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Badger’s Rock Hound Weekly article was due in five days.
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CHAPTER ONE


WINTER WAS NOT A SEASON FOR SHARING BREAKFASTS. Badger thought Skunk, his roommate, would know this. But Badger had come down for breakfast and found their friend Scratch the Rat, in her hard hat and pocket-y work vest, sitting cross-legged on the kitchen table. Skunk was making breakfast, flitting between stove, cupboards, and bread bin. He and Scratch were reminiscing about “the good old days.”


In desperate need of his breakfast hot chocolate, Badger stumbled into the kitchen. He slipped into his seat as Skunk said to Scratch, “I served you tomato soup in an empty melon rind? Ha! I believe it! Back then, I had one pot, my number-ten tin-can stove, and everything I ate went into the lumpy brown mug.” Skunk stopped to squint at Scratch. “How was my melon rind tomato soup? Melon seems like it might go with tomato.”


Scratch grinned. “How would I know? I had to chug that soup. The melon dissolved in my paws!”


“Of course it did! Ha!”


Skunk and Scratch went way back. The little Badger knew about that time in Skunk’s life did not sound like “the good old days” to him. Scratch and Skunk had lived under a bridge. Skunk had resided under the second blue dumpster.


Now Skunk lived with Badger in the brownstone row house in North Twist. Last spring, Badger had opened the door and found Skunk on his doorstep carrying a red suitcase. It seemed Badger, who had been happily settled in his solitary ways, had a roommate. Amazingly, it had worked out well. Skunk was a good roommate, a great cook, and best of all, he was Badger’s friend.


Still, the changes kept coming! Two weeks ago, Zephyr and Zeno, two tiny rat pups, had moved in. And now Skunk was inviting guests for breakfast? In winter? In winter, one took food seriously!


“THE NEW YEAR’S BONFIRE. YES,” Scratch yelled, beaming at Skunk. She whomped her paw on the tabletop.


Badger winced at the whomp. Where was his breakfast hot chocolate? (Badger was not a natural friend of rats, especially not of Norway rats, which he thought of as “the big ones.” But things had changed last summer when Badger had seen Rat Guild 73 in action and later met Scratch, their elected leader.)


“Sparklers! Kazoo chorus! Bread cooked on a stick!” Skunk yelled as he whisked something wet in a bowl.


Skunk turned. “Good morning, Badger. As you can see, Scratch is here! Rat Guild 73 has a construction job at the Veg & Egger Diner, so Scratch popped in to check on Zeno and Zephyr.”


Badger grunted. “Hm.”


Skunk shot Badger a look and jerked his head in Scratch’s direction.


Badger mumbled, “Morning.”


Scratch nodded merrily. “Morning it is! Brisk wind from the west. Temps dropping. I had to find my wool coat! Winter is on its way. On. Its. Way.”


Badger blinked at Scratch, then watched Skunk use tongs to splish-splosh-splish a sandwich in a bowl. “Do the Rat Guild 73 pitch, Scratch,” Skunk called out. “Badger has never heard you do it!”


“Heh! Righty-ho!” Scratch flashed her yellow-toothed grin at Badger as she cast her napkin down and stood up. “We build, demolish, stack, fill, fabricate, forge, put a stop in it, tunnel through it, or build over it. Up it goes, or down it comes. Exacting details causing excruciations? Rat Guild 73 craft rats proceed with precision and rest at perfection. Need it knocked together rough? Rat Guild 73 can do that too. Ideas, sketches, and blueprints are extra, but we’ll dream—and scheme!—with you.”


As Scratch recited her pitch, Badger recalled the rush of rats in hard hats with teeth strong enough to chew through rock. That day had changed many lives!


How Badger, Skunk, and Augusta, a tiny orange hen and good friend, had managed to be at a Rat Guild 73 jobsite was a long, involved story. The important details were these: Rat Guild 73 had gone to the cave to remove a dinosaur egg. Impossibly (and yet it had happened!), a dinosaur had hatched from the egg. Then, in a movement so quick that Badger would have missed it had he blinked, the newly hatched dinosaur had slurped up one of the Rat Guild 73 rats. (“Slurped up a rat!” Skunk had yelled in horror.) What followed was a hasty escape—for everyone except Augusta, who had been singing a warbling song to the dinosaur. The next thing Badger knew, Augusta was leaving the cave with the dinosaur, leading it away from danger.


Two weeks later, Scratch had appeared at Skunk and Badger’s brownstone home in North Twist with the rat pups Zephyr and Zeno. The slurped-up rat? Zephyr and Zeno’s mum.


Badger flinched.


Scratch, now finishing up her Rat Guild 73 pitch, rested a hind foot on the upturned tines of Badger’s fork, placed her elbow on her knee, and looked up at Badger. “So whaddaya need done?”


Badger tugged his fork free of Scratch’s foot.


Skunk clapped his paws and said, “It is ALL true. Rat Guild 73 rats can do ANYTHING.”


Skunk turned to the stove. The vent hood roared on. A frying pan clanged onto a stove burner. Oil glug-glugged into the pan.


Scratch plopped cross-legged in front of her place mat and grinned at Badger.


A comment seemed to be required.


“Impressive,” Badger managed. He rubbed a paw over his furry face. Scratch seemed hours into her day. Breakfast. When is breakfast?


A metal spatula scrape-scraped a frying pan. Then: Thup–psssss! Thup–psssss!


Badger looked up.


Breakfast arrived a moment later. “NUT BUTTER FRENCH TOAST.” Skunk set a plate of eggy triangles on the kitchen table. He set tongs beside the plate. “Use these.” He returned with three mugs. “Breakfast hot chocolate. It is the only drink for breakfast.”


Badger grasped his mug with both paws and took a swig. Then he tonged an eggy triangle onto his plate, forked up a corner, and chewed thoughtfully: Egg, cinnamon… almond nut butter… An opening chord! A symphony of the palate—the cello’s nuttiness, the eggy custard of the timpani!


“Maple syrup?” Skunk held out a small jug.


“Ah!” Badger reached. The woody sweetness of the solo oboe.


The kitchen filled with the sounds of animals eating breakfast.


Badger’s plate emptied, and then, was empty. He drained his mug. Chocolate dropped in gritty dollops onto his tongue.


Gritty dollops struck a somber note.


“GOOD BREAKFAST.” Scratch pushed her plate away. “Thanks for taking in Zeno and Zephyr. I don’t mind saying I felt somewhat hesitant about leaving them here. A skunk and a badger are hardly rats! But it’s for the best. There’s been nonstop talk in the colony about what happened to their mum. Theories! Flying around! Some of them plain NUTS. And who would believe the truth? A dinosaur? Hatched? Good one! Anyway, Zephyr and Zeno don’t need to hear it.” She clapped her paws. “Okay! So it’s been two weeks. I’m here to help. How’s the rat-raising going? Questions? Concerns? You have ’em. I can answer ’em.”


“Rat-raising?” Skunk made a face and glanced at Badger.


Badger shrugged and shook his head.


Skunk said, “Rat-raising is fine. We do not have questions or concerns.”


“Huh.” Scratch looked between the two of them. “This wasn’t what I expected to hear. We are talking about rats, right? The two rats asleep in their bunks? Upstairs in Aunt Lula’s old bedroom?”


Badger laughed. “Har!” Wasn’t it always the way? He spoke up: “Every animal thinks raising their particular young takes extra special skills, but it’s all the same—food, shelter, and then, you know, good luck to you. I am a full-grown badger. The rats? Pocket-sized.” Badger batted his paw. “Easy-peasy.”


With a glance at Badger’s pockets, Scratch said, “You do realize that rats grow fast, right? In spurts, yes, but by nine or ten weeks a rat knows who they are, what they want to do. It isn’t like—”


Badger interrupted: “Really Scratch, raising rats is all a matter of routine. Find the right routine and everything falls into place chunk, chunk, chunk.” Badger chop-chop-chopped his paw through the air to show how everything fell into place.


Scratch stared. “Okay, but spontaneity and improvisation are traits—”


“RULES ARE THE KEY,” Badger said, roaring over her. “The rats are not allowed in the ductwork or under the floorboards.”


Now Skunk laughed. “Ha! I can see you do not believe us, Scratch. But Badger and I are a good team. I am good at procuring supplies and cooking. Badger is used to watching rocks, so watching a rat or two is not difficult for him.”


Badger murmured, “I do not watch rocks. I do Important Rock Work.”


Skunk squinted into Scratch’s mug. “You need more breakfast hot chocolate.”


Scratch, whose face seemed etched with disbelief, held up a paw. “Nope. All good. Thanks, though.”


Badger tilted his empty mug back and forth in a suggestive way.


Skunk took no notice.


“Here’s the thing,” said Scratch. “Zeno and Zephyr’s mum was no ordinary rat. She was a Rat Guild 73 rat. Back at the colony, we have found that raising Rat Guild 73 rat pups comes with, ah, challenges. Tool use, for instance—”


“Yes, yes,” Badger said, interrupting Scratch again. “There were things we needed to learn—especially during those first days.”


Scratch sat up. “That’s what I’m talking about.”


Badger gave Scratch a knowing smile and continued: “Who knew you could not say ‘goodnight,’ close the door, and expect Zeno and Zephyr to utilize their bunk beds? We found out you needed to watch the rats get into their bunk beds. And after they got into their bunks?” Badger grunted. “We learned you had to do something to keep them there! Some nights, Skunk reads a story from his red storybook. Other nights, I play tunes on my ukulele. Slow, repetitive, and vaguely melodic works best.”


Skunk nodded vigorously. “Until they fall asleep!”


“Sleep is so vital at that age,” Badger said.


“Badger is right.” Skunk nodded. “EASY AND PEASY.” Skunk hopped off his chair, muttering something about needing to make more Nut Butter French Toasts for Zephyr and Zeno. “They will be up soon.”


Scratch’s jaw hung as she lifted her hard hat to rub a line of forehead grime. “Look,” she said finally. “I’m going underground. It’s going to be hard to get in touch. This is your last chance. Rat-raising? Any questions? Anything you’re wondering?”


A question popped into Badger’s head. “Why the big sweaters?” By Badger’s estimation, the rats were 75 percent sweater, 25 percent rat. But before Scratch could answer, a high-pitched voice called out: “It’s Scratch!” Another followed: “SCRATCH!”


Zeno and Zephyr, woolly sweaters billowing, raced into the kitchen. Zephyr, all olive-green cable pullover, called out: “Do you know where Badger’s rock tumbler is?” Behind her, Zeno said, “You should get a ukulele!” He air-strum-strummed. The never-ending arm of his cream wool sweater was flung into the air, and all conversation about raising rats came to a halt.
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Zephyr and Zeno ate breakfast. Badger cleared up. Then Scratch pulled on her wool coat, Skunk zipped himself into his parka, and the two of them left together. (“I must find a winter squash.” “Root cellar rehab, here I come.”) The front door closed with a rush of cold air.


Alone with the rats, Badger wasted no time. Fresh air! Exercise! Followed by a nice long nap! He gathered up his parka and herded the rats, already swaddled in sweater, into the backyard. The rats plunged down the steps, sending their enormous sweaters flapping. “Hee!” “Hee-hee!”


The sky was a gray blanket. The air nipped, but where was the snow? Any day now, Badger thought as he stuffed his ears into his knit hat. He sat on a porch step and watched the tiny rats ping wool-ily through the remains of Aunt Lula’s garden. Badger took in the grassy tufts, the prodigious and hovering shrub. Everything had gone stick-and-pod. Aunt Lula’s garden shed, crammed full to bursting, took up the farthest corner. (Badger avoided the shed. He’d managed to shut the door once; twice would be pressing his luck.)


Something woolly swept over Badger’s hind foot. A tiny paw slapped his shin. “YOU ARE IT.”


Badger looked down and saw olive-green cabled wool, two bright eyes, and a mischievous grin—Zephyr.


Badger roOOOOARED as he rose from the porch step. “I’m it, you say?” He stomp-stomped his hind feet heavily. “I’m an ERRATIC—A GLACIAL ERRATIC. Why am I here? I do not belong in this backyard. I am a boulder! I am pocked with xenoliths! I have veins filled with quartz! I am DEDHAM GRANODIORITE!”


Glaciers and the erratic boulders they left behind played a part in the upcoming article Badger was writing for Rock Hound Weekly. The article was due soon. How soon? Huh. Badger couldn’t say. He had written the due date down on the calendar in his attic rock room. He should probably check it.


“GRAN-O-DIE-O-RAAAAAAAAAAH!” Zephyr screamed. She plummeted down the steps.


Badger stumbled stonily after her.


And so, several hours passed. Leaves were piled, jumped in, and used to bury one another. Badger discussed leaf beginnings (“From that tree!”), leaf processes (“Bud to leaf and then the leaf falls!”), and leaf time (“Dry means old!”). Badger taught the rats a game: Rock, Paper, Scissors.


“W-what NOW?” Zephyr and Zeno stood before him. Badger noted a blue tinge. Sweater ribbing quivered. A chattering. Their teeth!


“You’re cold!” Badger said in alarm.


The rats did not appear concerned.


Badger snatched them up by their sweaters, swung open the back door, and slung the rats onto the kitchen table. The rats scrambled upright. Their sweaters bulged and folded. The hems dragged.


Zeno held out a trembling fist.


Zephyr held out a flat paw. “Paper c-c-covers rock! I wah-w-win! Hee!”


“Ak-ak-again!” demanded Zeno.


Blue snouts! Badger didn’t like the looks of them. Must get the rat blood circulating! He clutched one rat, then the other, and briefly rubbed them down in their sweaters. How much heat had been lost from their small rat bodies? How much heat needed to be regained? What was their density? Their heat capacity? Too many variables!


What would Skunk do?


Hot drinks.


Badger raced to open the fridge. Inside? A jug of apple cider. Badger found a saucepan, poured the cider into it, and heated it on the stove. Hot—but not too hot!


Behind him, the rats ch-chanted on: “Rock, p-paper, incisors! R-rr-rock, paper, incisors! Rock, p-paper, incisors!”


A pause, then:


“Rocks w-w-win!” Zeno insisted.


“Incisors ch-ch-CHEW rocks! You use your ch-chisel-chewers.” Badger turned in time to see Zephyr open her mouth and bite-bite.


“Incisors?” Badger interjected. “No—scissors. It’s rock, paper, scissors.” He set a mug of apple cider into Zephyr’s paws. “Two blades on a hinge? It cuts paper?”


“Oh. I have seen one of those.” Zephyr seemed unimpressed.


Badger thrust a mug into Zeno’s paws. “DRINK.” Their tiny rat paws looked purply blue. “DRINK MORE,” he urged, hoping for a quick transfer of heat. Badger reminded himself that rats were not rocks. Rats will warm faster.


Zeno grinned into his mug. “This is a good drink.”


“Gran-o-die-o-raaaaah,” Zephyr whispered from behind the steam of her mug.


“VEINS FILLED WITH QUARTZ!” Zeno yelled. “Hee. Hee-hee.”


Zephyr leaned toward Zeno. Badger heard her whisper, “I would use my incisors to cut paper.”


Zeno nodded in agreement.


Together they seemed to consider Badger.


A beat passed, then Zephyr rubbed her eyes and yawned: “AOOOUUUUh-huh-hoo.”


Badger saw his chance. Important Rock Work!


Badger opened his mouth wide… wider… and: “OooooooAAAAAAWWWWhaaa-ha.” He pedaled his paws slowly through the air. “HuhhhhhhH-oh-huh, huh.” He put his paws together and set his head upon them. “HAAAAAOOoooo-huh.” Badger closed his eyes.


A mug clunk. Badger caught Zephyr’s mug mid-topple.


Zeno watched Zephyr sink into her olive-green sweater, and then he yawned: “OooooUUUUUUah-ah-ah.” He wobbled into a wilt.


With his other paw, Badger seized Zeno’s mug. He drained the remaining cider, set the mugs at a distance, and picked each rat up by the scruff of their sweater. He dropped Zephyr into his right pocket and Zeno into his left and tucked their sweaters in around them.


The rats slept on.


“Har,” Badger chuckled. “Easy and peasy.”


And so, pockets weighted with rats, Badger climbed the stairs to his attic rock room. “Important Rock Work—hup, hup, hup.”
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