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To the friends we choose as family






CHAPTER 1 A Cold, Dark World


Whoosh. A gust of freezing air blew through the streets, filling the alley with sparkly snow.

It seemed that everyone was hurrying inside to escape the winter storm that evening. The squirrels were hiding in their tree nests, the rabbits were fast asleep in their dens, and the pigeons were all cuddled together under the roof of the train station. The city was so still that the only sound was the whistle of the wind and one tiny squeak.

“Squeak.”

Mama Mouse was still out in the cold, but she was in a hurry, gathering bits of bread from the dumpster behind a restaurant for her and her son to carry back into the hidey-hole of some unsuspecting human’s attic.

The mice scurried along the edge of the dumpster, their arms filled with discarded crusts. “Listen, Mama!” the young mouse called out over the sound of garbage bags rustling in the wind. “Do you hear that?”

“Squeak.”

Mama Mouse paused, and then they both shimmied down the side of the bin to seek the source of the sound. There, beside the dumpster, lay a tiny frozen kitten named Badger.

“What is he, Mama? Is he a mouse?” asked the son.
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Mama Mouse sniffed the trembling baby with her wiggly nose and jumped back. “We have to go now. Come along.”

Baby Badger tried to cry out for help, but all he could muster was another small squeak.

“But we can’t leave him! Can’t we bring him to the attic? He can share my bread crumbs.…,” said the son, lingering behind as his mom kept moving.

Mama Mouse turned around and gently nuzzled her concerned son. “Oh, my boy. That is no mouse. He may be our size, but that frosty being is a baby cat. And I’m afraid bread crumbs are not the food of choice for cats! No, no, this city will freeze over before I start inviting felines into our hidey-hole, tiny or not.”

The son looked back at the creature and frowned. “But, Mama, he’ll freeze.”

“Kittens belong with cats—and I’m sure his family is around here somewhere,” she said, pulling her son along the path.

“I feel sorry for him,” said the son, and as he scooted away on the icy street, he left a trail of bread crumbs behind in hopes that it would help the mama cat find him.

To think that a mouse could take pity on a cat! That should tell you the danger that Baby Badger—a newborn kitten no bigger than a snowball, all alone in a winter storm—was in. He couldn’t hear the wind, as his ears were still folded shut. He couldn’t see the snow, as his eyes were still closed. All he could sense was a light overhead, where a bright neon sign buzzed in the dark. He tried to scoot closer for warmth, but the sign was too far away and impossible to reach. All he could do was wish to be closer to its light.

“Squeak? Squeak?” he tried one last time, but he was losing strength and couldn’t muster words. As he huddled under the light of the neon star, his voice was fading into a silent whimper.

“Squeak.…”

For a moment, the alley was quiet again—until the distant crunch of footsteps in the snow drew near. Then a human bundled in scarves and gloves emerged from around the corner, following along the mysterious path of the bread crumbs.
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CHAPTER 2 The Secret Clubhouse


At first, everything was a dark, cold blur. With numb limbs and closed eyes, Badger couldn’t tell left from right or up from down. The world moved all around him, but the tiny kitten stayed chilled to the bone and completely confused.

Eventually, he felt a tingling in his toe beans. Wiggle-wiggle. He began to move his paws. Next, he felt a tingling in his tail. Wiggle-wiggle. His tail moved side to side. His body felt like pins and needles as it began to thaw. While melting icicles dripped from his fur, a sense of relief melted over him.

He tried to use his voice. “Mama?” he squeaked hoarsely. “I think the storm is over!”

Spinning in a circle, he pawed at the soft, squishy blanket underneath him. The snow beneath his feet had vanished, but the ground felt nothing like the hard pavement he was used to. “That’s odd.…,” he noted.

Badger sniffed the air, which had a crisp, clean smell and was swirling with waves of warmth. It didn’t smell at all like burgers and fries. He tilted his head, confused.

Nothing about this place was familiar.

“Where am I?” he said, voice cracking. Badger stretched out his arms in search of his family and felt something soft and furry. “Mama? Are you there?” But the fluffy being did not move, and its eyes felt hard like marbles.

“Sister? Are you there?” Badger nuzzled the velvety fabric of a plush toy, and it fell to its side with a thump.

He settled into a cozy spot in the center of a pile of plush toys and sighed. He didn’t want to be on his own, but at least he was warm now. As he drifted off to sleep, he buried his face in fluff and imagined himself surrounded by family.

That is how Badger’s first days of life came and went—alone in a little warming box called an incubator, weakly wobbling about with his small plush toys and resting peacefully in the fuzzy arms of a giant stuffed teddy bear.

It’s hard to know what is going on when you’re just a baby without any ability to hear or see! But after a week in the dark, Badger’s eyes began to open for the very first time, and he started making sense of the mysterious place he had landed in: Fosterland.

As his ears unfurled, Baby Badger could hear the low hum of toasty air exiting the vent. In the distance, the pitter-patter of ice against the windowpane was a faint memory of the storm. Just outside the window, wind chimes twinkled with each frosty gust, and he felt relieved to be safe and warm indoors.

As he took a first peek at the world, Badger could see the bright light above him and the glass walls that contained him in this wonderful hideaway. At his side, he saw the collection of raggedy stuffed toys that had been keeping him company: a teddy bear, a purple crocodile, and a tiny moose. He lifted his head and returned a gummy grin, happy to be in his very own clubhouse surrounded by such friendly faces.
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CHAPTER 3 Imaginary Friends


“Good morning, Teddy!” Badger said, waking in the big cozy arms of the teddy bear.

“Good morning, Badger!” Badger muttered to himself, pretending to be the voice of the bear. He stretched his arms over the squishy brown fleece, which was well worn from cuddles and wash cycles, and felt right at home.

As he rubbed his eyes, he spotted the purple crocodile looking at him across the way. With bright white teeth and neon-green eyes, the crocodile always wore an eager expression, as if he were ready to whisk you away on an adventure. “Bonjour!” Badger said as he shot out of bed and gave him a high five. Monsieur Crocodile mostly spoke French, which Badger found very impressive.

“Bonjour, petit chat!” Badger responded to himself in his finest French accent.

Finally, Badger turned to Miss Moose, his tiniest and most favorite friend of all. Sitting at just two inches tall, she was even smaller than he was, and he felt like she was the little sister he’d always wanted. “Another happy day, Miss Moose!” He smiled as he groomed her antlers. “Of course, it’s always a happy day with you by my side.”

Ever since befriending his trio of toys, Badger hadn’t felt lonely at all. He no longer worried about being separated from his feline family—the toys were the only family he needed now! They kept him company during the day, cuddled him at night, and filled his life with fun. Each had their own personality and voice (at least, they did in his mind—and that was good enough).

Aside from his plush pals, who seemed very much alive to Badger, the only other living being he ever saw was a giant human who occasionally stopped by to feed him from a small plastic bottle. Badger referred to her as the innkeeper, because she mostly seemed to show up when it was time to change his dirty bedding or to offer him a refreshing meal.

That morning, like all the others, the incubator door slid open as the massive hand entered the friends’ space. “The innkeeper is here, everyone! Special delivery! Who’s ready for some breakfast?”

Badger placed his paws politely against Teddy’s side and lifted his head to drink the delicious, warm formula. Eating from a bottle had become a part of his everyday routine, and he loved to lean on his friends as if they were all sharing a meal together. He could almost hear Miss Moose slurping by his side and Monsieur Crocodile calling out, “Bon appétit!”

After the meal, the innkeeper slid the window shut to enclose him in his living quarters, but this didn’t bother him one bit. In fact, he preferred not to stray from the eyesight of his fluffy friends or wander away from the safety of his clubhouse. Weighing only half a pound, Badger thought the space was quite large enough for a little guy like him, and so the world beyond the window barely interested him.
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