The X and O Game
Hot wind over sand only becomes hotter. Carly wiped the back of her hand over her forehead and squinched her eyes shut quickly. The sweat that dripped off her eyebrows stung something fierce. She tried wiping her face on the sleeve of her pink t-shirt, but her eyes were still stinging. Besides that, the wind had blown sand into her eyes. Sand stuck to her arms and legs, too. Her favorite pink and yellow shorts were a mess. All her ideas about building a town in the sand box had melted in the sun. Besides that, her feet were burning. 

Carly climbed out of the sandbox on the side next to the honeysuckle hedge. It was late July, and the branches were so thick she could hardly see through to Mary Kay’s yard. Her dad didn’t like Mary Kay’s dad. He had planted the stems so close together that nobody could walk through even before all these branches had sprouted. That was okay with Carly. She loved crawling under the hedge into the thickest part where nobody could see her. It was quiet there, and cool, too.

The aroma of the honeysuckle made Carly feel as if she were stepping into a palace. At least that is how Carly thought palaces must smell. She was sure that princesses would not tolerate anything less. She scooted between two big bushes into a spot Daddy had missed. Or maybe some of the stems had died. Anyway, there was a clear spot under the hedge that was like a little room just big enough for Carly and a friend.

Today no friend came along, so Carly was happy to be alone, out of the sun, and out of the sand. She leaned back against the thicket.

“What’s up?” said a voice.

Carly looked around. She peered intently into the thick branches, but she saw nobody. An orange butterfly flitted off a leaf. A beetle crawled on the ground. Carly saw a spider making a web. She even saw a robin that flew away as soon as she moved.
“Hello?” Carly said.

“Hello, yourself,” the voice replied. “And how do you do?”

“What?” Carly said. The voice came from above her. She looked up and saw a crow sitting on a branch high in the hedge. A praying mantis was walking along another branch and a wooly-worm wriggled along a vine. “Hello?”

“I said hello,” said the crow.

“You?”

“Yes, me,” said the crow. “I thought you would be more fun. I like the towns you build in the sandbox.”

Carly giggled. A crow was talking to her. “Crows don’t talk,” she said. “Mary Kay, is that you?” Carly scooted toward Mary Kay’s yard, but nobody was there.

“Mary Kay went to the store with her mother,” said the crow. “Do you want to play tag?”

“What? Play tag? You are a crow, Can you really talk?

“That’s silly. Would you be asking me a question if I didn’t really talk? How about some tag?”

“Ooohhh. How did you learn to talk? Why don’t the others talk?”

“Maybe the others aren’t tired of tweet, tweet, tweet yet. I never learned how to tweet. Everybody made fun of my squawk. I had to talk.”

“Wow,” said Carly. “Can you say, ‘Polly wants a cracker?’”

“That’s ridiculous,” said the crow. “Even if I wanted a cracker, my name’s not Polly. Why would I say such a thing?”

“What is your name? Do crows really have names?”
“Now I’m insulted. Of course, we have names. I’m Fred, thank you very much. Now, would you like to play tag?”

“It’s too hot to play tag,” said Carly. “If we are going to play a game, I don’t want to run. I came in here to cool off. Besides, how could I play tag with a crow? I can’t fly.”

The crow cocked his head to one side. He leaned toward Carly. “Hmmm. You are right. It really is hot out there. Do you like Tic-tac-toe?”

“Tic-tac-toe? Sure, but how can you play? I didn’t know crows could draw.”

“You don’t know very much, do you? Here’s the story. I got bored last week waiting for it to be time to eat. I was sitting in that big hickory tree at the corner. See, right there through that hole in the hedge. Your brother and his friend were playing tic-tac-toe on the sidewalk with chalk. What a fun game! I love it. Wanna play?”

Carly giggled again. The very idea of playing tic-tac-toe with a crow. How could that work? Surely she would win. If all he did was watch Dave and Eddie, he didn’t know much. Carly could beat either of them any time. She looked around for a stick. 

When she found a good strong one, she brushed away the dead leaves and twigs under the hedge. She smoothed out the dirt and drew a game on the ground. The crow fluttered down and sat beside her. “You want to be first?” he asked. Carly thought it would be more polite to let the crow start. She didn’t think it would be fair to make it too hard for him. It was his first game! “You go first,” she said. Then she wondered what he would do.
The crow stared at the grid for a bit. Then he hopped all around it, leaving crow tracks all around the edge. Finally, he picked up a twig in his beak and drew a big X in one corner.

“That’s good,” said Carly. “But I can stop you.” She drew an O in the corner across from the crow’s X.

“Ha!” said the crow. He hopped over to the corner under Carly’s O and drew another big X with his twig. “There! Beat that!”

Carly had to think. This crow seemed to know what he was doing. She thought sure he would just draw another X beside his first one so she could make a row first. He was making it hard. She had been so busy trying to be nice to him that she forgot to think how to win. She quickly drew an O in the center. That ought to put the brakes on his insolence. “Ha, yourself,” said Carly.

The crow said nothing. He hopped closer to Carly’s O as if he couldn’t see it well. “Stop it,” said Carly. “Your feet make marks. How do I know which one is your X?”

“Good point.” The crow hopped away. “Can you brush out my tracks? I’m sorry. Then I will make my mark.”

Carly carefully brushed away the crow’s tracks, trying to be sure she didn’t erase any of the grid. The crow watched silently. When Carly was finished, he picked up his twig with his beak and drew and X in the remaining corner.

Carly was nervous. She wasn’t sure if the crow knew how to do anything else. All the corners were full. Maybe that was all he knew. She was worried. She drew an O between the top and bottom X’s. 

The crow was silent. He hopped all around the grid, saying nothing. He flipped his tail once as if he might have lost his balance. Then he picked up his twig. Standing at the bottom of the grid, he slowly and carefully drew an X in the center of the bottom row. Then he dropped the twig and raked his beak along the row of X’s. “I win!” he said.
Carly was shocked. “That was beginner’s luck,” she said. “Besides, I didn’t want you to lose your first game.”

“Phooey on that stuff,” said the crow. “I had you whipped from my first move. Let’s do it again.” 

“Carly! Lunch!” called a voice. “Carly! Where are you?”

“Oh boy,” said Carly. “I have to go in for lunch. I can’t play any more now.”

“Well, if you want to play later, I can come back,” said the crow. “I’m not tired.”

“I’ll beat you if we play again,” said Carly.

“Prove it,” said the crow. “See you later.”
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