friendliest turtle anyone had ever seen.
The turtle’s head was always stretched out,
moving left to right, trying to see what was in
the world. His front and back legs moved as
though he were swimming frantically in a deep
sea to save himself, when all that was hap-
pening was that someone was holding him in
midair. Put Charlie down and he would sniff
at the air a moment, then take off as if no one
had ever told him how slow he was supposed
to be.

Every day, Leo came home from school, took
Charlie to the backyard to let him explore and
told him about the things that had happened
in fifth grade. Leo wasn’t sure how old Charlie
was, and, though he guessed Charlie was prob-
ably a young turtle, the lines around Charlie’s
forehead and eyes and the clamp of his mouth
made Leo think Charlie was wise the way old
people are wise. So Leo talked to him privately
every day.

Then one day Leo decided to take Charlie
to school.

It was Prevent Forest Fires week and the
whole school was making posters, watching
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| Here are twelve deeply moving short stories from the per-
| ceptive pen of Cynthia Rylant. Each captures the moment
when someone’s life changes—when an animal causes a
human being to see things in a different way, and, perhaps,

changes his life.

“Rylant’s deliberate, straightforward style hides a quiet
intensity unusual in such short pieces.”
—School Library Journal

“The emotions these stories convey are not simplistic or
treacly, but instead are direct and powerful, an impressive
feat. Rylant has another winner on her hands.”

—Kirkus Reviews

CYNTHIA RYLANT's many award-winning books for
voung readers include When I Was Young in the Mountains
and The Relatives Came (both Caldecott Honor Books), and
A Fine White Dust (Newbery Honor Book). Her This Year’s
Garden is also available as an Aladdin paperback.
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