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Chapter One
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They Meet for the First Time

“Who’s that white poodle?” Orville, the big black Labrador retriever, asked. Everybody in the neighborhood knew Orville, and he knew just about all of them, too. This was somebody he hadn’t met, though.

“I don’t know,” said Tina, a homeless black and gray striped tabby cat. She licked her foreleg and used it to wipe her face, more concerned with keeping herself clean than meeting new neighbors. “Go ask, why don’t you?”

“I’m pretty sure she has a home, and humans,” Orville replied. “I’ve seen her before.”

“Oh, of course she has humans . . . prissy little thing like that. Just look at her. So clean and curly and everything. All fluffed up. Even that silly little pink ribbon. She doesn’t have to do any of that herself; it’s all done for her.”

“Must be nice,” Orville said, then started walking over toward where the white poodle was sniffing around. He didn’t go directly to where the little white dog was; he walked in a zigzag way instead, sniffing around and pretending not to notice her. Tina followed him through the tall grass, hopping occasionally, just to keep him in sight.

The poodle dashed over toward the bushes lining the little creek where the water always raced quickly past. Then she disappeared over the slippery bank.

“She’d better be careful,” Tina said.

“Yeah, I know,” Orville said as he took off toward the creek.

Tina ran after him. She sneezed as she caught a face-full of grass and dust, but she did her best to keep up with Orville anyway. 

The big, friendly dog stopped when he reached where the bank dropped off into the creek. The water down there glistened from the sunlight overhead, gurgling as it washed around rocks and under the leaning tree branches whose leaves dipped into the fast-running stream.

“I can’t see her anymore,” Tina said, now sounding worried. “Can you?”

Orville sniffed the ground, looked up for a moment, then continued sniffing as he walked carefully along the slippery grass at the creek’s edge. 

“Watch your step,” Tina said.

Orville paused, about to reply, but then broke into a run instead.

Tina took off after him. 

They ran along the edge until they reached a place where the bank dipped much lower, even down to the level of the creek itself. At that point, a little rocky and sandy part stuck out into the creek so that you could walk out there. The water was still close by, running fast and swirling, but the rocky, sandy part stayed dry.

Tina heard a whimper from upstream. The sound grew louder by the second. 

It was the poodle.

She had a little brown creature in her teeth and was struggling to stay afloat. She paddled as hard as she could, but the water was too fast and pulled her quickly downstream. There was no chance she could get out by herself.

Tina watched as Orville waded out into the water. Thanks to his long legs, the water seemed not to affect him at all. He was big and heavy and strong, and even as he walked carefully out toward the middle, where the water came nearly up to his belly, his weight and height held him in place.

The poodle’s head was barely visible out of the water, her passenger still in her mouth. Her coat looked wet and heavy by now, pulling her even lower, but still she paddled hard. All you could see were her fearful eyes and a bit of her wet, white forehead.

Orville was still in about the same place, but he moved around quickly, seeming to know that he’d have just one chance to save the two of them. He made little yips and yipes as he danced around, desperate to help and worried for the poodle, which was coming at him even faster now.

When the frightened poodle reached the place where the rocky point stuck out farthest into the stream, Orville leaped for her, out into the deeper water, and with one great lunge, he grabbed the little dog by the scruff of her neck. His timing was perfect. He was a retriever, after all, and knew how these things were done.

The animals floated downstream fast. 

Tina caught a glimpse of a red collar around the poodle’s neck. So, yes, it did appear that she had a home. But neither collar nor home was foremost in the cat’s mind as she raced along the bank, doing her best to keep the swimmers in sight. 

She raced past two boys sitting on rocks by the stream, fishing poles out. Any other time, she’d get curious and might hang around to see what they caught. She knew them; they were nice kids from the neighborhood and whenever she came to watch them they’d usually throw her a piece of fish. She couldn’t stick around and wait for that today, though.

The boys, who’d been dozing off over their fishing poles, perked up and looked over their shoulders as she sped past.

Just a bit downstream, a huge dead tree that had fallen a long time ago was lying halfway across the flowing water. Around the tip of the tree, where it stuck out the farthest into the creek, the water moved fast and formed rapids. But closer to shore, where the tree trunk was the thickest, the water pooled up quite a bit, giving Orville a chance to escape the current. 

Tina hoped he noticed it because that calm patch would be his last chance to rescue the other two. If they were pulled out into the faster current and rapids, Orville might lose his grip on them. He had a lot on his mind, of course, but she figured he already saw the rapids coming up because he was pretty observant and smart . . . for a dog, anyway.

By the time Tina made it to the fallen tree, Orville had found his footing on the creek’s bottom and risen from the water. She watched as his body and legs appeared. He had the poodle in his mouth. It was at this point that she realized the poodle’s little brown passenger was a bunny. A very tiny baby bunny at that.

“Good job, Orville,” said Tina. “You’re a hero.”

He came all the way over to where the bank was sandy and far from the flowing stream. Tina met him there. It looked as though he hadn’t quite realized yet that they were all safe, because he just stood there dripping and shivering while holding the poodle in his teeth, while she held the bunny in hers.

“You can probably let ’em go, now,” Tina said.

But Orville waited until he was back on the grass and far from the bank, where all of them would be safe and dry. After lowering them gently onto the soft grass, he remained standing over them for a few moments. They were shivering and out of breath, so he lay down next to them so they could cuddle against him if they wanted.

Orville rested his head on his paws. He was exhausted. The poodle and bunny were tired as well, so they flopped down onto the grass, breathing hard.

The bunny sneezed. It was such a weak little sound, not like a big dog or cat sneeze. It was a little psst like from a spray bottle.

Tina went over to it and licked its face. It was very, very young and didn’t seem to know what was going on. It looked terrified and confused. She picked up the bunny in her teeth and set it down against Orville so it could warm up. Then she went to the poodle and began licking her face too. 

The little white dog began panting with happy relief and then said, weakly,

“I’m cold and wet, but not upset;

for in the shade of this tow‘ring tree, 

it’s your bright and lovely face I see.”

Orville looked up, despite his exhaustion. He cocked his head a bit, probably wondering if he had really heard all that. 

Tina looked at him, then at the poodle, then back at him. “She speaks in rhyme?”

Orville had no response.

Tina angled her head and addressed the poodle. “That’s how you talk? Speaking in rhyme?”

“What’s rhyme?” the little white dog inquired.

This was just too strange. Tina backed up a little and looked over at Orville again. He seemed to be just as confused as she was. “It’s . . . I don’t know . . . what you call it when you make things sound the same, I guess . . .” she replied, trailing off.

“It’s just the way I talk. Not all the time, though. I didn’t know there was a word for it.”

Tina nodded. “‘Rhyming’ is the word. That’s what they call it. I’m Tina, and this big guy is Orville. He lives nearby. Me, I don’t have a home. And by the way, that was a brave thing you did, saving that bunny. You’re a hero, too.”

“Thank you,” the poodle said. “Although cold and wet, I’m in your debt. And my name is Tinker.” She heaved a sigh, then put her head on her paws and closed her eyes.

The others relaxed too, closing their eyes one by one as they drifted off to sleep in the soft grass by the tree.

Several minutes later, the bunny lifted its head, looked around, and made a little squeak, so quiet that almost nobody heard it. 

Tinker did, though, and made a little squeak of her own.

The bunny put its head back down again and closed its eyes.

“What was that? What just happened?” Orville asked.

“He was asking for his mama,” replied Tinker.

Tina looked up, her eyes wide. “You speak rabbit?”

“Yes, and otter too. And some deer and muskrat. Bird also. Well, not all of them, of course. I mean, there are so many bird languages. I know most of the ones around here, though: crow, sparrow, starling, blue jay. A couple of others, too. Now, waterfowl . . . those are ones I’ve gotten pretty good at. I speak goose, and I’m fluent in duck.”

“You’ve gotta be kidding,” said Tina. “Ducks don’t have a language. All they do is quack.”

“Well, yes, Tina, of course. I’m aware of that. But it’s all in how they say it. There must be ten thousand ways to say quack. A skilled speaker of duck with a finely tuned ear for quack can pick up even the most subtle variations, even enough to tell what part of the country a duck family comes from.”

“How about fish? Do you speak fish? I’d love to be able to figure out what they’re saying.”

Tinker shook her head, amused. She smiled patiently at the cat and softly replied, “Fish don’t talk, Tina.”

“How about human?” Orville asked.

“Human is one I’ve never even tried to learn. I know a few words, but why bother to learn more? I mean, what would be the point? We all know how crazy they act.”

“I’ve learned a little from my human,” Orville said.

Tinker and Tina both tilted their heads and leaned toward him, suddenly very curious.

“Just a few things, I mean,” he added quickly, sounding almost apologetic. “Just the basics: sit, fetch, food, go for a ride, time for your walk, and Orville, go pee. And a few others like that.”

“So, what did you tell the bunny?” Tina asked Tinker.

“I told him his mama knows he’s OK and is waiting for him back at the farm.”

“How do you know that?”

“Well, I don’t, really. I just told him that so he’d go back to sleep.”

“How’d you know he’s from a farm?” said Orville.

“Easy. I asked.”

***

[image: ]


The sun was lower in the sky when Orville woke up. He yawned and stretched. He looked around and saw Tinker and Tina over by the fallen tree, getting a drink of water from the creek. “We’d better get going soon, guys. We can all stay at my place tonight.”

“Is there food?” asked Tinker, as she returned to where Orville sat.

“Oh, yeah. My Victor always leaves out food and water.”

“Dog food, of course,” Tina said.

“Aren’t you the clever one,” Tinker said. “And don’t tell me you’re fussy. I mean, being homeless and everything. You must know every dumpster in this part of town.” 

“Oh, sure . . . and it’s nothing but the best for you, I suppose,” said Tina.

Tinker muttered something in duck under her breath.

“What was that?” Tina said.

“Never mind.”

Tina shook her head. “And what do your humans feed you? French food?”

“C’mon, you two,” said Orville. “Be nice. Let’s get moving. I want to get to my place before dark. We need to get some food and rest so that we can get a good start in the morning. It’s gonna take us all day tomorrow—at least—to get this bunny back home, and the poor little guy needs his mom.” 

An hour later, with the afternoon’s shadows stretching out farther, the weary trio slowly walked the last few yards up the driveway to Orville’s house. They paused next to a brand-new shiny yellow sports car.

“Oh, my, such a beautiful car,” Tinker said to Orville.

“Yep . . . fancy, isn’t it? It’s a Corvette. It belongs to Victor, my human.”

Tina lifted her head. “Listen! Do you hear that? Hurry! Get behind that bush.”

“No, it’s OK, I know that sound. It’s just Mr. Marvelous,” Orville said, lifting his head to hear better as the pleasant sound of musical bells made its way slowly up the street.

“Yes, yes, I know. That’s why we gotta hide.”

“No, Tina. No, it’s only—”

“Please! Hurry! Both of you, into the bushes,” Tina said, nearly screeching now.

Shaking his head, Orville followed, and in moments, all of them were safely hidden behind the bushes in front of his house. 

“OK, now just keep still and watch,” Tina whispered.

As the melodious sound made its way up the street, the human children of the neighborhood began to appear and flocked to the curb, the happy chatter of their high-pitched voices expressing their excitement.

“It’s just the cookies,” Orville said. “They all come out for his cookies in the afternoon.”

“It’s true, Tina,” said Tinker. “He comes down my street, too.”

Tina shook her head. “Guys, you must listen to me. I know all about the cookies. But there’s more to it than that. Trust me. I know what I’m talking about. Just wait, you’ll see.”

Moments later, the source of the musical bells came into view. It was a small van painted in many bright and cheerful colors, whose entire side bore the legend: 

Magnificent Mister Marvelous

Cookies and Milk

As the colorful vehicle drew closer, the children’s voices rose. Once the van drew to a stop, they started jumping up and down with excitement.

A man in a colorful costume and a funny clown hat rose from behind the van’s steering wheel and came to the side window, next to which children had already gathered, eagerly awaiting their treats. They squealed and clapped their hands when he leaned out and began handing bag after little white bag of tasty cookies to his fans, who eagerly consumed the sweet treasures. Minutes later, the man closed the side window and returned to his driver’s seat, and the van slowly made its way down the street and out of sight, looking for more children to make happy. The children gradually dispersed, most of them returning to their nearby homes carrying their little paper bags of cookies and containers of milk.
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