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For Caleb, Sam, and Amelia

May you always find your way back…

Back to the road that leads you home.





Overture

TUCKED BETWEEN A BRICK APARTMENT building and a busy corner deli, on a storybook tree-lined street, sits a theater. A run-down but beautiful theater.

At precisely six o’clock every morning, a long ladder pushes through the shiny front entrance, and with a wrench and a terrible screech, the ladder unfolds. Under the cheerful glow of the marquee, an elderly man ascends.

One by one letters are plucked from beneath the NOW SHOWING sign and scooted around. Attack of the Atomic Alien-Cats becomes Night of a Thousand Kisses in the bat of an eyelash. Though the marquee might read Marigold Takes Manhattan! at 6 a.m., by 6:05, Bleak Battle III will blaze in its stead, lit up by the hundred globe lights that hug the edge of the great sign and wink on the cracked tiles below.

A ticket booth, all glass and gold trim, stands waiting between two sets of doors, ready to collect dollar bills, coins, traces of pocket lint.

And every evening, tickets in hand, the moviegoers file in with anticipation. Past the doors. Into the lobby. Through the warm, inviting balm of buttery popcorn air.

A line forms at the snack counter. Orange Fizzy Pop and Crystal Cola sloshes into tall cups of ice. Popcorn pops in an old-fashioned popcorn cart and spills into greasy buckets; stray kernels crunch into the carpet below.

The cash register chimes as a woman in blue orders Chocolate Buttons and gummy Fruit Gems, while a gaggle of small boys presses noses and sticky fingers to the smudged glass. They ogle long ropes of licorice and lollipops the size of their heads. A pair of elderly gentlemen order the same confection selections—Coco-nutties, Toffee Beans, and Cinnamon Snaps—three boxes each. Gumdrops, peppermints, caramels so sticky they can’t be carved from your teeth for a week—the register sings and sings and sings.

Past the concession stand, deep inside and so high it seems pinned to the clouds painted on the peeling ceiling, a heavy curtain cascades to the stage and pools in great crimson tufts. (It harbors more than a few moth-eaten holes.) And though it’s a bit worn now in places, the theater’s proud gold paint brightens the baseboards, the balcony, the flying monkeys spiraling up pillars to the opera seats, a cornice of poppies crowning the stage. Emerald City murals, chipped and faded over the years, glow from the wings, while the theater’s threadbare velvet seats warm under the sparkle of diamond chandeliers.

All is hushed. Everything waits…

CRASH-CLONK. The lobby doors open.

People stroll down the aisles and plunk themselves into seats—two here, three over there.

Chandeliers dim as tiny glass bulbs bordering the aisles flicker to life, lighting the way for more napkins, a splash of soda, a second bag of licorice.

The music strikes its first chord. Voices hush.

The curtain rises.

And the show goes on.

The theater’s heart beats differently every night. The screen might conjure a laugh, a gasp, even an infrequent snore. A sob might bubble up and float into the rafters.

Squeals of fright. Peals of delight. It’s just like this that the months and years of the Emerald City Theater have marched on. And from gleam and sheen to wear and tear, the decades slowly drifted by.

There is one thing, however, that has always remained the same.

Every Saturday at noon sharp there plays one matinee show.

The film hasn’t changed. The same movie reel clicks away every Saturday and has for as long as anyone can remember the doors being open.

And lately, something else, too.

A small pair of eyes has been glued to the noon matinee each week. A pair of eyes, behind a pair of much-too-large eyeglasses.

Kansas. Flying houses. A group of travelers on the yellow brick road. Every Saturday, high in the theater’s sagging balcony, now closed off and cobwebbed with time and disuse, a bespectacled Marcel perches on the back of a dusty theater chair, taking it all in. The Wicked Witch cackling and the film reel crackling. Those ruby slippers and “no place like home.”

Marcel knows every word of “Over the Rainbow.” He’s sung it probably a thousand times.

Well, before. Before he came to the theater, that is. Once upon a time.

He hasn’t sung a note of it since.

For a while, as the first violin notes quivered to life and his beloved moving picture lit up the screen, he could still imagine it, though. A reunion. One fit for the movies.

A happily ever after.

Maybe she’d seen the marquee. Maybe with a hitch in her heart and Marcel on her mind, she’d decide to take in the show—their show—one more time.

And for a while, he’d watch. Not the matinee. But for that glimpse of braids, the flash of braces, a sticker-covered skateboard. For a long time, months even, a glimmer of hope remained.

But she never came.

And now?

Well, Auntie Hen might perch beside him. And when she’s not pecking at a popcorn kernel or the sticky remains of a lemon drop, Uncle Henrietta will sit for a few. Two fat hens, roosting in the balcony above a dark theater, watching The Wizard of Oz.

And Marcel, that Oz-loving hedgehog?

Yes. He watches too.




CHAPTER 1 The Limes


MARCEL LISTENED AS GOMER DUPREE wrapped up the day’s battle against the old janitor’s sworn enemy: bubble gum. Blobs on the metal trash baskets, wads under seats, globs stuck like growths to the flying monkeys carved into the pillars.

When the last wad was vanquished, Gomer (getting on in years and stooped with arthritis) valiantly vacuumed candy and popcorn kernels from the seat cracks and scrubbed what soda pop glue he could from the floor. He missed some things.

When Gomer came back in after changing the marquee, Marcel perked up his ears.

The old man grabbed his empty thermos and keys, stepped outside into the dark cloak of early morning, and locked the glass doors. There’d be quite a few hours before he’d return for tonight’s showing of Dragons of the Deep: A Love Story.

When at last the theater was quiet and Gomer Dupree was safely away, Marcel scrambled up the broken railing of the balcony and popped his nose over the edge. He gave the air a good sniff.

Ah. Breakfast.

“Two Licorice Twithsts under seat 26D, a small bag of popcorn behind the trash bin—nearly full—and one lime Fruit Gem stuck to the exit sign in the north wing. I think there might be a yogurt raisin near the restrooms too,” Marcel said proudly. (He might depend on a strong pair of glasses—hedgehogs have terrible eyesight, particularly with the chandeliers dim, as they were now—but boy could he sniff out a yogurt-covered raisin when he needed to.)

But where were his glasses?

Marcel looked away from the fuzzy sea of seats below and back into the balcony. He didn’t like creeping up on the sisters when they were still sleeping, so he cleared his throat and tried again.

“We could probably do without the Fruit Gem, huh?” he asked, squinting at the green mountain of lime gummy candies piled in a corner.

He was met with silence.

His glasses. He needed them in order to get started, and…

He’d just remembered where he’d seen them last.

Marcel coughed into his fist and raised his voice a hair. “Auntie Hen? Uncle Henrietta?”

Auntie Hen, who’d been snoozing in the seat next to Marcel’s overturned popcorn tub of a house, in a nest made from a blue cashmere cardigan she’d plucked out of the lost-and-found box behind the concession stand, stirred, flapped her wings, and stretched. “Lime,” she clucked. “They always leave the lime ones! No one ever leaves a strawberry.”

“That’s true,” said Marcel as he scrambled to the row in front of Auntie and poked his nose between two seats to squint at her. He could count on his paws the number of times they’d come across a coveted strawberry Fruit Gem.

“Now, why do you think that is, dearie?”

Two seats over, Uncle Henrietta opened one eye. “Because the lime ones taste like grass, that’s why.”

“They do taste a bit leafy,” said Auntie Hen, eyeing the mountain of lime candies in the corner and shaking her head.

“Like grass!” replied her sister.

“Don’t forget about the yogurt raisin and Licorice Twithstssss,” said Marcel.

“The what?” said Auntie.

“The Licorice Twithstssss,” said Marcel. Auntie Hen frowned.

Marcel had a voice the hen sisters said reminded them of the slush machine in the lobby—sloshing, a bit wet. S’s always seemed to get caught in the back of his mouth and shimmy before they squirted out.

He said it slower this time. “Lic-or-ice Twithstssssssssss.”

“Licorice Twists! He said Licorice Twists!” shouted Uncle Henrietta. She took one look at Marcel. “And where are your glasses?” she barked, before turning her head and plunging it into the coppery feathers of her back.

Auntie blinked. “Oh! Marcel! What’s happened to your glasses?”

Marcel pointed behind her and blushed.

“Well, how did they get there?” said Auntie, turning to find his spectacles wedged beneath her feathery behind.

How indeed. But eyeglasses of all sorts had a way of turning up in many a seat. Marcel had often thought that his, found stuck between seats 93 and 94A after a Saturday matinee, were like a gift from the Good Witch Glinda herself. From the moment he’d put them on, everything was crisper, brighter, Technicolor. The world looked like a bit of Munchkinland magic with the right pair of glasses.

It took a good amount of tugging and clucking, but Marcel’s spectacles were soon retrieved. He adjusted them on his furry nose.

Auntie Hen beamed at him. “Don’t you look dashing.”

“He looks like a horsefly,” came Uncle Henrietta’s muffled grumble.

Marcel smiled at his friends. “Good morning, Auntie. And good morning, Uncle Henrietta. How was your sleep?”

“Terrible,” said Uncle.

“I’ve had better,” Auntie mused. “I think a chunk of plaster got me right in the head last night. Barely slept a wink!”

On trying mornings such as these, Marcel usually volunteered to scrounge up breakfast alone. Even when fully rested, the hens were slow. They might get distracted by a petrified gummy worm and peck at it for hours. They’d stop to catch their breath and fall asleep in one of the seats and Marcel would have to start a one-hedgehog search party. And then there was that time Auntie Hen caught a claw in the carpet, lost her footing, and rolled down the entire length of the grand staircase, end over feathered end, landing in a heap at the bottom, a gumdrop wedged in one eye.

It wasn’t a pretty sight.

“You can rest if you’re not feeling up to it today,” he said.

“Up to it?” Uncle Henrietta repeated. “You try balancing on a couple of straws for legs and then ask me if I want to climb stairs.”

“I can get your breakfast. I don’t mind,” Marcel assured her. And he didn’t mind. It kept him busy, kept his mind off, well, things.

Okay, it kept his mind off her.

Dorothy. His Dorothy.

Auntie Hen waved a wing in his direction. “No, no, Marcel. You can use the assistance. And we could use the exercise. We’ll help!” She leaned close and winked. “If my dear sister didn’t insist on stuffing herself with so many Toffee Beans, her legs wouldn’t be such a trial.

“Can’t blame her, I guess,” she went on. “I’ve acquired quite a taste for Cinnamon Snaps myself. I can’t tell you what a relief it is not to be eating chicken feed for every meal.”

It wasn’t a year ago that the hens had arrived. And on a howling storm of a night.

The French film Bonjour, Mes Amis had played that evening (Hello, My Friends, the subtitles read); Marcel always thought it a serendipitous wink of fate. The hens were the only visitors who’d laid foot or claw in the balcony since Marcel arrived. Even Gomer Dupree gave the abandoned, not-quite-safe and never-needed-anyway balcony a blind eye.

The hens had escaped from a poultry truck crammed with cages, awhirl with flying chicken feathers, and bound for a warehouse. What a warehouse was, they couldn’t be certain, but Uncle Henrietta always had a good gut instinct about things and felt they didn’t want to find out.

Into the broken air vent in the alley, they went. Through a maze of metal tubing—left and right and up, up, up. Landing finally in the balcony by way of a missing heating grate, the same twisty path Marcel had taken… Was it more than six months ago now?

Had it really been more than six months since then? Since…

Marcel shook his head to chase the thought away.

The sisters had tumbled into the balcony with a wet crash and a flop, rolled down an aisle, and come to a stop at the balcony’s edge, thunder heralding their arrival.

And Marcel had barely been able to contain himself. He’d held out a paw, just like he’d seen people greet each other in movies. (His was a tad shaky with excitement.) Spouting a hundred hellos, he’d asked for their names.

The first chicken blinked at him. “Sister,” she’d said.

“Sister,” Marcel repeated. “And your name?” he asked the second.

“Sister,” said the other. “She calls me Sister.”

Marcel had frowned. “You’re both Sister? Don’t you have names?”

“Since when does a hen need a name?” the second chicken had asked. “Don’t see why it matters.”

But to Marcel, it did. “I might like to tell you apart better,” he answered her. “Do you think I could give you names?”

“Of course you can!” said the first chicken.

“Don’t see why it matters,” repeated the second.

But two names popped into his head then. From his favorite movie, The Wizard of Oz.

Auntie Em. Uncle Henry.

Those were names he could work with.

He’d looked to the first chicken. “Can I call you Auntie Hen?”

“It’s perfect!” she’d said.

He looked to the second. “And, you, maybe Uncle Hennn… rietta?”

“Fine,” she’d answered.

And fine it fairly was and had been ever since. For two old hens who’d never seen anything more than the inside of a cage their whole lives, the Emerald City Theater was a pretty good gig: room to stretch, plenty of snacks, and the movies weren’t bad either.

But to Marcel, their arrival meant he was no longer alone.

He’d always be a bit lost, mind you, but at least now he wasn’t alone.

Marcel, listening to Auntie peck at her sister to get moving and Uncle squawking her displeasure in reply, wandered back to the balcony’s ledge. He climbed up, rested his chin on the mahogany, and peered into the empty seats below.

Alone.

It was surprising that for all its beauty, for the cheery show tunes and happy endings, for the many smiling faces it welcomed and friendly whispers soft as a kiss, a place like the Emerald City Theater could still feel very lonely. He’d seen it in the face of an old woman sitting in an empty row, dabbing her eyes during Summer’s Loss. She’d left before the movie ended.

He’d seen it in a boy with his mother on opening day of Sea-Space 9: Intergalactic Octopus Invasion, stealing glances at a group of kids his age. When the group spotted him, they’d pointed fingers, whispered, snickered. The boy had slouched deep in his seat, trying to disappear.

Marcel knew lonely feelings well.

Sure, there were things he supposed he liked about living in the theater: The smell of popcorn, heavy in the air and clinging to the patchy carpets. A caramel when he could find one. He found himself getting swept up in every romantic movie and trying to imagine what it felt like to have an arm around your shoulder or someone holding your hand. He loved when children came for the cartoons; the sound of their excited babble was as soothing as a scratch behind the ears. Marcel liked it when they laughed at the funny parts. He laughed at those parts too.

And then there was The Wizard of Oz every Saturday.

It had been their movie—his and Dorothy’s.

His Dorothy’s.

He remembered the first time he’d stepped into the theater, and there it was playing! Hope had swelled in his heart like a hot air balloon.

It was a sign! It was something. If his Dorothy fell from the sky anywhere, surely, surely, she would fall right here. And then maybe everything could go back to what it was. Maybe?

He thought he’d found her again so many times.

The flash of red high-tops might do it. A glimpse of auburn braids. If a girl with freckles on her cheeks and braces on her teeth walked down an aisle, lowered a seat, and settled in with a tub of popcorn with extra butter, he only saw her.

His long-lost Dorothy.

But visions like that tended to melt as quickly as slush from the slush machine, and hope gets tossed away as sourly as folks tossed out their Fruit Gems.

It was always, always the limes.






CHAPTER 2 A Peppermint Predicament


THE DIFFICULT THING ABOUT SATURDAYS was timing.

After he locked the glass doors of the freshly groomed theater on the heels of a Friday-night show, Gomer Dupree would walk home to get a few hours’ sleep before returning to open for the Saturday matinee. For the three stowaways, this meant little time to glean the treats that were kicked under the soda fountain or stuck between seats. Overlooked popcorn kernels could be found every which way, but it took hours to gather them, and drinking from the soda machine was a lot harder than it looked. They had to take turns pressing the buttons. And though hopping down the sweeping staircase wasn’t too taxing on the hens, when they did join Marcel, climbing the steps back to the balcony was no easy task. There were more than a few times they’d made it back to row HH just as the janitor’s key turned in the lock.

This particular Saturday was turning out to be just such a day.

“Hurry up, Hen,” grumped Uncle Henrietta. “Your legs are as long as mine and I’m twice as wide. There’s no excuse for the snail’s pace.”

An out-of-breath Auntie lagged behind, trying to balance the rare find of a half-full box of Fruit Gems on her wide back. “Sister,” she wheezed. “You forget I’m older than you. There’s less life in my bones.”

Uncle Henrietta snorted. “Twelve hours isn’t older, you old biddy. Get a move on.”

Marcel pulled the box from Auntie Hen’s back. “Need some help?” he asked. “You could spear a few on my spines. They’re sure to stick.”

Auntie Hen smiled. “Well, now, there’s a plan,” she said, and together they skewered eight limes, a lemon, and two particularly precious strawberry-flavored Gems, to his left shoulder, right flank, and the top of his head.

“You look like a Christmas tree!” Auntie said when she was done. (Auntie had a fondness for any film with a Christmas tree in it, as they looked “good enough to eat.”)

“Hrmph,” grumped Uncle Henrietta from the doors to the lobby. “You’re going to look like a deserted Christmas tree if you don’t hurry it up!”

Marcel rushed up the theater aisle and out into the lobby toward the steps to the second floor. Auntie huffed and puffed behind him.

Day had dawned while they’d been getting breakfast, and outside the theater’s glass doors, the sky had the gray tinge of cold weather to come. Marcel wondered if he shouldn’t summon the small, retired freight elevator; he regularly encouraged the hens to make use of it to save them all the trial of the steps. Just a pull of the gate and a turn of the crank was all it would take. (He’d seen it in a movie.) Either hen could easily flap up to the handle, and their weight alone would lower the crank for a short ride to the second floor. But Uncle Henrietta only ever said, “I don’t trust hot metal boxes with doors on ’em. Got a bad feeling about it. I once had a dream I roasted to a crisp in something like that.”

So that was that.

Just outside the lobby, leaves swirled off the sidewalk onto the emerald-tiled entrance. People rushed past unaware, never noticing things like leaves or hens or hedgehogs. Most never stopped to look at the theater at all.

As he fixed a candy on his side that was threatening to slide off, Marcel watched a dark car slow and pull up in front of the theater.

“Hurry up! Dupree will be back soon,” warned Uncle Henrietta. “We cut it too close the last time.”

“Oh, Sister. You are a worrywart,” said Auntie Hen from somewhere behind the snack counter.

“There’s always the elevator,” Marcel suggested for the one hundred sixty-somethingish time. “Want me to summon it?”

“You know how I feel about it!” Uncle snapped back.

Marcel sighed. As the elevator was their one and only “Emergency Exit Plan” (he’d seen that in a movie too and thought it sounded like a good idea), he’d feel a lot better if they practiced it at least once.

It wouldn’t be today.

Marcel followed Uncle to the grand staircase and noticed again the dark car puttering at the curb. The shadow of a man sat behind the wheel. He seemed to be waiting.

Marcel tripped over a snag in the carpet and caught himself. He was carrying mostly candy this morning, which was a lot heavier than popcorn. The Fruit Gems on his back only added to the load. The stairs would be trickier than normal.

They’d made it up only three steps when behind them came a thump and a thrashing sound.

“Oh my, oh dear, oh, this is a problem!” came Auntie Hen’s voice from behind the concession counter.

“Quit your fooling around and get out here!” ordered Uncle Henrietta.

“I would,” came Auntie’s muffled voice. “But I seem to be a little stuck!”

Uncle Henrietta stomped her foot. “Well, get unstuck!”

The thrashing continued. “I can’t!”

Marcel set his armload of candy on the step and Uncle her paper sack of popcorn. Crossing the lobby, they made their way behind the glass counter stuffed with snacks. All appeared normal but for the sliding door on the back of the stand, off its track. The wide, feathered bottom of Auntie Hen was wiggling out the back, her skinny yellow legs and feet kicking wildly about.

“It was unlocked! We can have all the strawberry Gems we want!” clucked Auntie Hen.

Marcel tried the door. It didn’t budge.

“Turn sideways!” said Uncle. “Suck in your feathers! If you didn’t eat so many peppermints this morning, you’d slide right through!”

Auntie Hen’s legs kept swinging.

“Grab a foot,” Uncle said to Marcel. “I’ll get the other.”

They pulled. They pulled some more. The chicken didn’t budge.

“We’re running out of time,” said a worried Uncle. She looked through the window of the concession stand to the entrance beyond. Marcel’s eyes followed.

A little cloud of exhaust puffed in the far corner of the glass doors. Marcel couldn’t see it now, but the dark car must still be there. What was it doing? He felt an uneasiness settle in his stomach.

(Or maybe he’d had a few too many peppermints too.)

Marcel thought hard. What might help Auntie slip through the door and fast? The soda machine didn’t seem right. A slushie…? Maybe.

No.

Butter. That slippery scrumptiousness generously pumped onto every awaiting popcorn tub.

He told Uncle Henrietta his idea.

“That’s the worst plan I’ve ever heard!” she shouted. “Butter on a chicken? My gut’s screaming it’s a bad idea. But I don’t see as we’ve got any choice!”

Marcel scrambled up the stack of heavy kernel sacks leaning against the back counter to the butter dispenser and threw a soda cup beneath it. He climbed onto the pump and jumped. Butter squirted out in great, greasy spurts. He jumped a bit more. Then he dropped the nearly full cup to a waiting Uncle Henrietta. Some splattered on her head.

“WORST THING I’VE EVER HEARD!” she squawked again.

As Marcel made his way down, he could see Auntie’s coppery feathers grow slick as Uncle Henrietta poured the liquid butter over her backside. The grease would take ages to come out, he thought.

But she did smell delicious.

Uncle stopped pouring. “Grab a leg!” she ordered again, and she and Marcel pulled and twisted. Still the chicken didn’t budge.

Just then there was a jangle at the doors. The three of them froze and looked up.

Gomer Dupree stood just outside, keys in hand.

A man in a dark suit stood beside him, his meaty fingers reaching for the handle.






CHAPTER 3 Hot Buttered Hen and Heartache


AUNTIE HEN SQUEEZED HER EYES shut. “I can’t look!” she squeaked.

Marcel’s glasses slid off his face and dropped to the floor. “I can’t see.”

Uncle Henrietta groaned.

The men at the door stood talking. The shiny brass handle glinted under the man in the dark suit’s grip, but the door, for now, remained closed. Gomer Dupree spoke excitedly, his hands turning like pinwheels.

Auntie Hen opened an eye. “What’s he doing?” she asked.

“Does it matter?” Uncle clucked. “Pull!”

Marcel pulled with all his might, but his paws were slick. He slipped backward and went tumbling into the large spokes of the popcorn cart’s bicycle-like wheels. He felt around for his spectacles, and finding them, threw them back on his nose.

Past the concession stand and beyond the glass doors, the men were arguing now. Gomer’s keys flashed as he shook them. The man in the suit took his hand from the door handle and reached inside his jacket, where Marcel spotted… a badge. Marcel recognized it from all the action movies he’d seen, winking gold, like a shield. The sight of it gave him a dark feeling. Dark as dried-up Crystal Cola syrup.

The man pulled out a folded sheet of paper and began to paste it to the glass.

Gomer Dupree’s shoulders drooped.

When the man in the suit finished smoothing out the paper and tacking down the edges, Marcel watched as Gomer shook his head miserably, shoved his keys back into the pocket of his overalls, and walked out of sight. The man in the suit followed.

“What’s happening?” whispered Auntie Hen.

“How should I know?” answered Uncle Henrietta.

Something wasn’t right. Marcel could feel it. Men with badges in the movies were always on some sort of official business and it was almost never good. Marcel shifted his feet. He nibbled his nails. The dark feeling felt sickly, ominously sweet.

He needed to know what was going on.

Marcel dropped to all fours and darted to the front doors, being sure to stick to the shadows in case the two men appeared again.

“Marcel!” squealed Auntie Hen.

“Get back here!” shouted Uncle.

Marcel ignored them. He had to find out where Gomer Dupree and the badge man had gone.

He slowed as he neared the glass and crept to the furthermost edge. He peeked out.

There they were on the sidewalk. Marcel watched as the men shook hands and the man in the suit climbed into the puttering car. This close, Marcel could see something stamped on the car’s door.

Marcel was lucky he’d spent so many hours watching foreign films and movies for the hearing impaired. He’d taught himself to read using subtitles. “Shirley River Building Inspector,” he sounded out before the car pulled away from the curb.

A wilted Gomer Dupree watched the car drive off. When at last he looked away, the old Emerald City janitor walked across the street and disappeared inside a hardware store.

“What do you see?” came Auntie Hen’s nervous squeak.

Marcel squinted up at the sheet of paper flapping on the door. The print was far too small to read from where he stood.

“It’s the chicken pox, isn’t it?” wailed Auntie. “Or the bird flu! I saw that in a movie. They put a sign on the door saying the place was contaminated with disease. We’ve contaminated the place, Uncle!”

“Hush, Sister!” snapped Uncle Henrietta. “Marcel. What do you see?”

There was no time to answer, for at that moment Gomer Dupree came shuffling out of the store with a large roll of paper under one arm and a plastic bag swinging from the other. He headed straight for Marcel, who scampered back behind the concession stand as fast as his short legs could carry him.

The three animals watched through the glass as Gomer pulled a writing utensil out of the bag and knelt on the paper. His arm swirled out a string of words. When he finished, he stood and taped the sign to the doors of the theater.

Gomer stepped back to admire his work. A strange look passed over his brown, wrinkled face. He slid off the cap covering his bald head and placed it over his heart. He stood that way for a full minute before shoving his cap back on and tramping away through the dry leaves on the pavement.

“This is all so puzzling,” said Auntie Hen, still wedged in the snack counter’s sliding door. “What on earth is going on?”

“Darned if I know,” answered her sister.

Marcel licked his lips. His heart still hammered in his chest. But as minutes ticked by, the hammering slowed and returned to its normal thumpity-thump.

An hour passed. At 11:30, a woman holding the hand of a little girl approached the doors. She stopped to take in the large sign Gomer Dupree had plastered to the front of the building, and the two walked away.

At 11:34, a tall man strode into the open, emerald-tiled vestibule, took one look, and strode off.

At 11:35, four elderly women with matching patent-leather pocketbooks shambled up to the glass. One pointed to the darkened ticket booth, another rifled through her purse for dollar bills. One tried to open the doors but found them locked. The last adjusted her bifocals and read from the poster. With glum looks, all four walked back in the direction they’d come.

It went on like this for the next half hour.

Eventually, the theatergoers dwindled. Then stopped.

Auntie Hen fell out of the candy counter with a THWUNK.

“Really?” said Uncle Henrietta. “You just fell out like that?”

“I get puffy when I’m anxious!”

Henrietta shook her head. “Honestly. Sometimes I don’t know how we came from the same coop.”

Marcel, his short spines still spotted with Fruit Gems, crept out from behind the stand. A beak latched on to his leg and pulled him back.

“We go together this time,” said Uncle Henrietta.

They crossed the lobby. Auntie’s buttery feathers gleamed under the crystal chandeliers. Uncle’s too.

“Well, there’s a sign there. Sure as there’s butter on my backside. Now what?” asked Henrietta when they got to the doors.

Light shone through the paper; the dark words leapt off the page.

“I thought it might have pictures,” said a disappointed Auntie Hen.

“I can read it,” said Marcel. He cleared his throat and picked his way through the backward words. “The Emerald City Theater is closed until further notice,” he read. “Thank you for all the years. Sincerely, Gomer Dupree, Owner.”

Auntie Hen gasped.

Uncle Henrietta moaned.

Marcel’s face felt hot, and he swallowed hard.

Closed? What did that mean? Would they need to find a new place to live?

Marcel had grown used to the theater. Grown used to his popcorn-bucket house with the chewed door, nestled between the two hen sisters. To gathering armloads of candy every morning for breakfast—some might consider a candy breakfast a dream! He liked the smell of popcorn. It wasn’t Dorothy’s popcorn of course—Dorothy liked hers doused in butter with Parmesan cheese, in a pillow fort on the floor, and an old musical or The Wizard of Oz warbling away on the television. But for the past six months, the theater had been home.

He and the hens could get by on lime Fruit Gems for a while. Especially if they rationed them. But would they have enough food until the theater opened again? If it opened again? Would they need to find food elsewhere?

Would he have to go back out on the street?

Marcel’s knees buckled.

“I need a hug,” Auntie said.

“I need a Toffee Bean,” said Uncle.

Marcel felt like he needed a nap. He promised himself that as soon as he returned to the torn, velvet cushion of seat 6HH and crawled inside his popcorn tub, he’d turn a few times, curl up, and pray for a sound, forgetful sleep.

But it would have to wait.

The hen sisters decided that since they’d already suffered a trip down the stairs, they might as well gather what food they could and save themselves the trial of another trip.

“Could stick all our goodies in that awful contraption and send it up,” said Uncle, pointing to the small elevator. “You can handle it, can’t you, Marcel?”

He couldn’t. He couldn’t fly up and reach the lever. But maybe an elevator full of sweets would be reason enough for the hens to try….

He’d cross that bridge later.

As Auntie and Uncle raided what they could of the open concession stand and loaded it into the elevator, Marcel did another sweep of the theater. He was working hard at pulling over a cup of Chocolate Buttons he’d sniffed out when, suddenly, he heard a door open. Then voices.

Then the terrified squawks of the hen sisters and a thrashing of wings.

“He’s got me! He’s got me!” squealed Auntie Hen.

Marcel’s stomach dropped like a stone.

He—Gomer Dupree—did not, in fact, have Auntie, though he was, at this very moment, chasing her down the theater aisle toward Marcel. Two others were hot on the tail feathers of Uncle Henrietta.

“You go that way!” shouted a bearded man to Gomer. “Peterman, you go over there. We’ll meet in the middle!”

“Marcel!” Auntie slipped through Gomer’s grasp like a recently buttered hen. “Marcel! What do I do?” she squawked.

Uncle Henrietta flew at the bearded man’s head and scratched at his shiny hard hat. “Get to safety, Hen!”

“Where?” she squealed.

Marcel couldn’t breathe. His legs, he didn’t think, would carry him.

If only they’d practiced his “Emergency Exit Plan.”

“The elevator,” he managed to spit out. “Get to the elevator and stop between floors! Stick to the plan!”

He sure hoped the hens remembered the plan.

Marcel sucked in his breath and sprang into action.

He hopped off the seat and ran down the row. He flew up the center aisle but turned four rows from the back to avoid a large boot. He could hear flapping wings, excited voices, and the near-constant squawking of the sisters. Marcel scrambled down the row to the end and waited, breathing hard.

He remembered a small hole in the wall on the other side of the theater, and he had a thought.

“Auntie! Uncle! Take the elevator! Don’t wait for me! I’ll lead them away! I’ve got a place to hide!” He could wait it out inside the hole until the men quit looking.

He just needed to make it there.

“I’m too scared!” Auntie squealed, as behind her, Gomer Dupree stumbled over Marcel’s cup of Chocolate Buttons and they scattered like ants from a trampled anthill. The others were crawling down rows in pursuit of Uncle, who’d clambered under the seats.

Marcel’s heart was a snare drum, and the blood pumping through his veins felt fizzy with soda pop. What they needed was a distraction.

All three men now crawled on the floor after the hens. Each time any of them thought he’d caught one, the buttered hen would slip through his grasp. “Three on two!” one of the men shouted. “We corner them! Over there!”

Marcel planted his feet. He sucked up his courage. He waited for the men to crawl after the hens into the aisle.

Auntie emerged, then Uncle from under the seats ahead. Gomer appeared, then the others.

Marcel bolted. With every ounce of him, he made as much noise as his little lungs would allow. A hissing, howling ball of needles, Marcel made for the crawling men.

“Aaaaaaah!” shrieked one.

“Watch out!” barked the other.

“What is it?” Gomer cried. The men shuffled back, scrambling to their feet.

“The elevator!” Marcel shouted as he sailed past the hens. He chased the men toward the front of the theater as the hens raced out the back.

Just as a growling, spluttering Marcel cornered the three, Marcel heard the rattle of the elevator gate. The freight elevator knocked and rumbled to life.

The hens were escaping!

Suddenly the look in the men’s eyes went from shock to determination.

Marcel gulped.

He whirled around and tore up the aisle. He wove through seats, down rows, banked off walls, trying to shake off his pursuers. He spotted the hole in the wall and ran faster.

He was just a few steps from freedom, when suddenly…

FOOMP.

Everything went black.

Marcel felt himself tumbling around in the darkness.

“I got it, Peterman!” he heard a voice above him shout. “I’m taking it to the truck! You find the chickens!”

“They disappeared!”

“Keep looking! Meet me back at the office!” the voice barked.

Marcel rattled around in what he now recognized to be some sort of wooden crate. The man jogged up the aisle. Cool, autumn air shot through the box’s cracks as they slammed through the front doors. There was a sailing sensation as Marcel’s box was pitched into the bed of the truck.

(At least that’s where Marcel assumed he’d crashed.)

He heard a truck door open and slam.

He heard an engine rumble to life and felt the ground beneath him vibrate.

He knew, as the sharp air began to sweep violently through the cracks and into a small knothole in the side of the crate, that he was rushing away from the Emerald City Theater.

And try as he might to ignore it, something told him…

He was farther now from Dorothy than he’d ever been before.
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