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Chapter 1

The Last Carrot of the Summer

 
There are lots of things in life that are bad. Bat was good at listing them. Yogurt with chunky fruit in it. Crowded places. Sudden loud noises. Extra-hot days. Itchy tags on shirts. Being around people when you want to be alone; being alone when you want to be around people.

Luckily, Bat’s best friend, Israel, was good at listing things that aren’t bad.

“Carrot slices dipped in ranch dressing,” he said, dipping a carrot slice into ranch dressing. “Shade on an extra-hot day.”

Bat nodded. Those things were good. Today was an extra-hot day, but at least he got to spend it with Israel. They were sprawled together on a blanket in Bat’s backyard, underneath the wide canopy of a tree that was technically their neighbor’s but sent most of its shade to this side of the fence. Israel was leaning against the fence as he munched his carrot slice; Bat lay on his back trying to keep his legs from touching so they wouldn’t get stuck together by sweat. Thor, his five-month-old pet skunk, was with them, stretched out next to Bat. Even though it was too hot to cuddle, Bat couldn’t resist resting the tips of his fingers on Thor’s soft pelt.
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It was the last weekend before the start of the new school year, but the heat made it feel more like the middle of summer. Still, there were signs that fall would be here soon. The days were beginning to get shorter again; in the middle of summer, it had stayed light until almost nine o’clock at night, a full hour after Bat’s bedtime, but lately, the sun was setting right when it was time for him to brush his teeth and Thor’s coat (he also brushed Thor’s teeth, but only once a week, on Wednesdays). And Thor’s Garden, the vegetable patch Bat and Israel had planted and tended for the past three months, was going to seed. Though Thor was a bigger fan of garden grubs than garden plants, there had been enough vegetables for Bat and his family to enjoy and to share with Israel and his parents, too. And it was pretty cute to watch Thor root around in the dirt with his long, curved claws, chowing down on everything he could scavenge.

And then, yesterday, Bat’s mom took him and his sister, Janie, to do some back-to-school shopping. Janie was starting junior high school this year and had been excited to pick out a fresh backpack and new folders and a pencil case and colored pencils for the drawing class she was going to start twice a week after school.

Bat, however, had not been excited about shopping.

“I already have a backpack and folders and all that stuff from last year,” he told them. “I don’t need anything new.”

“Well, Bat,” Mom said, “if you don’t need any supplies, you can just come along for the ride.”

“I’ve ridden in our car lots of times,” Bat said.

“What Mom means is that you’re not allowed to stay at home by yourself,” said Janie, “so you have to come with us, even if you don’t want to buy anything.”

“Oh,” Bat had said. “Okay, then.”

Usually, Mom was better than most people at being clear about what she meant. But sometimes she would “beat around the bush” just like other people did.

Anyway, now Janie’s new school stuff was all packed up in her new purple backpack, sitting inside, right by the front door. That was something else that was reminding Bat that summer was almost over.

There was one carrot slice left on the plate. Bat picked it up and broke it into two. The snap sound it made startled Thor awake; his shiny black eyes popped open, and his leathery black nose quivered as he sniffed.

“I think he wants some carrot,” said Israel.

Bat held a carrot piece out to Thor (without dipping it into ranch dressing), and the skunk took it gently from his hand. Then Bat broke the other half of the last carrot slice into two pieces, and he gave one of them to Israel.

“Thanks, Bat,” said Israel, and then the air was filled with the comfortable, friendly sound of the three of them munching on the last carrot of the summer, together.





Chapter 2

Not on the Way to School

 
Something else on the list of what Bat didn’t like: starting new things. He liked doing old things, the things he already knew how to do and knew he would enjoy. Of course, as Mom and Janie liked to remind him, he couldn’t find out if something might become an old thing unless he did the new thing first. Even so, old things were just easier.

Bat liked hanging out in his room and reading his animal encyclopedia; animals were his favorite thing in the world, after all, and now that Thor’s enclosure was a permanent part of Bat’s room, that meant that whenever Bat was sitting in his beanbag, flipping through his favorite book about his favorite subject, his very favorite animal—Thor—was close by.

Bat liked being with Janie in the kitchen, especially when Janie was in a good mood and felt like baking. She would let Bat help, but she didn’t make him do any of the gross sticky stuff like cracking eggs or scraping out the very bottom of the bowl. And she always let Bat have the first cookie, as soon as it was cool enough to eat.

Bat liked going with Mom to her veterinary clinic and helping Laurence, the vet tech, with various procedures, like weighing the patients and giving baths.

He liked being with his dad sometimes . . . not all the times, like when Dad would play sports too loudly on the television or when he’d cook something that made his whole apartment smell like garlic and onions. But ever since Dad agreed that Bat should get to keep Thor, he had been more interested in all the interesting things Bat had been learning about skunks. He still didn’t let Thor come along on Every-Other Weekends, when Bat and Janie stayed at his apartment, but maybe Bat could change his mind.

Bat used to like going to school, because last year, going to school meant seeing Mr. Grayson and, even better, Mr. Grayson’s class rabbit, Babycakes. But that was last year, when Bat was in the third grade. This year, Bat would be in the fourth grade, which meant no Mr. Grayson, and no Babycakes.

“Well,” Mom said as she put the key in the ignition of her burgundy station wagon, “it’s not as if Mr. Grayson and Babycakes have disappeared. They’ll still be there, on the other side of the wall.”

“Yeah,” said Janie. “It’s no big deal, Bat.”

Bat could feel himself starting to get angry. He didn’t like the way his body felt when he was mad; everything got tight, his chest and his fists and his face, and he either started breathing harder or he forgot to breathe. Janie had no idea what was a big deal and what wasn’t a big deal. One of the best things about third grade had been Mr. Grayson’s open-door Babycakes policy—if anyone needed to, they could get up from their seat and go snuggle Babycakes, no permission needed, no questions asked. And Bat was a kid who often needed a snuggle.
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He was just about to tell Janie how dumb and wrong she was when Mom said, “Well, hon, I’ll bet that it’s a pretty big deal to Bat, even if it doesn’t seem like one to you.” She looked over her shoulder at Bat, who was sitting in the middle seat, and smiled. Bat didn’t smile back, but her words did make him feel a tiny bit better.

“It’s not like you have to start at an entirely different school where you have to change classes every hour and keep your stuff in a locker and memorize a combination,” Janie said. But she didn’t say it like she was upset about it . . . she said it like it was exciting.

“I liked it when you walked to school,” Bat told her. Then, he’d had the whole back seat to himself in the mornings, and he’d had Mom to himself, too. They could talk if he felt like talking or just drive quietly if he didn’t. But Frances Ellen Watkins Harper Junior High School was too far away from their house for Janie to walk.

“That’s mean, Bat,” said Janie.

“When you walked to school, I had the car all to myself,” Bat explained. “It was quieter. And the trip meter always read 2.3 miles. Taking you to school first is going to mess that up, too.”

Janie made a sound like a growl.

“I don’t think your explanation is helping your sister feel any better about what you said,” Mom told him. She started the engine and backed the car down the driveway. “And, Janie, I like having you with us,” she added.

“I’m glad one of you does,” said Janie.

“I like having you with us, too,” said Bat. “Just not on the way to school.”

“Well, I guess you’ll just have to put up with me,” Janie said. “At least until Ezra and I start carpooling.”

Bat thought about that word—carpooling—as Mom maneuvered the station wagon down their quiet little street and out onto the bigger road that led toward town. He imagined a bunch of cars all jumping into a swimming pool, using their tires as arms to swim around. In general Bat preferred words that said what they meant more clearly, but sometimes a word like this—like “carpooling”—gave him a funny picture in his mind that he sort of liked.

“Hey, Janie,” he said. “Do you think you could draw a picture of a bunch of cars swimming around in a pool together?”

“Probably,” she said. “And maybe one of them could be jumping off a diving board?”

This made Bat laugh. “And would one of them be a lifeguard?”

“Sure,” said Janie. “Maybe, like, a Jeep? I don’t know why, but Jeeps feel like they would make good lifeguards. I’ll try drawing something later.”

Bat nodded. He’d like to see that picture. Maybe riding to school with Janie would be all right.

Maybe everything would be.





Chapter 3

A Visit with Mr. Grayson

 
When Bat pulled open the door of the Saw Whet School, he had a comfortable feeling again. There was Principal Martinez standing in the hallway, greeting kids on their way to class, like she always did. The smallest students were being led by their parents to the kindergarten room, where Miss Kiko, who rang the starting bell each morning, was greeting them, one by one.

The kindergarteners looked so . . . small! It was hard for Bat to believe that he had ever been that small. But then, he thought of how much Thor had grown, in just five months. The first day that Mom had brought him home, he’d been all pink and hairless, and he had fit easily into just one of Bat’s hands. Now, he was about full grown, the size of a small cat. It made Bat sort of happy and sort of sad to think about how big Thor had gotten. Maybe that was why his throat felt tight and his eyes pricked with tears.

Bat squeezed the straps of his backpack. The hallway felt so crowded, and it was too loud. Bat wished he was at home in his bedroom with Thor.

The next thing he knew, he was standing in the doorway of Mr. Grayson’s classroom. Mr. Grayson was in the back corner, showing some new kids the cubbies. Bat hadn’t seen Mr. Grayson since school had ended in the spring; it was nice to see him again, but that wasn’t why Bat was here. He was here to see Babycakes.

He took a shortcut through the center of the room to get to Babycakes’s enclosure. The sweet, itchy smell of fresh straw tickled his nose, and he felt his shoulders relaxing when he saw that the bunny’s water bottle was full, and that there were alfalfa pellets in her food bowl.

But Babycakes wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Bat felt his shoulders raising up tightly again.

“Well, if it isn’t Bat!” Mr. Grayson’s warm hand fell gently onto Bat’s shoulder. Bat looked at it and noticed that Mr. Grayson was wearing a new ring, a thick silver band on his thumb, but Bat wasn’t there to talk about jewelry.

“Where’s Babycakes?” Bat asked.

“It’s nice to see you, too, Bat,” said Mr. Grayson.

Bat felt himself begin to rise up on his toes and bounce. “Where’s Babycakes?” he asked again.

“Jenny should be arriving with her any minute now,” Mr. Grayson answered. “How was your summer, Bat?”
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That’s right. Bat knew that Jenny Pearson had taken care of Babycakes for the summer; Mr. Grayson had offered the job to Bat, but because Bat had the important job of being Thor’s caretaker, he’d suggested Jenny watch Babycakes instead, because Jenny was a reliable person. But she was also often a late person. She was reliably late.

Bat looked at the classroom door to see if maybe Jenny was walking through it right at that moment, with Babycakes in her carrier. But she wasn’t. So, he answered Mr. Grayson’s question.

“I had a mostly good summer,” he said. “The best part was when my family all agreed that Thor should stay as part of our family.”

Mr. Grayson nodded. “That’s great news, Bat.”

“Yes,” said Bat. “The greatest.”

Mr. Grayson was quiet for a moment, like he was waiting for something. Then, he said, “My summer was good, too.”

Bat wasn’t always very good at conversations. The truth was, he hadn’t been wondering if Mr. Grayson had a good summer; he had been wondering when Jenny would arrive with Babycakes. But he was glad that Mr. Grayson’s summer had been good.

They stood side by side for a moment longer, Bat waiting for Jenny to show up with Babycakes. Then a few kids came into the room—more of Mr. Grayson’s new third graders—and he turned to greet them.

“Welcome, learners!” he said, and he spread his arms wide like he was trying to hug the whole world. “I’m so glad to have you here today. Please, take whichever seat is calling to you.”

Bat knew that the seats weren’t literally calling to anyone, but it still made him imagine a funny scene. He decided to tell Janie about it when he got home that afternoon; maybe she could draw a picture of a seat with a mouth, calling to a person.

A boy pulled back the chair that had been Bat’s last year. He felt two ways about this: first, sort of uncomfortable and squishy inside, seeing someone else take his seat, and then, sort of proud that he’d had such a good seat that this kid wanted it to be his this year.

Bat went over to the kid. “That used to be my seat,” he told him.

The kid looked up. “So?” he said.

Bat didn’t have anything to say to this.

Mr. Grayson came over and rested his hand again on Bat’s shoulder. “Bat, I think it’s time for you to go to your classroom. Mr. Peña is a stickler for punctuality. You don’t want to be late on the first day.”

Mr. Peña was new to the school. Bat’s mom had told him that the teacher he was supposed to have for fourth grade, Ms. Imani, had decided to go back to school herself, and so the school had hired someone else to teach the class.

“I don’t want to be late on any day,” Bat said.

Mr. Grayson nodded. “I hear you,” he said. “So, you’d better get going. You can stop by later and visit Babycakes if you have time.”

“Okay,” said Bat. He didn’t like the feeling of walking away from his old desk, and out of his old classroom. But he decided to be optimistic. Maybe things would be exactly the same in Mr. Peña’s class as they had been in Mr. Grayson’s. After all, Mr. Grayson had set things up and done things just about perfectly. There was no reason Mr. Peña should be different at all.





Chapter 4

Too Many Changes

 
Mr. Peña’s class was not exactly like Mr. Grayson’s. In fact, almost everything seemed different.

There were still desks; there was still a whiteboard; there was still a bank of windows along one wall. But rather than rows of individual desks facing the front of the room, the desks were sorted into little groups of four desks each, facing into one another. The whiteboard was on wheels and could be moved around the classroom. There was a teacher’s desk in one corner, but it was a standing desk.

And there was no class pet.

Bat knew this because the first thing he did when he didn’t see an obvious area for an animal was walk slowly through the classroom, his hands on the straps of his backpack. Maybe there was a hamster or gerbil enclosure tucked in among the books in the small library area?

Nope.

Maybe over by the cubbies, there was a chameleon or lizard, hidden among the hooks and backpacks?

Nope.

Maybe Mr. Peña kept his classroom pet over in his corner, by the strange standing desk?

There was a plug with a thick black cord, and that gave Bat a jolt of hope; maybe Mr. Peña had a snake enclosure, and the cord powered a small heater. But, no. The cord connected to the desk itself, not a terrarium. Bat couldn’t see why a desk would need electricity, even a strange tall desk like this one.

“You must be Bat,” said a man’s voice.

Bat nodded, but he didn’t look up. He was still trying to decide what the cord was for. Maybe it was connected to a light?

“I’m Mr. Peña,” said Mr. Peña.

Bat nodded again. “What’s the cord for?” he asked.

“Why don’t you find your seat, Bat. We can talk about my desk another time.”

“Where is the class pet?” Bat asked.

“I don’t have one,” said Mr. Peña. “Never have. But I do have a desk for you. Why don’t you go find it?”

“Because I don’t want to,” Bat answered.

“I’m sorry,” said Mr. Peña. “That wasn’t meant to be a question. What I should have said was: Please go find your seat, Bat.”

Bat turned around to look at Mr. Peña. He looked like a normal man. Unlike Mr. Grayson, he didn’t have interesting rings, or wear interesting orange high-tops, or do interesting things to his hair. Mr. Peña had a mustache, like Mr. Grayson sometimes did, but unlike Mr. Grayson’s, Mr. Peña’s mustache looked like it had always been there. It was a thick dark bar of hair, like a rectangle of chocolate. He had light brown skin and dark brown hair, just a little less brown than his mustache. And he had braces on his teeth. Bat had never met a grown-up who wore braces.

“Each student has a desk with their name on it,” Mr. Peña told him, and smiled. “Please go find yours.”

Bat turned back toward the desks. The room had begun to fill. Kids were wandering around the squares of desks, looking for their names. He recognized most of them. The Saw Whet School was small, and only had one classroom per grade. He didn’t see Israel yet, but that didn’t worry him, because last year, Israel often didn’t arrive until right before Miss Kiko rang the morning bell.

Sure enough, Bat found his name, taped to a desk: “Bixby Alexander Tam,” with “BAT” written beneath it, on a piece of blue construction paper. One of the other three seats in the group was already taken; to Bat’s left was Jenny Pearson, who must have come in when Bat was focused on Mr. Peña’s desk cord.

“Hiya, Bat,” she said, grinning widely.

“Where is Babycakes?” Bat asked.

“My grandmother is going to bring her when she comes to pick me up after school,” Jenny said. “We were running late this morning and didn’t have time to pack up her stuff.”

Bat nodded. That sounded like Jenny. Why did so many people seem to think that starting times were suggestions rather than rules? He was about to ask Jenny that when a new girl came into the classroom.

The girl had lightly tanned skin with freckles across her nose and cheeks. She wore blue-rimmed glasses. Her hair was short and brown. In the front, waves curled across her forehead, and the back was trimmed up tight against her neck. She was wearing a blue-and-red-striped long-sleeved dress made of T-shirt material and leggings that were also blue-and-red-striped. She pulled back the chair at the desk that had “Lucca McGinnis” printed neatly onto a piece of green construction paper.

“You can’t sit there,” Bat told the girl.

She looked at him. Her brown eyes were made huge by the glasses. She blinked, and Bat felt like he was being examined through a microscope, a feeling he did not like at all.

“Yes, I can,” she said.

“No, you can’t,” Bat told her. That seat was for Lucca. Bat and Lucca weren’t friends, but Bat wasn’t about to let someone else take her seat, anyway.

“Mr. Peña,” said the girl. Her voice was getting higher, like she might start yelling or laughing or crying. “Bat says I’m not allowed to sit here.”

“Well,” said Mr. Peña, “Bat isn’t in charge of who sits where.”

“I’m not trying to be in charge,” Bat said. He could feel his arms beginning to draw into his sides, the way they sometimes did when he felt anxious or excited. He could feel himself beginning to bounce on the balls of his feet.

“Everyone just take a seat,” Mr. Peña said, “so we can get started.”

“But that’s Lucca’s seat,” Bat said. His hands started to flap.

“Bat,” said Jenny, “that is Lucca.”

The girl that Jenny said was Lucca had her arms folded across her chest. A bright pink spot had risen on each of her cheeks. Now Bat recognized her.

“Oh,” he said. “You changed your hair.”

The girl nodded.

“And you got glasses.”

She nodded again.

“And you’ve never worn that dress before.”

“It’s new,” Lucca said. She sniffed.

“You changed too many things all at once,” Bat told her, and then he took off his backpack and slid into his chair. When he was sitting, he saw the first thing that made him happy all day: Israel’s name, printed onto orange construction paper, taped to the desk just to his right.

“Oh, good,” Bat said.

“Bat,” said Mr. Peña. But whatever he was going to say next was cut off by the sound of Miss Kiko ringing the morning bell out in the hallway, and the sight of Israel rushing through the classroom door, not quite late, but almost.

“Okay, everybody,” Mr. Peña said, clapping his hands three times. “My name is Mr. Peña. Welcome to the fourth grade.”

He talked for a while about classroom stuff, including where he kept the tissue box (on the bookcase under the window) and his philosophy about homework (“I don’t assign day-to-day homework, but there will be a couple of take-home projects”).

Then he suggested that they brainstorm some class rules together.

Bat perked up. He was a fan of rules. Rules helped things to go along smoothly and fairly. Kids started raising their hands and suggesting the usual rules, and as they did, Mr. Peña wrote them on the whiteboard:

• Don’t be late

• Don’t touch other people’s things without asking permission

• No yelling inside

• No teasing

Mr. Peña nodded after he wrote each suggestion. Bat liked his handwriting: the letters were all the same size, and his words went straight across the whiteboard, even though there weren’t any lines. Bat couldn’t do that. He needed lined paper, or his words went all up and down in uneven waves.

“So,” Mr. Peña said after he wrote down a suggestion from Jenny (No eating at your desk), “does anyone notice something all of these rules have in common?”

Bat’s hand shot up.

“Yes, Bat?”

“They’re all written in really straight lines,” he said.

Some of the kids laughed like Bat had said something funny. Even Israel grinned. Bat grinned back. He liked Israel’s smile.

“They sure are, Bat. But that’s not exactly what I had in mind. Anyone else?”
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Bat didn’t like it when a grownup asked a question, but they already had a specific answer “in mind.” If they already knew what they wanted to hear, why not just say it themselves? This was the sort of thing Mr. Grayson had never done.

Bat looked over to see Lucca raising her hand.

“Yes, Lucca?”

“They’re all things we shouldn’t do,” she said.

“Great observation,” Mr. Peña said. He smiled, and Bat saw the silver of his braces. “All of the rules we’ve brainstormed are negative. So, now, I would like each pod to brainstorm ways to turn these negatives into positives. And then, in five minutes, we’ll compare lists. Lucca, why don’t you be the notetaker for your pod.”

As Mr. Peña assigned notetakers for the other pods, Lucca took out a piece of paper and a colored pencil. She chose blue. Bat would have chosen green if he’d been in charge. It bothered him that Lucca got to choose the color; after all, she would be writing things down for the four of them, not just herself.

“The first one’s easy,” Jenny said. “Instead of ‘Don’t be late,’ it should say, ‘Be on time.’”

Lucca nodded and started to write, but Bat was thinking about how Israel had almost been late that very morning, and how Jenny was late quite often last year.

“Wait,” he said to Lucca. “Write down ‘Try to be on time.’”

“I’ve already written the first two words,” Lucca said.

“So, cross them out and start over,” Bat insisted. Behind her glasses, Lucca’s eyes narrowed, and Bat noticed that she squeezed her pencil really hard, like maybe she wanted to break it.

But after a moment, her grip loosened, and she drew a neat line through her words. “We should add ‘Don’t be bossy’ to the list,” she said.

“We can’t,” said Bat, satisfied. “That would be another negative.”





Chapter 5

An Unexpected Event

 
Bat knew that an hour is always an hour long, and that each hour is always made of sixty minutes, and that each minute is always made of sixty seconds. But he also knew that an hour could feel very fast, like when he was working with Thor on learning a new behavior, or when he was helping Israel’s mom glaze pots in her backyard studio. And an hour could also feel very, very slow, like when Bat was waiting for something he wanted to happen or arrive or start, or when he was waiting for something he didn’t like to stop.

By the time the school day ended, it felt to Bat as though a whole week had passed. His body felt tight and achy, and everything seemed too loud and bright as he stood on the curb outside the school’s front door, waiting for his mom to pick him up. His backpack, which had felt comfortably familiar that morning, now weighed heavily on his shoulders; the laughs and screeches of a trio of kindergartners rushing past him were loud enough to make the little hairs inside his ears feel as though they were snapping off.

It hadn’t been a good day. He and Lucca had disagreed about how to organize the tray of paper and writing supplies in the center of their desk pod—and when Mr. Peña had suggested that they take a vote among their pod to settle it, both Jenny and Israel had voted for Lucca’s way. And Jenny’s grandmother hadn’t brought Babycakes in the afternoon either, because she’d come to get Jenny straight from her water aerobics class.

Finally, he saw Mom’s station wagon. In spite of the heaviness of his backpack, Bat felt his shoulders begin to relax as the car turned into the parking lot. Soon he would hear the center seat belt’s familiar click and feel its familiar press across his waist and chest. Soon he would be home, and he and Thor could have a nice snuggle in his beanbag.

But when Bat climbed into the back seat, Mom told him that she needed to make an unscheduled stop.

Bat felt his arms pulling in close to his sides. He felt his hands beginning to flap. He didn’t think he could handle an unscheduled stop; he was already completely full of unscheduled experiences for the day. Hot tears pricked his eyes, and he felt the beginning of a high-pitched sound rising up in his throat, but then she said, “We just need to swing by the clinic. Laurence called to say that there was an unexpected event, and he needs my help.”

An unexpected event at the clinic? That could be something not good, or something good. The last time there had been an unexpected event at Mom’s vet clinic, it had been both not good and good. A pregnant skunk had been struck by a car, and Mom, even though she was an excellent vet (the best vet, in Bat’s opinion), hadn’t been able to save her, which was not good. But then, Mom had been able to save one kit, and that kit was Thor, which was very good.

“Did Laurence say what the unexpected event was?” Bat asked.

Mom was pulling away from the school; she looked left and then right before she stepped on the gas, and then she answered. “He didn’t say. Just that you might be interested as well.”

Bat considered that. Laurence knew the sorts of things that Bat liked. If he thought that the unexpected event was something that Bat would be interested in, Bat would bet it was a good thing. Or at least a mostly good thing.

It wasn’t a very long drive from the Saw Whet School to the clinic, just three miles. So, Bat didn’t have to wait terribly long before they pulled up to the small, red-brick building with the sign that read “Valerie Tam, DVM.” Every time Bat saw that sign, he felt proud. In Bat’s opinion, his mom had the most important job in the world.

“Okay,” Mom said as she pulled into a spot close to the building, reserved just for her. “Are you ready to go?”

Bat unclicked his seat belt just about as fast as he ever had.

Suzanne, who ran the front desk, was on the phone. “A nail trim and a bath for Mister Cuddles,” she said, flipping through her schedule. “Would next Tuesday at one o’clock work for you?” Bat waved to her as he followed Mom through the lobby and into the back room.

Mom’s white veterinarian coat hung on its hook, but she didn’t put it on. She walked past it and pushed through another door, into the holding room. This was a room where Bat spent a lot of time, helping Laurence give baths, assisting him in trimming claws, and distracting dogs as Laurence “took care of things” around their hind ends. (That was sometimes gross, but Bat was okay with grossness when it came to animal care.)

Right now, Laurence wasn’t doing any of those things. He was standing near the stainless-steel grooming station in the back of the room and peering into a cardboard box, one that was just about the same size as the box Mom had brought home last spring, the box that had contained—

“Is there a baby skunk in there?” Bat asked Laurence as he started to cross the room. He felt himself rising up onto his tiptoes in excitement.

Laurence looked over and smiled. “Hiya, Bat Boy,” he said. “You’ve always got skunks on the brain, don’t you?”

Bat pictured that: a brain with skunks on top of it. It was another image he’d like to see Janie draw. But he didn’t think about it very long, because he very much wanted to know what was inside that box.

Laurence turned to Bat’s mom. “Thanks for coming back. I thought this was something you should see.”

“Another anonymous drop-off?” Bat’s mom asked.

Laurence nodded and waved them closer. Bat’s fingers twitched with excitement. He stepped forward and peered inside.

At first all he saw was a jumbled tangle of squirming fur, white and brown and black. For a moment, he thought maybe it was a box of kittens.

“So, Bat, do you know what we’re looking at?” asked Laurence.

And suddenly, Bat did know. “Yes,” he said, a little bit breathless with excitement. “I know exactly what we’re looking at. We’re looking at a business of ferrets.”
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Chapter 6

A Business of Ferrets

 
“It was the cutest thing—well, almost the cutest thing,” Bat told Janie. “There were four of them in the box: two brown-and-black ferrets, one orangish-brown ferret, and one that was all white. White like snow!”

He and Janie were setting the table for dinner. Janie was putting out the plates and bowls, and Bat was following behind, setting a cloth napkin beside each of the three plates, along with a fork, a butter knife, and a soup spoon. Because today had been the first day of school, Mom had made their traditional first-day-of-school dinner: chicken and rice soup with bread and butter, macaroni and cheese, and peach cobbler for dessert. Bat had been too out of sorts at lunch to eat much of the sandwich he’d brought, so he was very hungry.

Mom was at the stove, pulling the macaroni and cheese out of the oven. She was wearing the large blue oven mitts that Bat had gotten her for her birthday last month.

“It was a whole business of ferrets,” Bat said. “Janie, did you know that’s what you call a group of ferrets? A business?”

“This is the third time you’ve told me in the last half hour, Bat,” said Janie.

“I know,” he said. Bat was a fan of the names given to different groups of animals. Some of his favorite animal group names included: a shrewdness of apes; a conspiracy of lemurs; and, of course, a cauldron of bats. There was one group name he really didn’t care for: a stench of skunks. He felt it gave skunks a bad reputation. “What I meant is, did you know that’s what it’s called before I told you the first time?”

“No,” said Janie, setting down the third bowl on top of the third plate. “But I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget it now.”

“Hot, hot, coming through,” said Mom, and Bat and Janie stepped back as she set the steaming casserole dish in the middle of the table, on top of a ceramic trivet so that it wouldn’t burn the wood. Then she took each of their bowls to the stove and filled them one by one with soup. Bat hummed as he watched her dip the ladle into the pot. He liked that they had a traditional first-day-of-school meal, and that it was the same every year. It was something that he knew he could count on to stay the same today, even when so many other things were different.

Janie plopped in her seat with a sigh.

“Everything okay?” Mom asked, setting a bowl of soup in front of her.

“I guess,” said Janie. Then, “Not really.”

“Janie,” said Bat, sliding into his seat next to her, “Laurence said the ferrets are adolescents. That means that they aren’t grown-ups yet but they’re not little kids anymore, either. So if the ferrets were in school, they’d be in middle school, like you.”

“Poor ferrets,” Janie said. She picked up her spoon and dipped it into the soup.

“Well, they don’t really have to go to school,” said Bat. Mom passed him the bread basket. He chose a slice with thin crust and used his butter knife to spread an even coat of butter across it. The butter was soft, just the way he liked it, so it spread easily and didn’t tear the bread. He dipped the edge of the bread slice into his soup for just two seconds, so it got soft but not soggy. Delicious.

“Was your first day of middle school not everything you hoped?” Mom asked Janie.

“Not even close,” said Janie. “I miss my old school.”

“Can you believe that someone dropped off a perfectly good business of ferrets?” Bat asked, speaking to no one in particular. “I mean, there’s probably nothing wrong with them at all! Mom says they’ll keep them at the clinic for a week to make sure they’re healthy, and then she’ll give them their vaccinations, and then they’ll be ready to be adopted.”

“Great, Bat,” said Janie, but her voice didn’t sound like she thought it was great. She sounded like she didn’t care at all.

“Aren’t you glad that the ferrets are healthy?” Bat asked.

“I guess,” said Janie. She set down her spoon. “I’m not really in the mood to talk about ferrets.”

“Well,” said Bat, doing his best to change the subject, even though he didn’t really understand who wouldn’t want to talk about ferrets, “did you know that Mr. Peña doesn’t have a class pet? He told me he’s never had one.”

“I’m not in the mood to talk about that, either,” said Janie. “I’m not really in the mood to talk about anything at all.” She picked at her slice of bread, tearing off little pieces and eating them slowly.

“You don’t want to tell us more about your day?” Mom asked.

Janie shook her head.

“I understand,” said Mom. “First days can be hard.”

“My first day was hard,” said Bat. “Mr. Peña’s classroom is set up in a way I don’t like, and I have to sit in a pod with three other people and one of them is Israel, which is good, and one of them is Jenny, which is fine, and one of them is Lucca, which is bad.”

“Why is sitting with Lucca bad?” Mom asked.

“She doesn’t like to do things the way I like to do them. And she got a new haircut, and new glasses, and new clothes. She changed too many things at once.”

“People are allowed to change as many things as they want, Bat,” said Janie. “They don’t need your permission.”

Bat supposed that was true. But it didn’t mean he had to like it. He decided to try to change the subject again. “Maybe you should wear your favorite pajamas tonight,” he said. “The ones with the blessing of unicorns.”

He was hoping that if he talked about the names of groups of animals now, mentioning Janie’s favorite pajamas, maybe she would want to talk about them, or at least listen to him talk about them, since she wasn’t in the mood for talking. But Janie didn’t ask him anything about animal group names. Instead, she just stared down at her bowl, and Bat watched as a single tear rolled down her nose and splashed into her soup.

“Oh, Janie,” said Mom, and she got out of her seat and went around the table to give Janie a hug. Janie let herself be hugged for a minute, but then she pulled away.

“Can I eat dinner in my room?” she asked. “Just this once?”

Mom hesitated, but then she said, “All right. Sure.” She scooped some macaroni and cheese onto a plate.

Janie took the plate and a fork and headed out of the kitchen.

Bat finished his soup in silence. He didn’t like seeing Janie feel sad. But he didn’t know what to do about it.

“Mom,” he said, setting his spoon down, “they really did look busy, didn’t they? The ferrets?”

Mom smiled. “They sure did,” she said. “Very busy.”





Chapter 7

Time for a Snuggle


The next morning, Janie decided at the last minute that she had to change her outfit. Bat had wanted to get to school really early, so he’d finally have some time to visit with Babycakes (assuming Jenny finally brought her back to school like she was supposed to), but Janie’s outfit change meant that he arrived only just before Miss Kiko rang the morning bell, and he had to go straight to Mr. Peña’s class.

“I don’t understand why Janie had to change her clothes,” Bat complained to Israel as they sat down at their desks. “She took off one pair of shorts and a T-shirt and put on another pair of shorts and another T-shirt. There was no difference at all.”

Israel shrugged. “There must have been a difference to her.”

Bat thought about that. Sometimes he had to change from one T-shirt to another if Mom forgot to cut out a scratchy tag. But tags didn’t bother Janie the way they bothered him. “I don’t know,” Bat said. “Maybe she wanted me to be late.”

Israel laughed. “I doubt it,” he said.

Even though the day had gotten off to a rocky start, Bat was in a pretty good mood because Israel was going to come over later. Mom’s afternoon schedule was busy, so Israel’s dad was going to pick them up after school and drive them to the clinic, which meant that Israel would have a chance to meet the ferrets. Like Bat, Israel was a fan of pets, even though he didn’t have any of his own.

Everyone in Bat’s pod pulled out their books for free reading time. Israel had a graphic novel to read, and Bat had a book he’d checked out from the library called Ways to Train Your Cat. Skunks, he’d learned, weren’t quite as willing to learn new behaviors as dogs seemed to be. Maybe a manual on training cats would be more helpful. Bat hadn’t been able to find any books about training skunks. Jenny’s book was one Bat had never heard of before, a Choose Your Adventure novel about outer space.

Lucca opened her backpack to pull out a book Bat did know: Seven Sticky Sisters. It was one of Janie’s favorites. She’d read it to Bat two times, and then he’d read it twice more on his own. It was a funny story.

“That’s a great book,” Bat told Lucca. “The first time I read it I didn’t expect the seven of them to all get into a fight at the end.”

Lucca made a noise, a sort of sputtering sound, and then she did something Bat really didn’t like: she started to cry. She dropped the book on her desk and ran across the room, calling, “Mr. Peña! Mr. Peña!” Her book slid across the desk’s wooden surface and fell to the floor.

“Oh, Bat,” said Israel. “You shouldn’t have told Lucca what happens at the end of her book. She’s probably never read it before.”

Bat hadn’t thought about that. He’d read the book so many times that he just sort of assumed everyone had. Now, his stomach felt uncomfortable. He picked up Lucca’s book and set it on her desk, right in the middle so that it couldn’t fall onto the floor again. Then he sat in his chair and opened his book and tried to read.
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A few minutes later, Lucca came back. Mr. Peña was with her. Bat stayed very quiet so he wouldn’t say something else that was wrong. But Mr. Peña said, “Bat. Do you have something you’d like to say to Lucca?”

Bat reluctantly looked up from his book. He hadn’t really been reading, just sort of staring at the words. Lucca’s face was red and blotchy, and her glasses were steamed up from crying. When she breathed out, a bubble came out of her nose. Bat really didn’t want to see that bubble.

“You need a tissue,” Bat said. “They’re on the bookshelf under the window.”

That made Lucca cry even more.

“Why don’t you go to the restroom,” Mr. Peña said to her. “Take your time.”

After Lucca was gone, Mr. Peña knelt down next to Bat’s desk. “Bat,” he said, “I think you owe Lucca an apology.”

But Bat hadn’t done anything wrong on purpose. If he’d known that Lucca hadn’t read the book before, he never would have told her about the fight at the end. It didn’t seem fair that he should have to apologize when he hadn’t done anything wrong on purpose.

But Bat looked over at Israel, and Israel nodded at him. So Bat just nodded at Mr. Peña. “Okay,” said Mr. Peña, and he stood up. Before he left, he knocked twice on Bat’s desk, as if he was knocking on a door.

Now, even though Bat had been looking forward to reading his book, he couldn’t think about anything except how upset Lucca was. It made him feel even more sick to his stomach. He tried to stop thinking about it, but he couldn’t. Bat hated it when people hurt other people, and he especially hated it when he hurt other people.

If he were still a student in Mr. Grayson’s class, Bat would have taken himself to visit Babycakes. A few minutes of snuggling with the bunny always helped him to feel better. His fingers itched to stroke Babycakes’s cottony fur.

Well, Bat decided, why shouldn’t he go visit Babycakes? The bunny would be glad to see him—she always was—and Bat would be able to give Lucca a better apology once he felt calmer. He didn’t want Lucca to come back to class while he was feeling this upset. Probably he would just say the wrong thing again.

Mr. Peña was standing behind his tall desk, reading his book. One good thing about Mr. Peña—the only good thing, as far as Bat could tell—was that he seemed to love reading as much as Bat did.

Slowly, quietly, Bat pushed back his chair. Mr. Peña didn’t look up from his book, but Israel did. He raised his eyebrows like he was trying to ask a question with his face. Bat didn’t have time to answer it. He tiptoed toward the classroom door, and then he was out in the hallway.

He took a nice, deep breath. Right next door was Mr. Grayson’s classroom. Bat peered inside; the classroom was empty. Bat remembered from last year that Wednesday morning was when Mr. Grayson took his students to Music in the multipurpose room. As quick as he could, Bat darted through the empty classroom.

There was Babycakes’s enclosure. And there, sitting on the top of her hutch just the way she liked, was Babycakes.

Bat went into the enclosure, gently picked her up, and sat in the far corner. The bunny nestled her face into the crook of Bat’s arm, soft and warm and comforting. Bat closed his eyes. This was better. Much better.





Chapter 8

Back to Class

 
When Mr. Grayson and his students returned to their classroom just a few minutes later, Bat pulled himself a little more tightly into the corner, being careful not to disturb Babycakes, who was warm and floppy and asleep on his lap. He was hoping that maybe no one would notice him.

But it didn’t take long before one of the kids did.

“Mr. Grayson,” said a girl’s voice, “somebody’s in there with Babycakes!”

Bat didn’t want to look at anyone’s face. He looked down at the linoleum floor instead. Then, here came the white tips of Mr. Grayson’s orange high-top sneakers, and the rows of eyelets, the clean white shoelaces, each winding a path back and forth across the shoes. Bat kept his eyes on the sneakers.

“Well,” Mr. Grayson said. “Hi there, Bat.”

Bat felt the soft plush of Babycakes’s fur between his fingers. He felt her breathing in and out.

“Bat,” Mr. Grayson said again.

Bat looked up, but only to Mr. Grayson’s legs. Mr. Grayson was wearing corduroy pants, and each knee had a large denim patch sewn onto it. Bat watched as the knees of the pants bent, and then Mr. Grayson’s face was in his view.
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“I just needed to snuggle Babycakes,” Bat said. “We don’t have a class pet in Mr. Peña’s room.”

Mr. Grayson nodded. “I hear you,” he said, “but don’t you think Mr. Peña is going to worry about where you went?”

Bat shrugged. He hadn’t been thinking about Mr. Peña at all.

“Why don’t you put Babycakes down, and I’ll walk you back next door,” said Mr. Grayson.

“Because I don’t want to,” Bat said.

Mr. Grayson nodded again. “I know you don’t want to. But you have to.”

Bat sighed. He scooted Babycakes off his lap, hoping he wouldn’t wake her up. At home, when Bat had to scoot Thor off his lap, sometimes the skunk stayed asleep, just flopping comfortably where Bat set him. But bunnies are prey animals, which means they are always aware of every movement. The second Bat started to scoot Babycakes, she twitched awake, then hopped into her hutch. All he could see of her was her fluffy hind end.

“Come on,” said Mr. Grayson, and Bat followed him. He felt the whole room of students watching.

In the hallway just outside Mr. Grayson’s classroom door was Mr. Peña, looking left and right. When he caught sight of them, he said, “Bat, there you are.” His voice was very stern. “Go sit at your desk, please.”

Bat went to his desk. Lucca and Jenny and Israel were all reading their books. Jenny and Israel looked at Bat when he sat down, but Lucca didn’t.

“Sorry,” Bat whispered to Lucca. She still didn’t look up. Either she didn’t hear him, or she was ignoring him. Bat couldn’t tell which.

“Dude,” whispered Israel. “Where’d you go?”

Bat didn’t want to talk about it. He opened his book and stared at the page, pretending to read the words.

Later, when it was time for recess and everyone was heading outside, Mr. Peña said, “Bat, wait a moment, please. I’d like to speak with you.”

Bat stood still as the other kids left the classroom. When he and the teacher were the only people left, Mr. Peña said, “You know you can’t just wander around the school without permission.”

“I wasn’t wandering,” Bat told him. “I was visiting Babycakes.”

Mr. Peña sighed. “You know you can’t just visit Babycakes without permission,” he said.

“I could last year when I was in Mr. Grayson’s class. Mr. Grayson has an open-door Babycakes policy.”

“Well,” said Mr. Peña, “I am not Mr. Grayson.”

“I wish you were,” said Bat.

“Bat,” said Mr. Peña, “how do you think that makes me feel?”

Bat shrugged.

“It makes me feel not great,” said Mr. Peña.

“Maybe when you’re feeling not great, you should go visit Babycakes,” Bat suggested. “It always helps me to feel better.”

“Yes, you’ve told me all the reasons you like Mr. Grayson’s rabbit,” said Mr. Peña. “And I do admire the way you can stick to a subject that you care about—that shows strong resolve. But that’s enough talk about Babycakes. Now, listen to me. I need you to promise that you won’t leave the classroom anymore without my permission. Otherwise, I’m going to have to call your folks and have a conversation. Can you make me that promise, Bat?”

Bat didn’t like to make promises. The reason he didn’t like to make promises was that it was very important to him to keep the promises he made. And sometimes even if you meant to keep a promise, things happened and made it so you couldn’t. And that made you a promise breaker. So instead of promising, he shrugged.

Mr. Peña sighed again. “Okay, Bat,” he said. “I’ll give your parents a call this afternoon. Go on out to recess now.”

Bat left the classroom. He went outside to recess. He saw Israel playing Four Square with Jenny and Henry and Mai. He saw Ramon and Aaron swinging across the monkey bars. He saw Lucca sitting alone in the shade of a tree, looking up into the branches above.

Bat didn’t want to play Four Square, or swing on the monkey bars. He wanted to sit alone in the shade of the tree, but Lucca was already doing that. Seeing Lucca brought back that uncomfortable feeling in Bat’s stomach as he remembered how upset she’d been when he’d spoiled the ending of her book. He considered going over to her and apologizing again, since she hadn’t seemed to hear his first apology. But what if he apologized wrong and made her even more upset? If they had a class pet, and it was sitting on his lap right now, Bat would offer to let Lucca cuddle with it. That would be even better than apologizing with words, he thought.

The sun was too bright and too hot. The playground was too loud. When things were too bright and too hot and too loud, Bat had a hard time thinking. He went over by the wall where a patch of asphalt was darkened by the building’s shadow and sat down. At least the day was partway over. And after school, he’d get to spend time with Israel. Bat did his best to concentrate on that one good thing, and little by little, the bad feeling faded. Not all the way, but most of the way. And, as Mom sometimes said, most of something is better than nothing.





Chapter 9

Rosie and Ghost

 
“Did you know,” Bat said to Israel as soon as they were safely strapped into the back seat of Israel’s dad’s truck, “that scientists used to think that skunks belonged in the same family as ferrets, weasels, and minks? They were classified as Mustelidae until Dr. Jerry Dragoo figured out that skunks were different than those animals, and now they’re in a family of their own. Mephitidae!”

“That’s so cool,” said Israel, grinning.

Bat knew for a fact that Israel had already known about Mustelidae and Mephitidae, because Bat remembered telling it to him at least three times. But one of the things Bat really liked about Israel was that he didn’t get mad the way Janie sometimes did when Bat shared the same information more than once.

Bat knew that not everyone liked being told the same thing over and over again. But what most people didn’t seem to understand was that Bat didn’t repeat himself because he didn’t remember that he’d already shared the information, or because he thought other people weren’t smart enough to remember what he’d told them. He shared the information that interested and excited him because sometimes to not share it felt like holding in a sneeze. People didn’t always like it when you sneezed near them, either, but that didn’t mean that the sneeze didn’t need to come out. Sure, maybe you could manage to not sneeze, sometimes, but then you got that weird uncomfortable tickly feeling in your nose, and your eyes teared up. When the sneeze came out, on the other hand, it felt fantastic. And sometimes, there was nothing you could do about a sneeze. If it wanted to come out, it was just going to, one way or the other.

That’s how Bat felt about sharing his favorite information. Like if he didn’t, it would give him that same weird tickly feeling, except inside his brain rather than inside his nose. And when the information came out . . . what a relief!

Skunk facts were one thing that Bat thought about a lot, ever since he had become Thor’s caretaker. A big part of being a good skunk caretaker was learning everything possible about skunks.

“So, what makes skunks different from the Mustelidae?” Tom asked from the front seat.

“Well,” said Bat, settling in comfortably, “Dr. Jerry Dragoo’s Institute for the Betterment of Skunks and Skunk Reputations says that skunks don’t just release their stinky smell, the way mustelids do . . . they can spray it, on purpose.”

“Whoa,” said Israel.

Bat nodded. “They can even aim it in a specific direction!”

“Like squirting a water blaster,” Israel said, admiringly.

“Okay,” said Tom, pulling the truck into the parking lot of the clinic, “here we are!”

“That was fast,” Bat said. Sometimes, when he was talking about his most special interests, time seemed to fly by.

Mom had two more patients to see before she could leave for the day, but Laurence had a gap in his schedule, so he’d be able to hang out with Bat and Israel while they played with the ferrets. Tom followed along, too.

“The four of them settled in nicely,” Laurence said as they went together into the back room. “Bat, your mom says all the ferrets seem healthy, and I’ve decided to adopt one of them myself! I can’t wait to get her home.”

“Which one are you adopting?” Bat asked.

Laurence knelt down next to one of the pens. Bat and Israel knelt down, too. There, in the back of the enclosure, nestled in a tangle of towels, was the business of ferrets. Laurence reached in and gently folded open the towels. He petted all four of them, and they woke up, yawning and stretching. Laurence scooped up the orangish-brown ferret and extracted it from the pen.

“This little lady,” he said. “I’m going to call her Rosie.”

He held her out, and Bat, Israel, and Tom took turns petting her. Her eyes were shiny black, and her whiskers angled forward as she sniffed their hands. Her long tubular body gave off a faint musky smell. Bat liked the smell and didn’t understand why other people were bothered by it.

“I used to have one of these little guys when I was a kid,” Tom said fondly as he scratched Rosie under the chin.

“Really?” said Bat. “What was your ferret’s name?”

“Binky,” said Tom, grinning.

“Binky?” asked Bat.

Tom nodded.

Israel had obviously heard this story before. “They called him Binky because he loved to steal anything made out of rubber, and his very favorite things to steal were my aunt’s binkies! You know, those things that babies like to suck on.”

Bat didn’t understand why Israel’s aunt would need a binky to suck on, and he said so. Israel laughed, but not in a mean way. “She wasn’t my aunt, then. She was just a little baby. It was a long time ago.”

“So,” Tom said to Laurence, “when will the ferrets be ready to go to their new homes?”

“Dr. Tam says I can take Rosie home a week from today. She wants to make sure they’re gaining weight first, before we separate them. They’re all a little skinny.”

“What’s going to happen to the other three?” Israel asked, kneeling back down to peer in at the two brown-and-black ferrets and the one all-white ferret. They had all woken up and were making their way to the front of the enclosure, curious and eager.

“We’ll find good homes for them,” Laurence said. “It shouldn’t be hard. Ferrets can make great pets, if you give them enough time and attention.”

“Animals who are predators and scavengers are way friendlier than prey animals,” Bat said. “And more playful, too.”

“How come?” asked Israel.

“Because in nature, prey animals stay safe by running and hiding,” Bat explained, glad Israel had asked. “Predators and scavengers have to be curious and brave to find food and survive.”

Israel turned to Laurence. “Can I hold the white one?”

“Help yourself,” said Laurence.

Carefully, Israel reached into the pen and lifted out the white ferret, holding it behind its front legs.

“Is that one an albino?” Bat asked, excited.

[image: image]

“Nope,” said Laurence. “See how her eyes are dark? If she were an albino, her eyes would be red. She just has snow-white fur. But we have to be extra careful not to startle this one. Do either of you know why?”

Bat and Israel shook their heads.

“Dark-eyed white ferrets are usually deaf,” Laurence said. “And that’s true of this one.” To demonstrate, Laurence snapped his fingers next to Rosie’s ear; immediately, she turned her head in the direction of the noise. Then he did the same thing to the white ferret, cradled in Israel’s arms; this ferret didn’t flinch or respond at all to the sound. “I’m calling this one Ghost. And we’ll have to make sure to place her into a home where she’ll be extra safe.”

Bat bounced up and down on the balls of his feet. “Ghost would be a perfect class pet,” he said. “She wouldn’t be bothered at all by how noisy school can be. Miss Kiko’s bell wouldn’t even wake her up!”

“I don’t think Mr. Peña is a fan of class pets,” Israel said.

“Maybe not yet,” said Bat. A fizzy, exciting feeling spread through his body, and his hands pulled up to his sides, ready to flap. “But we can change his mind.”

“We?” asked Israel, smiling.

Bat nodded. “We,” he said.





Chapter 10

One Down, Fifteen to Go

 
Later, after they had eaten a snack of apple and cheese slices, when they were sitting together in Bat’s room with Thor snuffling around between them, Bat told Israel his idea.

“Mr. Peña told me that he liked my resolve. So I think that all we need to do to convince him that we need a class pet is find the right animal—Ghost—and then not give up until he says yes. I’m good at not giving up.”

“That’s true,” said Israel. He let Thor sniff his hand, and then he scratched the skunk’s head. Thor closed his eyes, enjoying it. “But people don’t really like being badgered into doing things. I don’t think resolve will be enough to convince Mr. Peña of anything. We’ll need to come up with a plan.”

Israel was right. Bat tried to think of a plan, but in his brain, he saw Ghost, the way her white fur stuck up on the top of her head a little, the way her long thin body curved in an S when she hopped from side to side, and the only thing he could think was, Class pet, class pet, class pet. Sometimes, this happened. It was like his thinking got stuck in a groove, and he couldn’t move forward.

Luckily, Bat wasn’t on his own. “I have an idea,” Israel said.

“Oh, good,” said Bat.

“It’s sort of a long shot,” Israel warned. “Remember how Mr. Peña had all of us work together to come up with the rules for the class? Well, what if the whole class told Mr. Peña that we want a class pet? It would be way harder for him to say no to all of us than to just you and me.”

“But how would we get Mr. Peña to have the class vote on getting a class pet?” Bat asked.

“Maybe we don’t have to,” said Israel. “Maybe we could have everyone sign a petition.”

“That’s a great idea,” said Bat, even more excited. “And we can get Janie to help us make it. She has the best handwriting of anyone I know!”

Just then, Bat heard the front door opening, which meant that Janie was home from school. “Come on.” Bat put Thor back into his enclosure, then practically ran for the door, Israel right behind him.

There was Janie, closing the door. But before Bat could ask her to help them with the petition, Israel put his hand on Bat’s arm.

“Don’t ask her right now,” he whispered. “I don’t think she’s in a good mood.”

Janie looked the same as usual to Bat. He didn’t know how Israel could tell what mood she was in, but he did know that Israel sometimes noticed things that Bat didn’t notice.

Janie walked right past Bat and Israel without saying hi or taking off her backpack. She went straight to her room and slammed her door. Now Bat could tell that her mood wasn’t good, because Janie barely ever slammed a door.

“How could you tell that she was in a bad mood?” Bat asked.

Israel shrugged. “I could feel it,” he said. “She didn’t smile at us or even look at us, and she almost always says hi. Maybe you can ask for her help later when her mood gets better.”

“And then we can collect signatures tomorrow at school,” Bat said.

“Okay,” said Israel. “It’s probably best if we don’t tell Mr. Peña what we’re doing until we’ve gotten everyone to sign.”

Bat nodded. He felt better, having an idea for how to get a class pet, instead of just thinking how bad it was that they didn’t have one. And it was exciting to have a plan with a friend.

Luckily, when Janie came out of her room later on, after Israel had gone home, her mood had improved. Bat knew this because she asked if he wanted to help her make blondies. Bat had never seen Janie bake when she was in a bad mood.

She got out the mixing bowls and the measuring cups and spoons and the eggs. Bat got out the flour and the sugar and the salt.

“A cup and a half of flour,” Janie said, reading from a recipe book she’d spread open on the counter.

Bat liked measuring the dry ingredients for baking. He dipped the measuring cup into the flour and used the edge of a butter knife to level the flour perfectly before tipping it into a mixing bowl. Then he did the same with the half cup.

Janie melted some butter in another mixing bowl, then stirred in brown sugar until it made a rich thick slurry. Then she cracked two eggs against the rim of a cereal bowl and beat them with a fork until they were frothy and yellow all the way through. Bat admired how good she was at that. She didn’t get any slimy egg on her fingers at all. Janie was good at all the hand things, and Bat felt excited again about asking her to write up the petition. He almost asked right then, but he remembered how Israel had suggested he wait until after dinner. He also almost told her about Mustelidae and Mephitidae, but he managed to hold that in, too, even though it gave him that feeling again, of swallowing a sneeze.

When Janie had added vanilla to her mixture, she let Bat pour his dry ingredients—flour, baking soda, baking powder, and salt—into her bowl. Then she used the rubber spatula to mix everything together.

The oven beeped, which meant the preheating was done and it was just the right temperature. This was something else Bat admired about his sister; she was good at knowing how long things would take. Janie tipped the mixture into the baking pan, and then Bat held the bowl for her as she scraped its bottom. He opened the oven and Janie slid it in, then set a timer for thirty minutes.
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Baking with Janie felt like planning with Israel; it felt good, like being part of a team. Sometimes, Bat didn’t like working with other people, like when there was a group project in school. Then, other people wanted to do things in different ways, ways that didn’t feel as good to Bat as his way, and this made him anxious and uncomfortable and cranky. He liked doing things his way, when his way seemed to be the right way.

But other times, like planning with Israel or baking with Janie, Bat didn’t mind at all when someone else was in charge. He knew he wasn’t the best at everything, and that was okay. He was the best at some things, like skunk caretaking.

The blondies turned out perfectly, which put Janie in an even better mood, and she was glad to help Bat make the petition when he finally asked her. She got out her box of construction paper and her box of colored markers and asked Bat which he wanted her to use.

He picked a piece of light blue construction paper and the dark purple marker. Neatly, in all capital letters, Janie wrote across the top: PETITION FOR A CLASS PET. Beneath that, in smaller letters, she wrote: Come one, come all! Sign this petition so we can adopt a ferret named Ghost.

Then she picked up her shiny white marker and she drew a quick curvy line; she gave the line four little legs, and little fuzzy lines all over to look like fur, and with her black marker she dotted in two dark eyes.

“That’s amazing,” said Bat.

“Thanks,” said Janie, capping the black pen and picking up the purple one again. “How many kids are in your class?”

“Sixteen,” Bat said, “including me.”

Janie wrote a list of numbers, one through sixteen, and used the edge of a ruler to draw a long, straight line next to each number. “There,” she said. “When everyone signs, all the numbers will have names next to them. That will look very convincing.” She held out her box of markers to Bat. “Do you want to be the first to sign?”

Bat did. He chose a dark green marker and carefully wrote Bixby Alexander Tam on the line next to the number one. It felt like a good idea to be formal about this.

But then, he picked up the green marker again and added (Bat), because he wanted to be formal, but he also wanted to write down the name he most liked to be called.

“One down,” said Janie, putting the green marker back into her box, “fifteen to go.”





Chapter 11

The Best-Laid Plans

 
One thing Bat had learned was that sometimes, things go just the way you hope. Like with the blondies and getting Janie to help with the petition; the blondies turned out perfectly delicious, a little bit crispy around the edges and soft in the center. And Janie’s handwriting made the petition look just the way Bat had envisioned.

The next day, things seemed to be turning out like the blondies and getting Janie’s help. In the morning, the first thing Bat did after feeding Thor and brushing his coat was look for a folder so the class petition wouldn’t get wrinkled, and he found one in the little office nook in the corner of the kitchen.

As soon as Israel arrived at school, Bat showed him the petition, and Israel wrote his name in careful cursive letters beside the number two, just below Bat’s name.

“Hey, guess what?” Israel said, but Bat didn’t have any guesses. “My dad was telling me more stories about his ferret last night. He said this one time, Binky climbed up onto the edge of the bathtub, and he tried to grab a rubber duck that was floating in the bubbles, and he fell right in!”

“Was he okay?” Bat asked.

“Uh-huh,” said Israel, grinning. “Dad said that after that, they’d sometimes put lukewarm water in the bath along with all the rubber ducks, and Binky would swim around and play with them. Isn’t that adorable?”

Bat pictured a ferret in a bathtub, swimming and playing. It was adorable, and now he felt even more strongly (if that was possible) that the class had to adopt Ghost.

At recess, Bat and Israel talked to almost half of the kids (they probably would have gotten to more of them, but Bat felt compelled to tell each one all about Ghost, and how she had been abandoned along with the rest of the business of ferrets, and how she was deaf, and how she would make the perfect class pet). Every kid they asked gladly signed their name to the petition.

Between recess and lunch, Mr. Peña had the class vote on two things: whether to do math or science work first (Lucca voted opposite from Bat, he noticed), and whether to read for an extra ten minutes or play Heads-Up Seven-Up when they finished their vocabulary sheets. That time, Bat and Lucca had been the only two kids to vote for reading. They lost, but Israel whispered, “See? He loves letting us vote on things!” That cheered Bat up, and he sort of enjoyed the game, even though it hadn’t been what he’d voted for.

At lunchtime, Bat and Israel spoke to almost everyone else. Jenny had the most questions, not all of them about the petition, but interesting questions that Bat enjoyed answering: Why is a group of ferrets called a business? What do ferrets smell like? Are they quiet or noisy? What do they like to eat? Answering all of Jenny’s questions meant that Bat and Israel ran out of lunch time before they could talk to the only kid whose name was still missing from the petition:

Lucca McGinnis.

Lucca spent the lunch hour sitting in the shady spot under the tree, eating her lunch and looking up into the tree’s green canopy from time to time. Bat noticed that she was eating vanilla yogurt. That felt like a good sign.

He had planned to get a signature from every classmate by the end of lunch so they could give Mr. Peña the petition that afternoon, and as they headed back inside, Bat looked wistfully over his shoulder at Lucca, who was behind them.

“That’s okay,” Israel told Bat. “We’ll talk to Lucca when the school day is over, and we’ll show Mr. Peña the petition tomorrow.”

Bat supposed that would have to do. Meanwhile, he decided he could try to get Mr. Peña to soften up to the idea of a class pet.

During their science time, when each pod was asked to make a poster of all the weather symbols—rain, sun, snow, wind, thunder, and the rest—and then make a bar graph that showed their opinions on how much they liked each type of weather, Bat made sure to speak loudly so that Mr. Peña could hear him:

“One good thing about rainy days is how nice it is to snuggle up with a class pet when you can’t go outside for recess,” he said.

When they were discussing thunder—Lucca didn’t like it, but Jenny and Israel did—Bat said, “I happen to know a very special ferret who needs a home. And this ferret wouldn’t be bothered by the sound of thunder at all . . . or the sound of kids being loud! What a perfect class pet!”

He thought he was being very clever, but Lucca didn’t seem to agree. “Stop shouting,” she said. “And none of that has anything to do with our chart.”

Mr. Peña came over, his chocolate-bar mustache a thick straight line because he wasn’t smiling. “Bat,” he said, “what’s all the fuss about?”

“Bat won’t stop talking about class pets,” Lucca complained.

Bat wanted to argue with Lucca, but Israel tapped his foot against Bat’s under the desks. When Bat looked at him, Israel shook his head.

Mr. Peña said, “We talked about this, Bat. We are not getting a class pet.”

After that, Bat didn’t want to help with the science project anymore, and he spent the rest of the afternoon watching the clock.

When Mr. Peña finally dismissed the students at 2:35, Bat bolted to the hallway, clutching the petition. Israel followed. “Dude,” he said, “Mr. Peña seemed pretty serious about not getting a class pet. I’m not sure this plan is going to work.”

Bat watched each kid come out of the classroom, waiting to see Lucca. “Mr. Peña thinks I’m the only person who wants one. If he knows every kid in class wants one, he’ll change his mind.” He bounced on the balls of his feet as he waited for Lucca.

“Didn’t you hear him?” asked Israel. “He said no class pet.”

Finally, here came Lucca. She was reading her book as she walked, and she almost crashed into Bat. She looked up, startled, and blinked at him through her round blue glasses.

“It’s okay that you almost walked into me,” Bat said. He wanted to make sure not to upset her.

“Why are you standing there?” Lucca asked, which was not an apology, but Bat decided not to point that out.

“You need to sign our petition,” he said, holding it out to her.

“What is it for?”

“We were thinking that if we could get all the students to sign it, then Mr. Peña would maybe consider letting us get a class pet,” Israel said.

Bat was just about to tell Lucca all about Ghost—about why that was her name and why she needed a home and why she’d be the perfect class pet—but Lucca shook her head firmly.

“No,” she said. “I don’t want a class pet.”

Who doesn’t want a class pet? Bat thought. “Of course you want a class pet. Everyone does.”

“Not everyone,” said Lucca. “I’m someone, and I don’t want a class pet.”

“But,” Bat said, shaking his head, “what about last year? In Mr. Grayson’s class?”

“I didn’t like having a rabbit in our class last year.”

“You didn’t like Babycakes?” Bat couldn’t have been more shocked if someone threw a glass of water in his face. How could anyone not like Babycakes? Babycakes was the fluffiest Angora bunny in the world!

“I don’t like pets,” Lucca said, and then she walked away.

Bat started after her to tell her why she was wrong, but Lucca just walked faster, even though she kept reading her book the whole way down the hall and out through the school’s front doors.

“Lucca!” Bat called, but maybe she didn’t hear him because she just climbed into the back seat of a small silver car.

As it pulled away from the curb, Israel slung his arm across Bat’s shoulders. “Dude,” he began, but his dad’s truck was pulling up, and he said, “I’ve got to go. But we’ll figure something out tomorrow!”
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The next thing Bat knew, he was in the back of Mom’s station wagon, staring down at the petition, at all the names next to the numbers one through fifteen and at the long, straight, empty line next to the number sixteen, where Lucca’s name should have been.

The next day at school, Israel kept sniffing and coughing, which Bat found annoying, but even more annoying, he didn’t seem interested in talking about the petition. And even though Bat tried three times to get Lucca to sign it—before school, at recess, and at lunchtime—she kept refusing. The third time, she even started to cry.

“Stop trying to make me sign your stupid petition,” she yelled through her tears, and then she went back inside.

There was nothing stupid about his petition. His petition was the opposite of stupid. It was smart, and important, and nicely written.

Israel rubbed his nose. “We’re making Lucca upset, and besides, I really don’t think Mr. Peña is going to change his mind.”

Bat could think of one million reasons to argue with him, but what he said was, “What about Ghost?”

“Maybe someone we know could adopt her, and then we could visit her sometimes. Last night I asked my dad if he knows anyone who might make a good ferret parent. After all, he knows about ferrets.”

Part of Bat knew that Israel was right, that the most important thing should be that Ghost found a good home. But he just couldn’t let go of the idea of having her be their class pet. And Mr. Peña and Lucca were in the way, refusing to listen. It was like there was a knotted rope inside him, and he was trying to untangle it, but instead of loosening, everything that happened was making it pull tighter and tighter.

Israel coughed again. “I think I’m getting sick,” he said. “I’m going to ask Mr. Peña if I can go to the nurse.”

Between Israel’s irritating cough and the way he didn’t seem to care about the class pet plan anymore, Bat wasn’t all that sorry to see him go.

Bat was alone in the play yard. A gentle breeze made the petition flap in his hands. A hot hard ball of anger filled his chest. He knew why Lucca wouldn’t sign the petition. It wasn’t because she didn’t want a class pet—no one doesn’t want a class pet. It was because she wanted to keep Bat from getting what he wanted. She was refusing to sign the petition just to make him mad.

And it was working. Bat was furious.





Chapter 12

Holo Shoes

 
“So, sport, anything you’re hoping to do this weekend?”

Bat was in the back of Dad’s car. This was an Every-Other Weekend, which meant that rather than going home to snuggle with Thor, Bat was on his way to pick up Janie from school and then to Dad’s apartment, where there was no pet skunk. Bat’s fingers itched to be stroking Thor’s dense, soft fur; his palm could practically feel the curious, leathery press of Thor’s nose, snuffling to say hello.

“I’m hoping to hang out with Thor this weekend, but I know that isn’t going to happen,” Bat said. “And I can’t go over to Israel’s house, either, because he went home sick from school.”

From the front seat, Dad sighed. His hand was on the gearshift, which looked like a small billiard ball, round and shiny and black. He shifted the gear as the car gained speed. Bat liked the way the engine, which had grown louder, dropped into a quieter, lower place again when it had been moved into the next gear.

“You know, Bat,” Dad said, eyes on the road, “sometimes it feels like you don’t even want to come to my place for the weekend.”

“That’s because sometimes I don’t want to,” said Bat. He watched the trees through his window as they sped down the road and remembered again the things Lucca had said: I don’t want a class pet. Stop trying to make me sign your stupid petition.

“That hurts my feelings, Bat,” said Dad.

Bat heard Dad’s words but didn’t have room in his head to think about them. His head was full of wanting to hold Thor and wanting to tell Israel that their petition was still a good idea and wanting to yell at Lucca for being mean and wanting to tell Mr. Peña they had to adopt Ghost as a class pet.

“Did you hear me?” Dad asked. “Because sometimes, it seems like you’re not listening at all.”

“I heard you,” said Bat.

“Do you have anything you want to say to me?”

Bat had lots of things that he wanted to say to Israel and to Lucca and to Mr. Peña. But he didn’t have anything he wanted to say to Dad right now. “No,” he answered.

Dad sighed again. “Okay, Bat.”

When Janie climbed into the car, she slammed the door. The sound of it made Bat flinch. It hurt the inside of his head.

“I need new shoes,” Janie said, first thing.

“What’s the matter with the shoes you have?” Dad asked.

“They’re not the right kind.”

“Not the right kind for what?” asked Dad.

“They’re not the right kind for being cool,” Janie answered.

“Ah,” said Dad. He shifted gears again as the car pulled away from the curb. “That, I understand.”

Things got better at Dad’s apartment. He told them he was making fried chicken for dinner, and fried chicken was one of Bat’s very favorite things to eat. And when the chicken was ready, Janie let Bat choose which piece he wanted. And both Dad and Janie listened as he complained about Lucca not wanting to sign his petition.

“It’s frustrating when someone is keeping you from getting what you want,” Dad said.

“I wonder why Lucca doesn’t like class pets,” said Janie. “Did you ask her?”

Bat hadn’t thought to ask Lucca why she didn’t like class pets. He couldn’t even believe that it could be true. “I think she just wants to make me mad,” he said.

“Why would she want to do that? Did you do something to upset her?” Dad asked.

Bat remembered how he hadn’t recognized Lucca on the first day of school, and how he’d ruined the end of her book. “Not on purpose,” he said.

“Oh, sport,” said Dad, but that was all.

The next morning, Bat and Janie and Dad rode their bikes to downtown. It was a beautiful fall morning. The air felt just a little bit cool, crisp like the first bite of an apple. Janie rode in the lead, Bat in the middle, with Dad bringing up the rear. They followed the bike trail over a bridge just for bikes and pedestrians (there was a separate route for cars), and into central Quincy. They rode down Third Street, past the Sugar Shack, which sold all the best kinds of candy, past the Broken Yolk Café, and parked their bikes in front of Cocoa’s. Next door to the coffee shop was a store called The Sole of the Matter. In its window was a display of all different kinds of shoes: running shoes with soft rubber soles, men’s fancy shoes with hard wooden soles, high-heeled shoes that looked a little bit dangerous to Bat. This was the store where Mom liked to buy the clogs she wore to work at her vet clinic. Bat noticed that they had some new ones, in bright green. He would have to tell Mom about them when he saw her on Monday afternoon. Green was Mom’s favorite color.

Janie pulled open the shoe shop’s door and a little bell rang merrily. Bat followed her inside. The Sole of the Matter was neatly organized and smelled like leather. Bat liked the way it looked, and he liked the way it smelled. Janie headed straight for a display of tennis shoes on the back wall. In the middle of the display was a shiny sneaker. She picked it up; its fabric caught the light and shined in a rainbow of colors.

“It’s holographic,” Janie told Bat.

“You seem like you’ve found what you’re looking for,” said the salesperson, a youngish woman whose name tag read Lim. “All the kids are into ‘holo’ right now. Do you know your size?”

“I used to be a size six,” said Janie, “but my old shoes are starting to feel tight.”

Lim nodded. “Let’s see where we’re at,” she said, and gestured for Janie to sit.

When Janie’s shoes were off, Lim had her step on the metal foot measurer. Then she asked Janie to stand, and she slid the length bar until it just touched Janie’s big toe. “Looks like you’re a six and a half,” she said. “Let’s check the other foot, just to be sure.”

Lim was someone who took the time to do her job right. Bat liked that. It made him nervous and uncomfortable when people hurried things, and he was glad that Janie was going to get just the right size of shoes.

A few minutes later, Janie was admiring her new holographic shoes in a low mirror, moving them this way and that so they shone, and Dad was at the cash register, paying for them.

“I like those shoes,” Bat told Janie. “Do you think they’ll work?”

“Work to what?”

“To make you look cool.”

Janie shrugged.

Bat was confused. “But I thought that was why you needed the shoes. You want to be cool.”

“Oh, Bat,” said Janie. “It’s not cool to want to be cool.”

Different shoes were good for different things. Sneakers were good for running and playing games; clogs were good for when you have to stand on your feet for long hours, doing important work taking care of animals; high heels, Bat guessed, were good for when you needed to look taller. If Janie needed these shoes to help her be cool, Bat figured that was as good a reason as any to buy them.
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“I think you were already cool, before the shoes,” Bat told Janie.

Dad came over, carrying Janie’s old shoes in the box the new shoes came in, so she could wear the holographic sneakers home from the store. “I agree,” he said, giving Janie a one-arm hug.

“Thanks,” she told them, “but the shoes will help.”

She looked happier than Bat had seen her since the new school year had begun.

“Do you think if I had holographic shoes, Lucca would be impressed enough to sign my petition?” Bat asked.

“You shouldn’t do things just to make other people happy,” Janie said.

“But . . . isn’t that what you just did?” Bat asked.

“It’s different,” Janie insisted.

But Bat couldn’t see how.





Chapter 13

Try-Hard

 
“Psst.”

It was silent reading time, but Bat really needed to talk to Lucca. Israel was still home sick, so it was just Bat, Lucca, and Jenny in their pod; Jenny was lost in her book, and she didn’t even glance up when Bat whispered at Lucca.

Lucca did. She looked up, right at him, her glasses making her big eyes even bigger, and then she looked back down at her book.

“Psst!”

This time, Jenny looked up along with Lucca. And so did Mr. Peña.

“Don’t forget about the ‘silent’ in ‘silent reading time,’” said Mr. Peña.

Bat quickly looked down, pretending he had no idea what Mr. Peña was talking about. But after a minute, he slipped a piece of paper out from his desk and wrote a note.

Hey Lucca, the note read, I need to talk to you about something at recess!

With a quick glance to make sure Mr. Peña wasn’t watching, Bat slid the note across to Lucca.

At first, Bat thought she wasn’t going to answer, but then she picked up a pencil. She wrote a few words and then slid the paper back to Bat.

It’s not about a class pet, is it?

Hmm. Bat thought about how to answer. If he wrote yes, then Lucca wouldn’t want to talk to him. But if he wrote no, he would be lying. And Bat really didn’t like to lie.

Maybe he could manage to talk to her about the petition without mentioning the words “class pet.” Then, he wouldn’t be lying if he said no. Not technically, anyway.

No, he wrote, and slid back the paper.

Lucca stared at his word for a long time. At last, she wrote two letters. She didn’t have to pass the note back for Bat to read them: OK.

At recess, Lucca was waiting for Bat just outside the double doors. He had the petition in his hand, along with a pen, just to make it more convenient for Lucca to sign. But when she saw what he was holding, she folded her arms across her chest.

“You told me this wasn’t going to be about your petition,” she said.

“No,” said Bat, “I told you it wasn’t about a class pet. And I won’t mention pets! I just need you to sign my petition, and then I’ll leave you alone. It’ll only take a couple of seconds to write your name! That’s barely any time at all.”

“You knew what I meant,” Lucca said. “You lied to me.”

“Well,” said Bat, and he was going to tell her again about how he hadn’t lied, not really, but he knew in his stomach that he sort of had. “It’s no big deal,” he said instead.

“You don’t have any idea about what’s a big deal to me,” said Lucca. And then she turned around and walked away.

All afternoon, the sick feeling in Bat’s stomach grew. Lucca hadn’t needed to be so mean to him! He was just using his resolve. And Lucca was so wrong! Class pets are adorable, and they are a good responsibility, and people who have pets live longer than people who don’t, and pets calm people down when they are feeling stressed.

But for the first time, Bat was beginning to think that maybe he should give up on the whole idea. And by the time he got home, his left eye was twitching and his whole body felt as if an electric pulse was going through it, irritated and itchy and uncomfortable.

Luckily, Bat knew what would help him to feel better.

He went straight to his room without even taking off his backpack. Maybe Thor heard him come in, because almost as soon as Bat was through the door, Thor began snuffling around, the pile of towels he liked to sleep in coming apart to reveal his dear little face, his leathery twitchy nose, his shiny black eyes.

“Hi, Thor,” Bat cooed in his softest voice.

Thor rambled over to the enclosure’s gate and waited as Bat unlatched it. The skunk came out right away and put one of his front paws on Bat’s foot.

“Aww,” said Bat. He took off his backpack, gently lowered it to the floor, and bent down to give Thor a head scratch.

Soon Bat and Thor were nestled together in Bat’s beanbag, Bat petting Thor in long, even strokes. With each stroke, Bat could feel the tingly electric sensation fading away from his skin, could feel his shoulders relaxing and his toes relaxing, too.

When Janie came stomping down the hall a few minutes later, Bat tensed again. He didn’t want Thor to be startled. If Thor felt uncomfortable, he’d want to go back into his enclosure. Bat sat as still as possible and tried to let Thor know through the palm of his hand that everything was okay, that the skunk didn’t need to run off and hide.
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Maybe Thor understood. Maybe Thor was just used to Janie’s stomping about. But he barely twitched a whisker when Janie slammed her bedroom door.

“Janie?” came Mom’s voice. She poked her head into Bat’s room and smiled at him before she knocked on Janie’s door.

“Go away.” Janie’s voice was muffled, like she was talking into a pillow.

“Janie,” Mom said again. “What’s the matter?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” This time Janie’s voice was clearer, like she’d lifted up her head.

Mom was quiet for a moment. Then she said, “Okay, honey. We can talk later.”

“Later” was at the dinner table. When Janie joined them, Bat noticed that her face was puffy, and her eyes were red.

“Hi, baby,” Mom said to Janie, and her voice reminded Bat of the voice he used to talk to Thor. “You hungry?”

Janie shook her head, but then she saw the hot, cheesy lasagna that Mom slid onto the center of the table, and she nodded. Mom served her the first square, a good corner piece with crispy edges. Bat didn’t have to ask; Mom was already cutting a piece from the other corner so he would get crispy edges, too.

They ate for a while without talking. Then, Mom said, “I don’t know about the two of you, but I had a hard day.”

Janie looked up. “You did?”

Mom nodded. “One of my patients, Pickles, has taken a turn for the worse. He’s been having issues with his kidneys, and he’s going to need regular IV fluids to help manage his symptoms, and his owner took the news pretty hard. She sure does love her cat.”

Bat remembered Pickles. “Doesn’t he belong to an old lady?” he asked.

“She’s not that old,” Mom said. “And I’m surprised you remember Pickles! I didn’t even know you’d met him.”

“I remember all the animals,” Bat said.

Mom smiled. “You’re going to make a very good vet one day, Bat.”

This made Bat feel better, enough that he wanted to tell Mom about his bad day. “Lucca is being super mean. She refuses to sign my class pet petition, and every time I try to talk about it, she starts either yelling or crying.”

“Oh, Bat,” said Mom. “I love that you feel so passionately about animals, but you can’t expect everyone to feel the way you do. I think you’re going to have to let go of this idea of a class pet. And anyway, Laurence has found homes for all but one ferret. It won’t be long before they all have homes.”

“Which one is left?” Bat asked, feeling nervous.

“The white one,” Mom answered. “The one Laurence is calling Ghost. She’ll need a special owner, someone who understands about her deafness, someone who can take special care of her.”

“That’s me,” said Bat.

“Honey,” said Mom, “if you’re too fixated on making things go your way, you might lose sight of the important thing: finding Ghost a home. Isn’t finding a home that’s a good fit for her and whoever adopts her better than trying to convince your teacher and Lucca, two people who don’t want to care for Ghost, to do what you want?”

Israel had said something similar on Friday. But Bat didn’t want to listen to anyone who didn’t understand why this was so important. So he ignored what Mom had said and told her, “Ghost should be our class pet. I just know it.”

“Don’t be such a try-hard, Bat,” said Janie suddenly.

“Janie,” said Mom, “where did you pick up that expression?”

“Ezra called me a try-hard today. Because I got holo shoes.” Janie stabbed her lasagna with her fork.

No one had ever called Bat a “try-hard” before. He thought about the expression as he took a bite of garlic bread. “Why wouldn’t you want to try hard?” he asked. “If you’re going to bother to do something, why wouldn’t you try your hardest to do it well?”

“That’s not what it means, Bat,” said Janie. “It means someone that tries too hard. Hard enough that people notice. It’s not cool to try too hard.”

That didn’t make any sense to Bat. “When I wanted to keep Thor, I had to try really hard to become the best skunk caretaker,” he told Janie. “I had to learn all about skunks and find a skunk expert, and send him an email, and everything. And when you wanted to convince Mom to let Thor stay, you tried really hard, too. You took all those photos, and you wrote to Dr. Jerry Dragoo! I love it when you try hard.”

Janie smiled. “Thanks, Bat.” Her voice was soft.

“Well,” said Mom, “do you like your new shoes?”

Janie nodded. “They’re comfortable and they’re shiny and they go with everything. And three other girls have them, too, and we’re calling ourselves the Holo Squad.”

“If you like them, that’s all that matters,” said Mom. Then she added, “Do you think that Ezra might be jealous?”

“Jealous of my shoes?” Janie asked.

“Jealous of your new friends,” Mom answered.

Janie shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Either way, jealous or not,” said Mom, “it sounds like Ezra has some work to do on being a better friend.”

“Maybe he needs to try harder,” Bat said, which made both Janie and Mom laugh. So then Bat said to Janie, “And I think you should try hard to finish your dinner. Then we can make some cookies.”

Janie and Mom laughed again, and Bat felt a good warm softness spreading through his body, the opposite of the spiky electric zaps he had been feeling earlier.

Later, when he and Janie were finishing up the cookie dough, Bat thought about that: the things that made him feel soft and warm, and the things that made him feel jangly and uncomfortable.

Animals and family and spending time with Israel made Bat feel that good way. Not getting what he wanted and feeling frustrated made him feel the bad way. He held open the oven door so Janie could slide in the tray of cookies. And as he closed the door, Bat decided: He wasn’t going to give up on convincing Lucca to sign his petition, or on convincing Mr. Peña that he was wrong about class pets. He was going to be a try-hard. The hardest trier in the whole class. And then they’d have to change their minds.





Chapter 14

An Early-Morning Visit

 
The next morning, Bat’s mom dropped him off at school earlier than usual because she had a surgery to perform at the clinic. There were only a few cars in the parking lot; Mr. Grayson’s little orange coupe was one of them, dusty as always.

The hallway was quiet. Bat liked it this way. Soon it would be bustling with people, kids and teachers and some parents, and it would get very loud: the high-pitched squeak of sneakers rubbing on the linoleum floor; kids laughing and talking, and usually a little kid or two crying; the slam of metal lockers; Mrs. Martinez greeting every kid by name in her friendly (but loud) voice.

Most of the doorways were dark, but Mr. Grayson’s was illuminated. A soft golden glow spilled into the hallway, forming a yellow patch on the ground. Bat stepped into the light and peered inside. Mr. Grayson was sitting at his desk, reading through a stack of papers. He wrote something on the top paper, and Bat noticed he was using the same type of green pen he’d always used to mark Bat’s papers. Today, Mr. Grayson had a purple kerchief tied around his neck, and he was wearing his bright-orange tennis shoes. Mr. Grayson was a fan of color, and Bat was a fan of Mr. Grayson.

His last-year teacher looked up just then, and he smiled when he saw Bat in the doorway. “Bat!” he said, setting down the pen and rising to his feet. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this early-morning visit?”

“Lemon has seven rotten teeth,” Bat explained.

“Oh?” said Mr. Grayson. “Tell me more. I don’t think I’m quite following the logic here.”

Bat stepped into the classroom. Was Babycakes awake? Yes. There she was, her little pink tongue darting out to taste her salt lick. “Mom has to extract the teeth,” Bat explained as he crossed the classroom. “So she dropped me off a little early today.”

“Ah.” Mr. Grayson nodded. “Now I understand. Well, I hope everything goes smoothly for Lemon.”

“It will,” said Bat. “My mom is a very good vet.” He squatted down so his face was just at the height of Babycakes’s. She looked at him, but she didn’t move from her salt lick. “Do you think she still remembers who I am?”

“Your mom?” asked Mr. Grayson.

“No,” said Bat. “Babycakes.”

“Ah,” said Mr. Grayson. “Yes, I’m sure of it. The two of you made lots of memories last year.”

Bat nodded. He pushed his fingers through the enclosure’s grating, and after a moment, Babycakes hopped over. She sniffed his fingers and then sat still, as if waiting for Bat to scratch her forehead. So, he did.

“I really don’t like Lucca,” Bat said. The words just sort of spilled out of him.

“Oh?” Mr. Grayson said. He walked over and sat in a student chair close to Bat. “Tell me more.”

That was one of the things Bat liked about Mr. Grayson. Bat knew he wasn’t supposed to say that he didn’t like other students, even if it was true, because it could hurt people’s feelings. But Mr. Grayson was willing to listen, even to things like this.
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“Lucca is selfish and mean and hates animals,” Bat told him. He kept his eyes on Babycakes’s soft white fur.

“Hmm,” said Mr. Grayson. “That hasn’t been my experience of Lucca.”

“Well,” said Bat, “it’s been mine.”

“Ah,” said Mr. Grayson, and then he was quiet.

“She won’t sign my petition,” Bat said.

“Your petition?”

So then Bat told Mr. Grayson all about how Mr. Peña didn’t have a class pet, but Bat thought he should, and the business of ferrets, and Ghost, and the petition, and how there was only one empty space left on the petition, next to number sixteen, but Lucca wouldn’t add her name.

“And has Mr. Peña agreed that if you get every kid to sign, he’ll adopt Ghost?” asked Mr. Grayson.

“Well,” said Bat, “no.”

“Hmm,” said Mr. Grayson. “You know, Bat, I’ve always thought that you and Lucca have a lot in common.”

“Lucca and I don’t have anything in common,” said Bat indignantly, and maybe it was his tone or maybe it was his volume, but Babycakes startled and hopped away.

“Hmm,” Mr. Grayson said again. “Well, you both have strong emotions, and feel passionately about the things you care about, and need plenty of alone time, and value honesty, and enjoy vanilla yogurt. Those are just some of the similarities I’ve noticed, off the top of my head.”

A few kids came into the classroom. Bat heard laughter from the hallway. The school day would start soon.

“Lucca doesn’t like animals,” Bat told Mr. Grayson.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Mr. Grayson told him. “It’s possible that maybe you haven’t been paying quite enough attention. Sometimes it’s easy to miss the ways people are alike, when you’re focused too closely on the things that are different.”

Bat shrugged. He didn’t have an answer for that.

“In any case, Bat,” said Mr. Grayson, resting his hand on Bat’s shoulder, “I’m always glad when you drop by. I hope you have a great day today.”

“Thank you,” said Bat. “But I doubt I will.”





Chapter 15

Good Things

 
One good thing was that Israel was back at school.

“You sure get sick a lot,” Bat told him, which maybe could be considered a criticism, but Israel didn’t seem to take it that way.

He just shrugged, and grinned, and said, “Did you miss me?”

“Of course I missed you,” Bat said.

“Hey,” Israel said, “I have something to tell you.”

But it was time for class to start, and whatever Israel wanted to tell Bat would have to wait.

Another good thing was that Mr. Peña wasn’t at school. Maybe he had caught Israel’s cold. Their substitute teacher was Ms. Choi. She had been their substitute teacher twice last year, once when Mr. Grayson was sick, and another time when he had to leave town for his brother’s wedding. (He was the best man, he’d told them proudly. That made sense to Bat; Mr. Grayson was one of the best men Bat knew.)

Bat liked Ms. Choi, for lots of reasons. One was that he liked that she always dressed entirely in one color, head to toe. Today was a green day, which meant that she had on green velvet shoes, and green corduroy trousers, and a green sweater vest that buttoned down the front with four wooden buttons (the buttons were wood-colored, not green, but Bat supposed that was okay because the soles of her green velvet shoes were also wood-colored). Her hair was tied back with a green silk scarf. She even wore green sparkly eyeshadow. Bat wondered if she arranged her clothes by color in her bedroom. That would be a good way for her to organize her things.

When it was time for recess, he hung back until everyone else had gone outside so that he could ask.

“Yes,” Ms. Choi told him. “The things in drawers are separated by colors, and the things I hang in my closet are arranged by color, too. They make a very satisfying rainbow.”

Bat nodded. That made sense to him. His dresser drawers were arranged by season: warm-weather stuff in one drawer, cold-weather stuff in another drawer. Janie thought that was a weird way to organize stuff, but Janie thought lots of the things Bat liked to do were weird.

Bat went outside. Israel was playing Four Square, and he waved to Bat, inviting him to join. But Bat didn’t care for Four Square. He scanned the playground, looking for Lucca, and sure enough, there she was, just where she’d been most days: under the wide tree. Today she was lying flat on her back, hands folded across her stomach, one ankle crossed over the other, staring up into the canopy, like always.

“Shoot,” said Bat. He’d forgotten the petition, distracted by the question he’d wanted to ask Ms. Choi. He considered going back inside to fetch it.

But instead, he decided just to go talk to Lucca.

In addition to wondering about Ms. Choi’s organizational system, Bat had spent the morning paying attention to Lucca. Mr. Grayson was one of the smartest people Bat knew, and if he thought that Bat and Lucca had things in common, maybe he was right. These were the things Bat had noticed:


	Just like Bat, Lucca didn’t like it when things didn’t go how they were supposed to go. When Ms. Choi had said they had ten minutes left of free reading time, and then asked them to put their books away after only seven minutes, Lucca’s eyes had brimmed with tears. Israel raised his hand and told Ms. Choi they still had three minutes left of reading time; Ms. Choi apologized and gave them three more minutes. Lucca sniffed, and no one but Bat seemed to see that she had almost started crying.

	Just like Bat, Lucca wasn’t a fan of group work. When Ms. Choi took a vote about whether the students would rather work individually or together to complete a math worksheet, only three people—Bat, Lucca, and Mai—voted for individually. Luckily, Ms. Choi had said that the three of them could work on their own and everyone else could find a partner, so no one had to get upset about that.

	Just like Bat, Lucca wore the same sort of outfit every day. Today, she was wearing the same combination she’d worn almost every day since school started: a loose cotton dress over cotton leggings. Today her dress was yellow with disc-shaped black spots all over, like little confetti pieces, and her leggings had black and yellow stripes.



Bat thought that maybe if he told Lucca about the things they had in common, she might decide to sign his petition after all. So, he went across the play yard to join her.

Lucca didn’t look over at Bat when he was standing by her side. It was rude not to acknowledge people . . . but Bat knew that sometimes, when he got lost in his thoughts or when he was busy working on something that was important to him, he forgot to notice people. So, he asked, “What are you doing?”

Lucca pointed up into the tree’s canopy. “I’m watching.”

Bat looked up to where Lucca was pointing, but all he saw were leaves. So, he decided to lie down next to her. Usually, Bat didn’t like to lie on the ground. He didn’t like to get dirty, and he didn’t like to be damp. But it was a warm, dry day, and he was curious.

Once Bat was on the grass, staring up, he could see what Lucca was looking at. Among the leaves, nestled into a space where one branch divided into two, was a small, brown bird’s nest.

“Are you watching that nest?” Bat asked.

Lucca nodded.

“Are there any birds in there?”

“Yes,” said Lucca.

“How many?”

“I don’t know,” Lucca told him. “They’re too small to see from here.”

“They’re babies?” Bat whispered, then.

Lucca nodded again. “The mom is out looking for food. But if you listen, you can hear them.”

Bat listened. At first, all he could hear was the bounce of the red rubber Four Square ball and the voices of the kids and the rustling of the breeze through the leaves. But then he listened more deeply, and he heard the sound of little, tiny chirps.

“They’re goldfinches,” Lucca told him.

“How do you know that?” asked Bat.

“Because of the way the mother looks,” Lucca said. “She’s yellow with black wings.”

“Is that why you’re wearing yellow and black?” Bat asked.

“Yes,” said Lucca.
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Bat thought about this. He stared up at the bottom of the nest and listened to the baby birds chirping. They sounded hungry; he hoped their mom would come back soon.

“I thought you didn’t like animals,” Bat said at last.

“I love animals,” said Lucca. “I just don’t like pets.”

How could someone love animals, but not pets? That made no sense to Bat. After all, all pets are animals! But before he could explain this to Lucca, here came Ms. Choi, calling them all back inside for class.





Chapter 16

Research

 
Almost always, Bat was glad when the school day was over. He liked school all right, and sometimes he even loved it, but he never loved being at school as much as he loved being at home. Today, when Miss Kiko rang the end-of-the-day bell and everyone began to pack up their things, Bat was more than ready to go home; he was excited. Because Bat had a plan.

“Bat,” Israel said as they headed outside, “remember that thing I wanted to talk to you about?”

“No,” Bat said. He scanned the parking lot, looking for Mom’s burgundy station wagon.

“It’s not for sure,” Israel began, “but there’s a chance that—”

“There’s Mom,” Bat said, feeling relieved at the sight of the familiar wagon. “I’ve got to go.”

“What were you and Israel talking about?” Mom asked, once Bat was buckled in and they were on their way home.

“Israel wanted to tell me something.”

“Oh? What was it?”

Bat considered. “I don’t know,” he said. “You drove up and I got in.”

“You could have waited until your friend was done talking, hon,” Mom said. “I wouldn’t have minded waiting a minute or two.”

“He can tell me tomorrow,” Bat said.

“You know,” said Mom, turning on her blinker in preparation for turning left, “part of being a friend is making time for the people we love. Listening to them when they have something to share.”

Bat had something to share. “Mom,” he said. “Guess what?”

Mom sighed. “What?”

“I thought Lucca hated animals because she never really liked Babycakes and she doesn’t want a class pet, but it turns out she doesn’t hate animals. She’s really into birds, and she showed me a nest today in the schoolyard tree. She says it’s a goldfinch nest.”

“Well, that’s lovely,” said Mom. “It sounds like you’re making a new friend!”

Bat considered that. “Do you think if Lucca was my friend, she’d sign my petition?” he asked.

“Well, that’s not exactly how friendship works,” said Mom. “Friends don’t have to do things just to make each other happy; friends understand when they have different opinions, and they work things out together.”

Bat almost said something about how Janie had bought the holo shoes because that’s what the other kids were wearing and she thought they would help her to be cool, but then they were turning into their driveway. And Bat had some research to do.

But before research came skunk care. That was one of the things about being a pet caretaker: you had to put your pet’s needs above your desires. Bat wanted to do research and surprise Lucca so that she would be his friend and sign the petition about class pets. But Thor needed fresh water and a snack and time outside of his enclosure.

Bat took Thor’s water dish to the kitchen and scrubbed it, then refilled it with clear, cold water. He cut up a piece of plain, boiled chicken and added in some chopped-up green beans. Technically a pet skunk could eat canned dog food, but Bat refused to feed anything to Thor that he wouldn’t consider eating himself.

Then, while Thor was having his snack, Bat cleaned the litter box. This wasn’t Bat’s favorite part of being a skunk caretaker, but it was a necessary one. When that was done, Bat washed his hands. At last, he found his animal encyclopedia and nestled into his beanbag chair. Thor caught sight of him sitting there and ambled over in his adorable skunky waddle.

“Hello, Thor,” Bat said in his just-for-Thor voice. Thor lifted a front paw and softly scratched at Bat’s leg. He had long, curved black claws, but they weren’t sharp like a cat’s claws. They were for digging, not for fighting. Bat knew what Thor wanted; gently, he picked up the skunk and set him on his lap. Thor turned in a circle and then settled in for a nice snuggle, his long black-and-white tail wrapped like a scarf around his neck.

Now Bat could concentrate on what he wanted to learn about: birds, in general, and goldfinches, in particular. While Bat had been interested in animals as long as he could remember, usually it was mammals that best held his interest. He didn’t know why mammals were his favorite class of animals; in fact, he’d never really thought about it.

Before turning to the “Bird” section of his encyclopedia, Bat took a look at the introduction, which had a chart that showed how all animals could be classified.
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Of the invertebrates, Bat was the most drawn to octopuses. It was so interesting how they could squeeze themselves into tiny places, how they could change their color in order to blend into their environment, how clever they were. Bat had even heard that some octopuses had been known to use tools. He traced his finger around the small red creature. He’d like to learn more about octopuses.

But then he remembered what he was here to do: he was here to learn more about birds, so he could show Lucca how much the two of them were alike. And, look—on the chart, birds were positioned right next to Bat’s favorite family of animals, mammals. Bat especially liked that there was a human being in with the other mammals featured on the chart. It was a good reminder that people are animals, too.

None of the birds on the chart were yellow and black, but that was okay. There were too many birds to illustrate them all here. Bat wanted to see if his animal encyclopedia had any information about goldfinches, so he flipped to the index in the back and searched alphabetically through the G section, running his finger down the list of animals until he found it: Goldfinch. Scientific name Spinus tristis. Page 88.

Bat flipped to that page. The first thing he saw was a photograph of a group of small yellow-and-black birds. Beneath the image, the caption read, “A charm of goldfinches.”





Chapter 17

A Charm of Goldfinches

 
“Did you know,” Bat told Mom and Janie later, at the dinner table, “that a group of goldfinches is called a charm?”

“Did you know,” said Janie, “that a group of unicorns is called a blessing?”

Of course Bat knew that. He’d told Janie about a million times. “I’m the one who told you that.”

“I know,” Janie said, stabbing a piece of smashed broccoli with her fork. “I’m just teasing.”

“Oh,” said Bat. He didn’t like it when Janie teased him.

“So,” said Mom, “a charm of goldfinches, huh? Why do you think it’s called that?”

Bat shrugged. “Because they’re so charming, I guess.” He thought about ferrets, and how a “business” was the perfect word for a group of them. They were always so busy, unless they were asleep: busy playing and exploring and climbing all over one another, a big, busy tangle of musky mustelids.

“Maybe they’re called a charm because they’re pretty and would look good on a charm bracelet,” Janie suggested.

“Hmm,” said Mom. “How about if we research it together after dinner?”

So, after they finished eating and cleaning up, Mom, Janie, and Bat (and Thor) all cuddled on the couch together. Janie, in the middle, held the laptop. Bat, on her left, held Thor. Mom held a cup of hot tea. Janie typed “charm of goldfinches why is it called that” into the search bar, and it didn’t take long to find the answer.

“It says here that the word ‘charm’ comes from the Old English ‘c’irm,’” said Janie, struggling to pronounce the unusual word. “It means song.”

That was a little bit disappointing. Bat had really hoped they were called a charm because they were charming, the way a ferret group is called a business because they are so busy. Then he could have used that similarity to help convince Lucca that ferrets and goldfinches were actually sort of alike.

“Even so,” Mom said, putting her arm around Bat’s shoulders, “it’s still a really great name.”

“Hey,” Israel said, the next day at school, “I think I have some great news.”

“I do, too,” said Bat. “Well, at least I have some really interesting news. Do you know what you call a group of goldfinches?”

“What are goldfinches? Some sort of bird?” asked Israel.

Here came Lucca. Bat waved her over to their pod of desks. “Lucca!” he said. “Israel doesn’t know what goldfinches are. Can you believe that?”

Lucca pushed her glasses up her nose and shrugged.

Bat was going to have to work a little harder. “Do you know what you call a group of goldfinches?”

This is what Bat had imagined would happen next: Lucca would say, “No, I don’t know what you call a group of goldfinches,” and then Bat would tell her that you call them a charm, and then he’d explain about where the word “charm” came from, and then Lucca would say something like, “Wow! That’s really interesting, Bat. Thank you for telling me!” and then Bat would tell her that a group of ferrets also had a really interesting name, and then Lucca would agree it was very interesting, and then she’d be in a good mood about ferrets, and then Bat would pull the petition out of his backpack and Lucca would decide that she wanted to sign it after all, and then Bat could go put the petition on Mr. Peña’s desk, all before Miss Kiko rang the morning bell, and it would be settled before recess, that they were going to adopt Ghost as a class pet.

But instead of that happening, Lucca said, “Yes. It’s called a charm.” And then she sat down in her seat and turned away.

“Bat,” said Israel again, “don’t you want to hear my news?”

Bat didn’t have time to listen to Israel’s news. Mr. Peña, who was back at school, was straightening the papers on his desk in the way that meant that class was about to start. So Bat pulled out the petition and walked around so that he was in front of Lucca’s face, so she’d have to give him her attention, and tried again. “A group of ferrets has a cool name, too. Do you know what you call a group of ferrets?” He waved the petition like a flag to try to get Lucca to look at it.

Lucca stood up. “I don’t have to sit here and let you quiz me, Bat,” she said. “And I don’t want to see that petition again, either! Stop being like this.”

And then she started crying, again, and she ran out of the classroom. Bat felt sick, like he had acid in his belly. He didn’t know what had happened.

“Bat?” It was Mr. Peña. “What’s going on here?”

Bat felt himself rising up onto his toes. He felt his arms pulling in tight to his sides. He felt tears piercing his eyes, which reminded him of Lucca’s tears, which made him feel even worse. With his arms pulled in close, the petition he was holding crumpled against his body. He’d ruined it. He’d ruined everything.

If this had been last year, and Bat had still been a student in Mr. Grayson’s classroom, he would have gone straight over to Babycakes. That would have helped. But Mr. Grayson wasn’t his teacher; Mr. Peña was. And there was no Babycakes here.

Gently, Mr. Peña reached out and took the crumpled petition from Bat’s hand. “What do we have here?” he asked, and he looked at the petition.

Out of the corner of his eye, Bat saw Israel look at him, and then look over at Mr. Peña. Neither of them said anything. But apparently, they didn’t have to. Bat looked down at the floor.

“Ah,” Mr. Peña said, after a moment. “I understand. Again, I do admire your resolve, and I don’t like to disappoint you. But petition or no petition, what I told you last week is not going to change: we are not going to get a class pet.”

Mr. Peña wore ugly shoes. Bat really didn’t like them. They were brown leather and didn’t have any laces and were boring and dumb. They were the opposite of Mr. Grayson’s shoes.

“Bat?” said Mr. Peña. “Can you please let me know that you understand that we won’t be getting a class pet? This is my first year at this school, and I’m not prepared to take on any extra responsibility at this time—I think you of all people will understand that if a potential pet owner does not have the time or resources to care for that pet, they should not have one. I wish you had been willing to listen to me in the first place.”

Bat didn’t look up from Mr. Peña’s shoes. He wanted to tell Mr. Peña that it wouldn’t be any extra responsibility, that Bat would do everything. A tear slipped from his eye, rolled down his cheek, and splashed on the ugly toe of Mr. Peña’s ugly left shoe.

[image: image]

“Do you need to use the restroom?” Mr. Peña asked.

Bat shook his head.

“Let me rephrase that. Would you like to go to the restroom for a moment alone?”

Without looking up from the floor, Bat left the classroom. He did want to be alone. But he didn’t want to go to the restroom. He wanted to go visit Babycakes, but he knew he couldn’t do that. So instead, he headed to the end of the hallway, pushed through the heavy door, and went out into the play yard.





Chapter 18

Alone Together

 
Usually, Bat didn’t like standing in very bright sun. He preferred shade, and if he had to be outside in the sun for any length of time, he liked to wear sunglasses or a hat.

Today was a very bright, very sunny day. And Bat didn’t have sunglasses or a hat. But he actually sort of wanted to feel the too-bright sunlight. With the sun on his face, making him squint, Bat’s whole brain and body concentrated on how terrible that felt, and the other reasons he felt terrible sort of faded into the background.

But even though he wanted to let himself be uncomfortable in the too-bright sun, Bat couldn’t take it for more than a minute or so. Then he squeezed his eyes into slits and ran over to the shady spot on the grass, underneath the tree.

Going from sunlight to shade made his vision all weird and unpredictable, little starbursts exploding against a black field. It was disorienting and made Bat feel dizzy, but, again, sometimes it felt good to feel overwhelmed, when he was already overwhelmed in other ways. The feelings and emotions and experiences that felt like too much . . . those things, Bat didn’t have control over. But letting his eyes feel uncomfortable in the sunlight, and then running into the shade . . . those things, Bat could control.

“What are you doing here, Bat?”

It was Lucca’s voice. Bat hadn’t seen her, but here she was, under the tree, leaning against its trunk. As he blinked, his vision began to return to normal, and Bat could see that she had her knees pulled into her chest, her arms wrapped around them.

“Oh,” said Bat. “I didn’t know you were out here.”

“Well,” said Lucca, “I am.”

There wasn’t much to say to that. Bat didn’t want to be with Lucca; he wanted to be with Babycakes, and if he couldn’t be with her, then he wanted to be alone. But he also didn’t want to be in the bathroom, or out in the bright sun, so he walked around to the other side of the tree’s wide, round trunk and sank to the ground. He rested his back against the rough bark. It felt sort of good, the hard spiky bits of it, in the same way the too-bright sun had felt sort of good.

Bat pulled his knees in close to his chest, the way Lucca had been doing, and wrapped his arms around them. He wanted to feel what it felt like to be Lucca. But the position was uncomfortable, and so he straightened out his legs on the ground and rested the back of his head on the trunk.

Even though he knew Lucca was on the other side of the tree, he couldn’t see her, and so he could mostly feel alone. His vision was coming back to normal now, which was nice. The palms of his hands pressed into the sparse grass, and he could feel dirt against his skin, which wasn’t his favorite feeling, but wasn’t terrible. Across the yard was the climbing structure, looking empty without anyone climbing on it. There was the door back into the school building; Bat knew that he couldn’t stay out here all day, that eventually Mr. Peña would make him come back inside.

Suddenly, a bird swooped by Bat’s face, startling him. It curved sharply upward, into the tree’s canopy, and Bat watched as it landed on the edge of the nest that Lucca had pointed out to him the day before. He gasped. It was the mother goldfinch.

He wasn’t the only one who was excited to see her; from inside the nest came a cacophony of loud, high-pitched chirps. It was her babies—hungry, from the sounds they were making. The mother bird dipped her beak into the nest, and the chirps grew quieter.

“I wonder what she’s feeding them,” Bat said, not to Lucca, just aloud to himself. “Maybe a worm.”

But Lucca answered. “Goldfinches don’t eat worms. They’re vegetarians.”

“Really?”

“They give seeds to their babies,” said Lucca.

“Wow,” said Bat. “I’ll bet it takes a lot of seeds to fill them up.”

Lucca didn’t answer. A moment later, the chicks started peeping again, and the mother bird flew off, probably to find more seeds. Once the mother was gone, the chicks got quiet, like they knew it was a waste of their energy to keep crying about it. Bat was quiet, too, and so was Lucca. He still couldn’t see her, but now it was almost like he could feel her there, on the other side of the tree. Like they were being alone, together.

It wasn’t a bad feeling.

Then Lucca said, “I’m a vegetarian, too. I used to eat meat, but this summer, I stopped.”

Bat thought about that. It was something else Lucca had changed this summer, along with getting glasses and buying new clothes and cutting her hair. He wondered—what else had changed in Lucca’s life?

A little while later, the school door opened, and Mr. Peña appeared. Bat felt himself tensing up, waiting for Mr. Peña to call them inside, but to Bat’s surprise, that wasn’t what happened. Instead, Mr. Peña just waved at them, as if to let them know that he saw them and was okay with them being there. Then he went back in, and Bat and Lucca were alone together again.

And then Bat had a new thought. Lucca being a vegetarian: that was another way of caring about animals. Different than wanting a class pet, different than enjoying the care and keeping of bunnies and skunks and ferrets . . . different, but still related. Maybe he and Lucca really did have more things in common than they did things that made them different.

And he remembered what Mr. Peña had said, how he wished that Bat had listened to him in the first place. If he had, maybe things wouldn’t feel so bad now. But it wasn’t that easy. Sometimes Bat wanted something so much, it was like there was a flat piece of plastic on the inside of his ears, far enough back that he could hear the words, but hard and smooth enough to block them from sinking into his brain. Maybe it was easy for Mr. Peña to listen to other people, but it wasn’t always so easy for Bat.

Bat almost said something about this to Lucca; the words were in his brain, but they were tangled up together, and if he tried to say them, he knew they would come out all jumbled and wrong.

So instead, he asked, “Is being a vegetarian why you don’t want a class pet?”

“Sort of,” said Lucca, after a quiet moment. “Seeing animals in cages makes me sad.”

Bat almost argued with her. He wanted to say: “But enclosures are a way to keep animals safe.” He wanted to tell her about how Thor loved his enclosure, and how, even when its gate was open, he’d often choose to stay inside it; he wanted to point out that Babycakes’s enclosure was big, big enough for kids to get inside for a visit and a snuggle.

Instead of saying anything, though, Bat leaned his head against the tree and looked up at the nest, and just thought about what Lucca had told him, and how she might feel.

[image: image]

Here came the mother bird, with more seeds. The chicks got loud and bossy-sounding again, as if they were saying, “Hurry up, hurry up, what took you so long?” It wasn’t a pretty-sounding song. The thought of the chicks complaining to their mother was funny, and it made all the complicated things in Bat’s head fly lightly away.

He started to laugh. Around the tree trunk, on the other side, Lucca started laughing, too. Then, in a funny, high-pitched voice, Lucca said, “Feed me first! You fed him first last time!”

She was doing a bird voice! “No fair!” Bat said, making his voice squeaky. “I’m hungrier than she is! You should give those seeds to me!”

Lucca laughed again. It was a nice sound, much nicer than the sounds the birds were making. And it felt nice, knowing that he had made her laugh. So, Bat tried again.

“Look how charming I’m being,” he said in his bird voice, and then he jumped up and ran around the tree, flapping his arms like a bird and spinning in circles at the same time, being as silly as he could.

He caught sight of Lucca, sitting at the base of the tree; her mouth was open in a wide O, and at first Bat was worried that she might start crying again. But then the O turned into a U as she smiled, and then she jumped up, and flapped her arms, and bounced up and down, and said in her bird voice, “I’m way more charming than you are!”

And then the two of them were laughing and flapping and trying to be the more charming bird to get the most seeds. They ran around the playground, which they had all to themselves, and they climbed and laughed and slid and laughed and bumped into each other and ran in circles around each other and laughed until, at last, they collapsed under the tree again, breathing hard and laughing in little bursts for a long time.

Then, at last, they were quiet again. That nice sort of quiet. The being alone together kind.





Chapter 19

Israel’s News

 
Bat wished they could stay outside all day. He told Lucca so.

“I didn’t think you liked me,” she said.

“I didn’t think you liked me,” Bat answered.

“Well,” said Lucca, “I didn’t.”

“Oh,” said Bat. “Why not?”

“Because sometimes you’re mean to me.”

Bat remembered how last year, Lucca had cried when Bat had told her that probably Israel didn’t really want to trade sandwiches with her. And how this year, on the first day of school, she had been upset when Bat hadn’t recognized her. And how she got so frustrated all the times when he tried to get her to sign his petition. But Bat hadn’t meant to be mean. It didn’t feel fair, that the reasons he did the things he did didn’t seem to matter. He wanted to explain all this to Lucca, but again, it seemed like if he tried, he’d probably mess it up. And anyway, Lucca stood up and brushed off her dress.

“We’d better go inside,” she said.

Bat followed.

All day long, Bat heard Lucca’s words in his head: Because sometimes you’re mean to me. He didn’t like the way it felt to think about that, but he couldn’t seem to stop, anyway. And then something occurred to him: maybe thinking about what Lucca said was a way of listening to her, even after she’d finished talking.

Lots of people had told Bat that he didn’t listen to them. But he was starting to think that maybe what other people meant by “listen” and what he meant by “listen” weren’t quite the same thing. Maybe when people said that Bat wasn’t listening . . . what they really meant was that they didn’t feel understood. And that was something that Bat could understand.

At last, Bat was out in front of the school. Israel was next to him. They stood side by side, waiting for their parents to pick them up. Bat heard Israel’s dad’s truck before he saw it. Its loud rumbly growl was hard to miss.

“Israel,” said Bat. He wanted to ask his friend what it was he’d been wanting to share. But just then, Tom’s truck pulled to the curb.

“Hiya, Bat!” said Israel’s dad.

“Hi, Tom,” said Bat.

Israel clambered into the truck, but before he closed the door, Tom leaned across and said, “Bat, your mom asked if we could give you a ride today to her clinic.”

“Really?” said Bat. “Why?”

Israel looked at his dad, and Bat saw Tom give him a wink. “Today?” asked Israel. Tom nodded.

Bat didn’t have any idea what they were talking about. He climbed into the truck. He felt so worn out, all he wanted to do was go home. But if the clinic was where Mom’s station wagon was parked, he guessed he’d better go there.

The whole way to the clinic, Israel couldn’t sit still. He rolled the window down, then rolled it up again. He pulled on his seat belt, stretching it long, until Bat told him that wasn’t safe. He tapped one foot against the floorboard, then the other, then the first again. Bat really, really wanted to tell Israel to stop squirming around and sit still. But he’d already been told by one person today that sometimes he was mean, and he didn’t want to hear Israel say the same thing, so he managed to keep his criticism to himself.

At last, they pulled up to the clinic. But instead of just dropping Bat off at the front, Tom parked his truck in the lot. He turned off the engine, unfastened his seat belt, and turned around to Israel and Bat.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Bat and Israel at the same time, but Israel sounded much more excited, and Bat had the feeling they weren’t talking about the same thing.

Tom and Israel followed Bat into the clinic. Suzanne sat behind the front desk, same as usual. When she saw Bat, she smiled and said hello. Then, to Israel and Tom, she said, “I’ll let Laurence know you’re here.”

“What’s going on?” Bat asked Israel.

“It’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Israel said, grinning. “But now you’re going to have to wait and see.” Maybe he could tell that Bat didn’t like that, because he said in a friendly voice, “It’s a good surprise, Bat. You’re going to like it.”

Bat wasn’t a fan of surprises, but he was a fan of Israel, and he trusted him, too. If Israel wanted him to wait, he guessed he could. For his friend.

And he didn’t need to wait long. Just a minute or so later, here came Laurence, followed by Bat’s mom.

Laurence was carrying a shoebox. “Hi there, kids,” he said to Bat and Israel. And then he shifted the shoebox to his left hand so he could shake Tom’s hand with his right. “You’ve got everything set up at home?” he asked.

“Sure do,” said Tom.

And then Laurence turned to Israel. “I know you’re going to take special care of this special little lady,” he said, before handing Israel the box.

Israel took it with both hands. “I sure will,” he said. “And I know Bat will help me. Won’t you, Bat?”

Bat looked at the shoebox in his best friend’s hands. He looked at Laurence, smiling. He looked at Tom, grinning. He looked back at Israel. “Are you . . . adopting Ghost?” he asked.

“Yes! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Israel said. He sat down on the bench in the waiting area and gently placed the shoebox on his knees. He pulled open the top.

Here came an adorable, pink, twitchy nose. Long, white, vibrating whiskers. A sleek, pointed white face, two bright eyes, dark as night. “Hi there, Ghost,” said Israel. Bat noticed that he talked to Ghost in almost the exact same voice Bat used when he was talking to Thor, even though Ghost couldn’t hear him.

And that’s when Bat knew for sure: Israel was going to make an excellent ferret caretaker.

“I was a little worried you might be upset about us adopting Ghost,” Israel admitted. “I know how much you wanted her to be our class pet. But last week, after Mr. Peña said no way, I thought it might be a good idea to figure out something else for her. And then Dad said he’d been thinking the same thing! I tried to tell you, but . . .”

Bat realized something: he had been so focused on getting what he wanted that he had forgotten that the most important thing was that Ghost got what she needed. A good home.

“But I wasn’t listening,” Bat said.

Israel grinned, and shrugged.
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“Can I come with you back to your place to watch her get settled in?” Bat asked.

“It’s fine with me,” said Tom.

“It’s fine with me,” said Bat’s mom.

“You’d better come,” Israel said. “I need you to check out the enclosure we bought and make sure it’s the right kind.”

There were so many things Bat would need to teach Israel about the care and keeping of pets, and so many things that the two of them could research together. Like what was the best kind of food for an adolescent ferret. And how to train a ferret that couldn’t hear. And what was the best shampoo for keeping her white fur its whitest. But before all that . . . “Tell me all about how you decided to adopt Ghost,” Bat said to his best friend. “I promise, I won’t interrupt you even once. Well—I promise to try not to interrupt.”

Israel grinned. “It’s a long story,” he said.

“That’s okay,” Bat answered. “I’m ready to listen.”
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