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Are You Ready?


Are you in bed, all snug and comfy under your blankets? Or are you on a couch or chair? Maybe you’re on a train or sitting in your back yard. You might be in school—or you might be waiting for a bus to take you there. It doesn’t matter where you are as long as you’re ready to read or listen to someone read to you, because books are an adventure like no other. Are you ready? Then you may begin.  




MARSHMALLOW DAYS
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Geraldine Woolkins shivered and pulled her quilted blanket to her chin. The Hollow had never felt so cold. She was late getting up—and late doing her chores—but she was sure she would freeze like an icicle on a branch above No Wolves Creek if she moved an inch from her toasty bed. 
It was January, and as far as the eye could see, snow covered the earth. It covered the Oak Forest, where the Woolkins family made their home in the hollow of a tree, and it covered the Maple Forest. It stretched east to Acorn Hill and north to Where the Blueberries Fall, and it lay like thick white feathers across No Wolves Valley.
“Geraldine, rise and shine!”
Mama sounded agitated. But try as she might, Geraldine couldn’t bring herself to throw off her warm blanket and touch her mouse feet to the cold floor. January. She didn’t like the sound of that word anymore. Papa had told her January was the beginning of a new year, but right now she wanted the old year back.
“Geraldine!”
And she was tired of sledding. Flying over the snow while sitting atop of piece of tree bark had lost its appeal. Not for her brother, Button, but then Button could be a silly mouse.
Just as Geraldine pulled her blanket tighter to her chin, her bedroom door flew open. There stood Mama, her hands on her hips, her whiskers stiff as twigs. “Geraldine, tend to your chores this instant.”
“But Mama, it’s so cold. I can’t move.”
“It’s cold because there’s no fire in the fireplace. And why would that be?”
“Can’t Papa do it? He lights the fire, so why doesn’t he get the acorn shells?”
“Geraldine Woolkins!”
Mama was using her full name now, and that never bode well.
“What, Mama?”
“You know very well what. Your papa has enough to do this morning. You have only two small chores. Collect acorn shells from the pantry and then put them in the fireplace and the cookstove.”
“Can I eat breakfast first?”
“I can’t very well make breakfast if I can’t heat the stove. Now up! Do your chores, and before you know it, you’ll be eating walnut pancakes in a warm kitchen.”
Mama took off, showing her displeasure by stomping loudly down the hall.
“Pancakes and syrup,” Geraldine whispered. She sprang from her bed, dressed, and darted for the family’s underground pantry, where all their winter provisions were stored. Geraldine herself, and Button, had helped Papa harvest those provisions. There were dried chives and blueberries, acorns and acorn shells, sunflower and pumpkin seeds, and so much more. Even peppermint candy.
One day last autumn, Papa, who loved to scour the forest floor for unusual treats, had found two large pieces of peppermint, brought them home, and put them aside in the pantry. At Christmas, Geraldine and Button had found small pieces of the candy in their stockings. But now it was January, and the Woolkins children were forbidden to touch the peppermint again until Papa and Mama decided it was time for a special treat. Still, whenever Geraldine ventured into the pantry—as she was doing on this cold morning—she drew close the peppermint, sniffed its fresh winter scent, and imagined the deliciousness of it on her tongue.
“Don’t dawdle, Geraldine!” her mama called out. “And leave that peppermint alone!”
How did Mama know she was sniffing the forbidden candy?
Geraldine scooped acorn shells into a basket her mama had woven from pine needles and hurried to the kitchen without spilling a single one. She placed a third of the shells in the cookstove’s firebox and then took the remaining shells to the living room.
Her papa, who was in his armchair by the fireplace with a feather blanket on his lap, smiled at her. “There you are, Geraldine. I thought my whiskers would freeze.”
“Sorry, Papa. My legs wouldn’t move when I told them to.”
“It’s the fault of your legs, is it? Perhaps you need replacements.” He winked at her.
“But it’s so cold in here. I’ve never, ever been so cold.”
“That’s because you’re a new mouse and this is your first January.”
Geraldine emptied the acorns into the fireplace and closed the grate. “I’m tired of being a new mouse. I’ve been a new mouse since I was born. I want to be a middle mouse.”
“You’ll become a middle mouse on your very first birthday, which if I’m not mistaken is coming up on the third of April, only two and a half months away. But daughter, January doesn’t get any warmer when you’re a middle mouse. It’s the same cold for everyone. You must learn to enjoy every month and every season.”
Her papa rose, lit the fire, and poked the acorn shells with a stick until every last one burst into flame.
“I don’t enjoy January,” Geraldine said. “I don’t, and I never will.”
Geraldine knew her mama and papa didn’t like grumbling, but she couldn’t help herself. Just like she couldn’t make her legs get out of her warm bed, she couldn’t stop grumbling about January. The month deserved grumbling. Why was December so delightful and January so terrible?
Papa folded his blanket, laid it atop his chair, and dropped to his seat with a happy sigh. “I smell pancakes.”
Geraldine grinned, turned her nose toward the kitchen, and raised her nose in the air.
“Your mama doesn’t make pancakes in June, July, and August. Do you know why?”
“No, Papa.”
“Because in those months, it’s too hot to cook on the stove. So you see, walnut pancakes with syrup is a treat for cold weather. For January. It’s something to be thankful for.”
Geraldine stared down at her feet. Papa was always telling her to be thankful. Thankful for acorn soup and rain, for singing birds and the cool shade of oak trees in the summer. Most puzzling of all, he often told her to be thankful for wolves and ravens. But Geraldine wasn’t in the mood to be thankful. She was still in the mood to grumble.
“Nigel!” her mama called out. “Geraldine! Breakfast!”
Not wanting to be rude on top of her grumbling, Geraldine waited until her papa rose and made his way to the kitchen before scampering after him and joining him at the table.
“Where’s Button?” Papa asked, latching on to a half walnut shell filled with syrup and dragging it his way.
“Sledding,” Mama replied. “He wanted to sled before breakfast.”
Geraldine rolled her eyes. What a silly mouse her brother was.
“There are more pancakes on the stove, Geraldine, but leave two for your brother,” Mama said. Then she placed before Geraldine and her papa plates of steaming hot walnut pancakes, their nutty, sugary scent now filling the warm kitchen. Maybe January wasn’t too awful.
Papa drizzled syrup over his pancakes, passed the walnut shell to Geraldine, and then dug in with his fork, smacking his lips as he ate and declaring his pancakes the finest Mama had ever made.
“Nigel, manners,” Mama said.
“Close your mouth when you eat, Papa,” Geraldine said with a laugh.
“Quite right,” he said. He speared more pancakes—pieces so large he could barely fit them inside his mouth—and then, when he had chewed and swallowed it all, he announced, “Geraldine and I are going out after breakfast.”
“We are?” Geraldine laid down her fork. “It’s cold.”
“That’s an excellent idea,” Mama said.
“But my reading and writing lesson, Mama.”
“It can wait.”
Papa winked at Mama and returned to his pancakes. They were conspiring. That’s what they were doing. Geraldine had learned that word only a week ago. Conspiring happened when mice joined forces to accomplish a task. Sometimes conspiring was good, and sometimes it was bad. But this was January, so any conspiring was bound to be a not-good thing.
Geraldine ate her pancakes as slowly as she could, trying to stall the inevitable, but even so, she soon finished her plate.
“Fetch your coat and scarf,” Papa instructed, “and meet me outside on the double.”
There was no use grumbling, Geraldine thought. Papa wasn’t listening. She got into her coat and wrapped her bright red scarf about her neck, certain she could already feel the bitter winter wind on her face.
Outside the door to the Hollow, Papa was looking to the east, toward Acorn Hill, and to Geraldine’s dismay, he was holding two bark sleds, one in each hand.
The world outside the Hollow looked like a thousand white marshmallows stuck together, all of them softening the sharpness of branches and tree trunks and shrubs. Papa had brought home a marshmallow once, after scouring the forest floor for treats, and Geraldine had never forgotten how fluffy and sweet it was.
“But marshmallows aren’t cold,” she said out loud.
“Savor these days, Geraldine. Follow me.”
Still holding the sleds, her papa trudged off for Acorn Hill, and Geraldine followed him, both of them walking with ease on the snow’s crusty surface. Papa was always telling her and Button to savor. After many months of being a new mouse, she had at last learned that to savor meant to pause and enjoy—and appreciate. “Savor” was Papa’s second favorite word after “thankful.”
When they reached the top of Acorn Hill and a gust of cold wind whistled around her scarf and nearly turned her ears to ice, Geraldine decided she didn’t like the word “savor” any more than the word “conspiring.”
“Papa, it’s freezing.” She stuck her hands in her coat. “It’s yuck up here.”
“There’s your brother,” he said, pointing halfway down the hill. “He’s making his way back up the hill. Excellent.”
“He’s so slow.” Now she had to contend with her silly brother as well as the month of January. “I don’t like this at all. I want more pancakes.”
Her Papa spun back to her, his whiskers shaking. “I don’t want to hear another word of complaint from you.”
Again she stared down at her feet. Somehow it seemed the only place to look. “Yes, Papa.”
When Button finally clambered to the summit of Acorn Hill, he was overjoyed to see his papa and sister. “Now we can sled together!” he said. “All three of us!”
Geraldine wanted to roll her eyes, but she didn’t dare set Papa’s whiskers shaking again.
Button did an about-face and sat on his sled, ready to fly down the hill. “What’s that?” he asked.
“What’s what?” Geraldine groused.
“Hold up,” Papa said, grabbing the back of Button’s sled. He hauled the sled backward, keeping it from sliding on the icy snow, and told Button to get out.
“I think it’s Quinton,” Geraldine said. “He has the same red face and gray ears.”
Quinton was her papa’s good friend, a gentle red fox who never hunted for mice in the Oak Forest.
“It’s a fox,” Papa said. “That’s for certain.”
As they watched, the fox leapt straight into the air, and when he came down, he landed head first in the snow. 
Button giggled. “Look, he’s playing.”
“He’s not playing,” Papa said.
Something in her papa’s voice sent a tiny chill down Geraldine’s back. “Then what’s he doing?” she asked.
“Stand very still, children,” Papa answered quietly. “Foxes can smell, but their eyesight isn’t very good.”
“But I want to play with Quinton,” Geraldine said. What was her papa thinking? Finally there was something fun to do. Something besides sledding.
“That’s not Quinton, daughter.”
Another gust of bitter wind blew. It swirled about the summit of Acorn Hill, swept over the snow, and flowed downward toward No Wolves Creek. The fox froze. He snorted at the air as though he were smelling a yummy bowl of pumpkin soup, and then his large red face turned toward Acorn Hill.
“This is not good,” Papa said.
Button let out a squeak.
The fox took several large steps forward.
“Listen to me, children. When I say so, I want you to run, as swiftly as you can, back to the Hollow. Lock yourselves inside and don’t come out for any reason. Tell your mama to do the same.”
“But Papa!” Geraldine wailed.
“Do as you’re told. When you run, don’t stop for anything and don’t turn around. I’ll be right behind you. Do you understand me?”
Geraldine grabbed her tail and held it to her chest. “I don’t like this adventure.”
“Do you understand me?” Papa asked again.
Though they were very frightened, Geraldine and Button nodded and told their papa they understood.
“That’s not Quinton,” Geraldine said in her quietest voice.
The fox took two more steps forward. Then he grinned—a terrible fox grin full of pulled-back lips and sharp fangs.
“Run, children! Now!”
Geraldine and Button wheeled around and raced for their tree, their tiny feet digging into the icy snow, slipping, digging in again, slipping again. The fox’s large feet thundered behind them, pounding on the snow, drawing closer and closer. “Papa!” Geraldine screamed. At any second she would feel the creature’s hot breath on her neck. “Help us, Very Very Big Hands!”
Halfway to the Hollow, Button fell and tumbled, sliding like a dead leaf over the ice, skidding farther and farther from the safety of their home. “Help me!” he cried. “I can’t stop! Geraldine!”
With every ounce of strength she could muster, Geraldine dug her tiny claws into the ice and ran for her brother. She dove for him, trying to seize his coat or scarf. “Button, dig in with your feet!”
“Geraldine, help!”
“Dig in!” She dove again, and this time she snagged the corner of his coat. “I’ve got you!”
Button stuck his nails into the ice. Two seconds later, with Geraldine still gripping his coat, he stopped sliding.
“Up now!” Geraldine ordered. “Run and don’t fall!”
At that moment, as her brother once more raced for home, she disobeyed her papa and looked back to Acorn Hill.
But where was Papa? Where was the fox?
Hunting. The fox was hunting Papa, and he was all alone, sliding helplessly over the icy snow.
She heard Button at the Hollow door, shouting for Mama, and remembering her promise to Papa, she ran toward home.
The Hollow door was open, but instead of going inside, she again disobeyed, stopping just outside the door to search the Oak Forest for Papa and his gray coat. “Papa, please,” she murmured.
There! Papa and his gray coat were flying over the snow! He was running, the fox in pursuit. He darted this way and that, first for the tree and then away from it, the fox closing in with every passing second, its terrible mouth open wide, like a cave from which no ground thing could escape.
Mama yanked Geraldine inside the Hollow and shut the door.
“Mama! Mama, no!”
“Your papa knows what he’s doing,” Mama said.
“No!” Geraldine dashed to her bedroom, hopped to her bed, and peered out her window, hoping to catch a glimpse of her papa. If he was still running, he was still safe. “Please, God. Can you hear me? Please, Very Very Big Hands. Don’t let the fox mouth get Papa. The fox is so big, and my papa is so small.” Trying not to cry, she took hold of her blanket and pressed it to her lips.
“Listen very hard, children.”
Geraldine looked back at her bedroom door. Mama and Button were there, and Mama was pointing at the ceiling. A moment later, Geraldine thought she heard a soft patter overhead, like a mouse scampering over twigs and branches.
“Your papa is in our tree,” Mama said.
Button cheered.
Geraldine did not cheer. For just as her mama spoke, the fox marched by her bedroom window and began to circle their tree, stalking his prey. “Do foxes climb trees?” she asked.
“They do not,” Mama replied.
“Will the fox go away?”
“I don’t know, Geraldine.”
And then Mama did something very strange. She grabbed her tail, held it close to her body, and twisted it the way she twisted wet burlap towels over the kitchen sink. “Nigel,” she whispered.
Geraldine ran one hand down her window, feeling the bitter cold of it and knowing her papa was much colder. She thought she might cry then and there, but for Mama’s sake, because she was already fretting to the point of wringing out her own tail, she held back her tears. “Being a ground thing is terrible.”
“A fox is a ground thing too,” Mama said.
“Foxes are awful creatures,” Button said.
Geraldine shook her head. “Quinton isn’t awful. Quinton is good. I wish he was here.”
“Your papa knows what he’s doing,” Mama said again.
“The fox won’t go away and Papa will freeze,” Geraldine declared. “Won’t he?”
When Mama didn’t answer her, a tear rolled down Geraldine’s cheek. Papa was high in the tree, the fierce January winds turning his ears and tail into icicles, making his hands curled and stiffed. But the fox, like all foxes, had thick, warm fur. Once Quinton had given her a ride—she’d sat on top of him, right behind his magnificent red head—and she had nearly disappeared into his deep, soft fur. The fox who stalked the Hollow was warm, and he might hunt her papa forever.
“I think Papa’s already freezing,” Button said.
“He knows what he’s doing,” Mama proclaimed. She let go of her tail. “And so do I.”
With that, Mama ran off, and when Geraldine found her, she was in the kitchen making a pot of pumpkin soup, of all things. As a new mouse, many things confused Geraldine, but this was a puzzle completely beyond her knowing. How could mama think of making lunch at a time like this? Geraldine folded her hands across her chest and pinched her lips together. She would refuse to eat the soup, that’s what she’d do. Furthermore, she would stand in the kitchen, on the very spot she was now standing, until Mama came to her senses.
“I smell soup,” Button said. He crept around Geraldine and walked to the stove.
Her silly brother cared more about filling his tummy than about saving Papa.
“It smells good,” Button said. “Do you smell that, Geraldine?”
“Of course I do.”
Mama smiled. “And so will the fox.”
Geraldine dropped her hands. “Through the door?”
“Not through the door.” Mama wiped her hands on a towel, touched Button on his shoulder, and turned to Geraldine. “Listen to me very closely, the pair of you, and do not disobey. Button, get the pine needle broom from the corner.”
Button did as he was told, and when Mama held the broom in her hands, she instructed her children to go to the living room and remain there, no matter what they heard or saw.
“I don’t like this,” Geraldine said.
“Go now.” Her mama was wearing that look on her face. Geraldine had seen it before. It was the one that meant I know what I’m doing, daughter. It was foolishness to disobey.
As soon as Geraldine and Button stepped into the living room, Mama strode to the front door and flung it open.
Button peeped loudly, and Geraldine held fast to his coat.
Gripping the broom tightly, Mama walked backward until she was almost at the stove. There she waited, holding the broom high, her expression ferocious, like that of a wolf from the Barren Land.
In seconds, the fox was at the Hollow, snarling and snapping, pushing his large red face through the door.
Geraldine covered her mouth with her hands. What was Mama doing? Would they all perish?
The fox pushed his face farther and farther inside, until his gray ears were almost in the kitchen. He bared his white teeth and licked his lips.
Mama yelled, “Go away, fox!” and lunged forward, jamming her sharp, pine-needle broom as hard as she could into the fox’s nose.
He howled like a wolf and snapped at Mama, but instead of running away to the living room, Mama lunged bravely again, and this time she jammed the broom right up the fox’s nose. And there, to Geraldine’s astonishment, the pine needles stuck!
This time the creature’s howl was like the howl of a trapped wolf, and with the broom still in its nose, it pulled its head out of the door, spun around, and ran off into the forest, roaring indignantly about his humiliation and pain.
Geraldine leapt for joy. “Mama, you did it!”
Before they could count to three, Papa was inside the Hollow, shutting the door behind him. And though he shivered with cold, he grinned at Mama and gave her a big hug. “Lily, you are the cleverest wife any mouse could have! I knew what you were doing the minute I smelled your soup. I knew that fox would have the devil of a time trying to get his head through our door.”
“Nigel, you’re freezing.”
“I’ll be all right.”
“Nonsense. In the living room, right now.”
Mama shooed Papa into his armchair by the fireplace, poked the fire until the acorn shells burned afresh, and then bundled Papa so thoroughly in his feather blanket that Geraldine feared he’d have trouble breathing. But though he still shivered, he smiled contentedly and didn’t seem to mind Mama fussing over him.
“Some of that pumpkin soup, I think,” Mama said, making her way back to the kitchen.
Geraldine sat on the floor in front of the roaring fire. “Was it freezing in the tree? I hate the January snow.”
“Daughter, the January snow saved my life. I ran on top of the snow—as an elder mouse, I’ve done it many times—but the fox is a heavy creature, and the harder he tried to chase me, the more his heavy feet broke through the snow and made him stumble. That gave me time to reach the tree.”
She was sure Papa was about to tell her to be thankful for snow. And January. But instead, he smiled again and snuggled deeper into his blanket. Perhaps he thought she was old enough now to be thankful on her own, without being told.
Mama returned with a steaming bowl of soup, and Papa managed to extricate his hands from the blanket enough to take hold of it.
“Why didn’t you follow us to the Hollow?” Button asked.
Instead of answering Button, Papa took hold of his spoon and dipped it into the rich, thick soup. “Thank you, Lily.”
But Geraldine knew the answer to Button’s question. Their papa didn’t follow them to the Hollow because he wanted to save them from the fox. He knew they might fall and slide as they ran, and so at great risk to himself, he had distracted the fox until they were safely home. Their papa had saved them.
Geraldine stood. She had to do something good in return, even if that something was very small. “Papa, I’m going to get your slippers.”
“Thank you, daughter. Slippers are the perfect thing to warm my cold feet.”




THE BIRD THAT WAS NOT A RAVEN
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Though Papa insisted that foxes rarely hunted in the Oak Forest, it was two whole days before Geraldine could bring herself to leave the Hollow again. After two days, surely the fox with the broom up his nose would be far away, she thought. Even so, when she left her home to gather berries, she took Button with her. And Button, being well prepared for a new mouse, took his backpack along. 
Geraldine knew that January was the time of “scarce,” as her papa called it. A time when acorns and chives sat hidden beneath the snow. A time when pinecones and berries were few and far between. And “scarce,” she had learned, meant that even industrious mice might not find them. But Geraldine was determined. If her papa and mama were brave enough to face the terrible fox teeth, then she could be industrious and clever. She could help keep the scarce away.
“Keep your eyes on the horizon,” Mama said, wrapping first Geraldine and then Button in their scarves. “Eyes open all the time, and come back before you get too cold.”
“Where are you two off to?” Papa asked as he walked into the kitchen.
“I’m off to be industrious,” Geraldine said proudly.
“I’m off to play,” Button said.
“How do you plan be industrious, Geraldine?” Papa asked.
She stood as straight as a thick summer reed. “By keeping the scarce away all by myself.”
“Is that so?” Mama said. She let go of Button’s scarf and put her hands on her hips.
Though Geraldine had tried her best not to be boastful—her parents did not like it when mice were arrogant—the boastful words had slipped from her tongue like raindrops from oak leaves in a springtime storm. “I will try to help, Mama. That’s what I meant.”
“That’s better.” Crinkles formed around Mama’s eyes as if she were about to laugh, and she tugged at the end of Geraldine’s scarf. “Have fun while you’re being industrious.”
“Savor the day,” Papa called as Geraldine headed out the door, Button right behind her.
Button shut the door to the Hollow, leaned on it, and pursed his lips in concentration. “What’s the scarce? How do we keep it away? Is it like a fox?”
“Scarce isn’t a creature,” Geraldine said.
“Does it have teeth?”
“No, I said it’s not a creature.”
“Is it cold like the wind?”
“Just follow me,” Geraldine said, annoyed with Button’s questions. Why didn’t her brother just listen and learn? Why did he always bother her with questions? “We’re going to the Southern Lands, past Mushroom Grove.”
Button’s eyes grew wide. “All the way there?”
“It’s an adventure.”
“To keep the scarce away,” he said in a low voice.
When Button opened his mouth again—surely to ask another bothersome question—Geraldine spun around and darted south for Mushroom Grove. There, in the warm days of last October, she had discovered orange shrubs speckled with scrumptious-looking red berries, stretching as far as her mouse eyes could see, from the grove to the Southern Lands beyond. Though birds and foxes had no doubt harvested most of those berries, she knew some remained. It was the way of berries, she had learned. An industrious mouse, searching low to the ground in places other creatures never looked, could always find more.
Geraldine and Button scurried over the snow, digging into it with their nails to keep from sliding, as they had done when pursued by the fox. After a while, when it seemed to Geraldine that they must have reached Mushroom Grove, they stopped. But where were the mushrooms? Last October they had dotted the forest floor—they had even grown on fallen logs and tree trunks like fat brown marshmallows.
“You made us get lost,” Button whined.
“I did not.”
“You can’t see mushrooms in the snow.”
“Hush. I’m sure this is Mushroom Grove.”
Geraldine hurried to the nearest tree and began to inspect its vast brown trunk. “Up there!” she cried. “Mushrooms!”
Button cheered and shouted, “Mushroom Grove!” as though his sister had no idea where they were.
At that moment it occurred to Geraldine that a fat mushroom, even a frozen one, might also help keep the scarce away. But how to harvest it? Staring upward, she pondered the question. What if she kicked it? What if she prodded it with a twig?
“Help me find a twig,” she commanded, scanning the snow all around her. Other creatures passed through here, didn’t they? Some of them must have dropped twigs or chewed them from branches and let them fall to the ground, she reasoned, but it was January, and it seemed that even twigs were scarce.
Button sighed. “I don’t see any twigs, Geraldine. Everything is white on white.”
Geraldine gazed longingly at her prize, unwilling to pass it by, though it was as high on the trunk as two foxes, one standing on top of the other. “I’ll kick it down,” she declared. “Watch me climb.”
She clutched at the tree’s bark and pulled herself with surprising speed toward the mushroom. She had climbed atop rocks and shrubs, and even a fox and a rabbit, but she’d never climbed so far and so swiftly up a tree. Before she knew it, she was standing on the mushroom while clinging to the bark above it.
“Kick it!” Button shouted.
Geraldine drew her knees to her chest and then struck downward with her feet, hitting the top of the mushroom. Nothing happened. She tried again, but still the mushroom wouldn’t budge.
“We’re weak ground things,” Button grumbled. “We can’t move mushrooms.”
At least her brother had said “we,” Geraldine thought. He wasn’t placing all the blame on her. It was true that mice, especially new mice, were the weakest of ground things. They were almost as weak as crickets. But her parents had always told her that being clever sometimes made up for being weak. “God gave you a brain, so use it,” her papa liked to say.
While holding fast to the bark, Geraldine turned and turned until she was hanging upside down, her nose touching the mushroom. And then she began to nibble at it. Finding it only half-frozen, she nibbled harder—but she didn’t eat it. She let the nibbled bits fall to the ground and then nibbled some more until she had cut a groove the width of a twig in the mushroom, loosening its grip on the tree. Once again she turned herself right side up, and once again she thrust her legs into the mushroom. This time it almost fell.
“It’s unsticking itself!” Button yelled. “Kick it again!”
She hit it again, and the mushroom sprang like a bird from the tree trunk, landing no more than the length of a maple leaf from her brother.
“You did it!” Button said. “You did it! We have a mushroom to take home!”
Geraldine was so pleased with herself, and so happy she’d impressed her brother, that she didn’t see the tar-black bird that now advanced on her from the nearest branch, its fearsome claws sinking into the bark like a fork into acorn soup.
“Raven!” Button shrieked.
Too late. The Raven was upon Geraldine, its great beak so close to her face that she felt the bird’s warm breath. Her legs went wobbly and weak. All she could do was scream for her brother to hide in the snow, and then she quivered uncontrollably as she waited for the beast to close in and devour her.
“It’s a trap! Raven! Raven!” Button dove into the snow, scratching his way through its thin, crusty layer on top until only his tail showed.
“Mama,” Geraldine whimpered.
“Silly mouse, I’m not a raven.”
Geraldine stared at the bird. She tried to speak, but nothing but the tiniest of peeps came out of her mouth.
“I said I’m not a raven. What are they teaching mice these days?”
Geraldine swallowed hard. Then swallowed again. “Ravens . . . talk?”
“Look at me and pay attention. Do I look like a raven?”
Now that she considered the question, Geraldine had to admit that this was a most peculiar raven. Besides being much smaller than any raven she had ever seen, it bore brilliant red splotches on its shoulders, and just below the splotches were narrow stripes of yellow feathers. No raven was dressed like this.
Feeling a little less afraid, Geraldine found her voice. “Will you tell me something? Do you eat mice?”
The bird made a loud cackling noise. “Again I must wonder what they’re teaching mice these days. Are you uneducated?”
Geraldine bristled. “I know how to read, and so does my brother.”
The bird cast its eyes to the ground, where Button’s tail was still flipping and flopping above the snow. “How smart can your brother be? He’s stuck upside down in the snow.”
Geraldine scrambled down the tree, mindful of the bird’s movements but resolute in her objective: to free Button from his pickle of a situation. She tugged on his tail, and he screamed, “Trap!” and tried to dig deeper. But his tail stayed above the snow, wiggling like a juicy worm, inviting any raven passing overhead to pluck it.
“Button, it’s me!” She tugged again. “It’s safe to come out of the snow. It’s not a raven.”
Button stopped squirming.
“Do you hear me? Come out now.”
Button began to wiggle again, but this time he squirmed his way up out of the snow, and when at last his head popped out, he fell backward with a soft thomp. “Is it a trick?” he asked, glaring at the raven.
The bird shook its head. “Mice, mice, mice. Little ones, I’m a red-winged blackbird, and I eat nothing but seeds. I wouldn’t touch a mouse to my beak if you gave me a field of sunflowers. And listen to this.” Spreading his wings, he swooped to the ground, and once there, he sang one of the prettiest songs Geraldine had ever heard, like butterflies dancing in spring meadows.
“Ravens don’t sing,” Geraldine said. “You’re beautiful.”
The bird bowed his head. “Why, thank you.”
“What’s your name?”
“Timothy Flaxweed, at your service.”
“I’m Geraldine Woolkins, and this is my brother, Button.”
“Pleased to meet you.” The blackbird bowed again—he seemed fond of bowing—and then said, “Now, little mice, I must take my leave and finish collecting my berries. My flock awaits me.”
Geraldine’s ears perked up. “Berries? Did you find berries?”
“How could I collect berries unless I had found berries? Of course I found some.”
“Can there be some left for us?” Geraldine asked. “Berries are very scarce in the Oak Forest.”
Timothy laughed, his laughter mingling with a short burst of song. “There are plenty enough for both birds and mice. Climb aboard my wings, Geraldine, and I’ll take you there.”
“Flying?” Geraldine breathed. She wanted more than anything to fly. To have feathers and not fur, to free herself from the ground and soar above the trees, tumbling on the air. Just once.
“Geraldine, you can’t,” Button said.
Her brother was quaking. Was he pretending to be frightened? Geraldine wondered. He too wanted to fly, though he was a less adventurous mouse than she was. Why couldn’t he stop shaking and let her go? “Can you take us both?” she asked Timothy.
“I’m only strong enough to carry one mouse at a time,” Timothy replied.
Button sniffed. “Geraldine, don’t leave me.”
Why had she taken her brother with her? Now she would miss out on the greatest adventure ever. As great as any adventure in the Book of Tales. But when she looked at her brother again and heard his peeps and saw how he twisted his tail in his hands, she declined Timothy’s offer. If she left Button alone in Mushroom Grove, he would be frightened. “Can you point the way to the berries?” she asked. “We can walk there.”
“What about your mushroom, little mice? Will you pick it up on the way back from harvesting berries?”
Geraldine sighed and puffed out her cheeks. What a predicament. “We can’t leave it here. A creature will take it, and then all our work will be for nothing.”
“I’ll put it in my backpack,” Button said, letting his backpack fall to the ground. But when he tried to stuff the mushroom inside the pack, it wouldn’t fit. “It’s like trying to put a walnut in an acorn,” he complained.
“Watch this, little mouse.” Timothy hopped to the mushroom, extended his wings, and arched his neck over the half-frozen treat, looking for all the world like he was about to snatch a juicy insect from the forest floor. But to Geraldine’s surprise he drove his beak into the mushroom, cracking it like a nut. And then again and again he struck it with his beak, until the whole of it was in blueberry-sized pieces on the snow.
Button leapt straight into the air. “Hooray, Timothy! Now I can put it in my backpack!”
Geraldine helped her brother sweep up the pieces, and soon Button’s backpack was bulging with bits of mushroom. “We’ll take turns carrying it,” she said. “But mushrooms aren’t too heavy, even when they’re half frozen.”
Timothy stood straight and shook out his feathers, preparing for flight. “Now little mice, I truly must go.” He lifted one wing and waved it in the direction of the Southern Lands. “Watch the sky, and follow me south to the place of red berries.”
Beautiful Timothy flapped his wings and climbed with the wind far above the treetops, but now and then, as Geraldine and Button raced for the place of red berries, Timothy came back and circled overhead, leading them onward and watching over them.
It wasn’t long before the two of them reached a field filled with shrubs. So many shrubs, in fact, that Geraldine could have stood there for an hour and still not counted them all. And though their leaves had long since turned brown and fallen to the ground, the shrubs’ stems and twigs glistened with red berries.
A dozen red-winged blackbirds perched themselves on the shrubs, greedily eating as many berries as they could. But three other blackbirds, Timothy included, collected berries in their beaks—three or four at a time—and flew off with them, dropping them into old nests in nearby trees for later meals.
Geraldine could hardly believe her eyes. “Look at how many berries there are!”
“And they’re not all shriveled like the blueberries and raspberries in our pantry,” Button said.
“They’re luscious,” Geraldine added.
As soon as Geraldine dashed to the nearest shrub, ready to grasp the fat berries, she realized she hadn’t brought her backpack. Picking the berries and carrying them back in her sack was out of the question, and there was no more room in Button’s backpack.
“Oh, Button, why didn’t you tell me I forgot my backpack? You should have said.”
Button scrunched up his nose. “That was your responsibility. That’s what Papa would say.”
Her brother was right. He’d brought his own backpack, and that was enough. Why did she sometimes feel like blaming him? It was curious how the blame words tumbled out of her mouth before she could even consider if they were right or wrong. Still, she didn’t apologize. It was also curious how she hated to tell him she was sorry.
“I know what to do,” Geraldine said, running for the closest shrub. “I’ll bring the berries back on twigs. I’ll find the twigs with the most berries and snap them off. It will be much easier to carry the twigs home.”
Button helped her find the twigs with the most berries, and when neither of them could snap the twigs from the shrubs, he helped her chew them off. In no time, Geraldine had gathered an armful of twigs, all them full of juicy berries.
They said goodbye to Timothy, who waved a red-tinged wing at them, and set off for the Hollow. While Button toiled under the weight of his backpack, Geraldine, whose twigs were much lighter, walked with relative ease over the snowy forest floor.
“I’m sorry you couldn’t fly on Timothy,” Button said as they walked.
Her brother had said the “sorry” word. Geraldine hung her head but kept walking.
“I was afraid to be alone, Geraldine. I really didn’t mean to ruin your flying.”
“It’s all right, Button.”
“But you want to fly more than anything.”
Geraldine stopped in her tracks and pulled on Button’s arm to get him to stop too. “Let me carry the mushrooms for a while. You carry the twigs.” She took hold of his backpack and slung it over her shoulder. In exchange, Button cradled the twigs in his arms.
“Thank you, Geraldine. We’ll trade again before we get to the Hollow.”
As they moved on, walking gingerly over the slippery cap of ice on the snow, Geraldine began to wonder how her brother had carried his heavy pack without complaint. He usually griped and grumbled.
“Will you take me on more adventures with you?” Button asked in a small voice. “Even though I ruined the flying?”
“Can I tell you a secret?” Geraldine said. “I like to think about flying, and think about being a bird, but I’m pretty sure flying would scare me.”
Button gazed at her with such amazement that he almost tripped over his own feet. “But you always talk about flying.”
“But birds fly so high. I’d be afraid to fall, so I pretend I’m flying while I’m still on the ground.”
“How do you do that?”
“I feel the wind.” Geraldine stopped, stretched out her arms, and tipped her head back, as though she were sailing on a gust of wind. “See?”
Button laughed.
“Don’t be sorry I didn’t fly, Button. I think I would have been afraid to go on that adventure with Timothy. One day I can ride Quinton again when he runs through the grasses. That was like flying, but it felt safe.”
When they were a dozen rabbit hops from the Hollow, Button gave Geraldine her twigs and Geraldine gave Button his backpack. Geraldine let her brother enter the Hollow first, and she let him show Mama and Papa the mushroom pieces in his pack and chatter endlessly about Timothy Flaxweed and the field of shrubs.
“What if Timothy had been a raven?” Mama said.
“But he wasn’t, Lily,” Papa said, “so it’s no use worrying. The children are learning.”
Geraldine laid her twigs on the kitchen table, and Mama, looking like she had already devised recipes for the red berries, hovered over them, testing their plumpness with her hands.
“I’ve got an idea,” Papa said suddenly. “Lily, I couldn’t find any pine needles for a new broom.”
“You told me that, Nigel.”
Papa explained to his children that he’d searched high and low for pine needles with which Mama could weave a new kitchen broom, but with the snow covering the forest floor, there were none to be had. He had dug deep in places, sometimes finding a layer of needles, but when he’d tried to wrench the needles above the snow, they had shattered to pieces. He had found the perfect twig for the broom handle, but nothing for the sweeping end of the broom.
“Button, get a basket from the pantry and bring it here,” Papa said. “Geraldine, help me pick these berries.”
“A twig broom!” Mama exclaimed. “What a good idea!”
“It’s not as fine as a pine-needle broom, but it will do in a pinch,” Papa said. “We’ll store the berries in a basket and bite the twigs in half to make them a proper size. Then you do your weaving magic, Lily.”
After Button returned with a basket, Geraldine and her papa set about picking the berries until every twig was bare. And then, when the three of them had bitten each twig in half, Papa held the half-twigs firmly around the broom handle while Mama, with expert hands, wove them all together with burlap thread.
Mama judged the broom perfect, and in a flash she began to sweep the kitchen floor. “It’s been two days since I cleaned,” she said. “It’s good to have a broom again.”
Papa turned his attention to the basket of berries. “Such an unexpected treat.”
“And mushrooms,” Geraldine reminded him. “Button carried half-frozen mushrooms all the way from Mushroom Grove.”
“Geraldine kicked it off a tree,” Button said. “You should have seen her.”
Papa sighed contentedly and leaned back in his chair. “You know what I think, Lily? We have two very industrious children.”
“I agree, Nigel. What should we do about it?”
“How about a special dessert tonight?”
Geraldine and Button squeaked and sat straighter. They both loved their mama’s soups, but there was nothing tastier than dessert. And a special dessert was even tastier.
“That’s just what I was thinking, Nigel. How about red berries?”
“And don’t forget the peppermint candy, Lily.”
“I agree. We mustn’t let that candy in the pantry go to waste. It has to be eaten sooner or later.”
Button’s eyes grew very large.
“Peppermint too?” Geraldine said.
Papa chuckled. “Yes, berries and peppermint candy for dessert. That’s what I think.”
Though it was difficult, Geraldine and Button stayed away from the peppermint in the underground pantry, even when they both carried the basket of berries there for storage. But after dinner, when Papa returned from the pantry bearing four small pieces of candy, Geraldine could hardly contain her excitement. Especially when Mama separated the candy in four bowls and added two berries to each bowl. She had been waiting since Christmas for this moment.
“Papa, after dessert can you read to us from the Book of Tales?” she asked.
“Yes, please!” Button said.
“Berries, peppermint, and the Book of Tales?” Papa replied. “Well, why not? Why not?”
When Geraldine at last took a bite of peppermint, she chewed slowly, savoring it.
“Is it good?” Mama asked her.
Knowing that the Woolkins family did not allow chewing and talking at the same time, Geraldine simply nodded. The peppermint was every bit as delicious as she’d remembered. And it had been well worth waiting for.




THE ROBINS AND THE LADYBUG
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After dessert in the kitchen, the Woolkins family gathered before the fireplace in their living room. Papa waited for Mama to sit in her chair before he settled into his own. Button then sat on the couch while Geraldine retrieved the Book of Tales from the bookcase behind the couch and handed it to Papa. Geraldine joined Button, and the two of them snuggled into a thick blanket Mama had made last year. Between the couch’s dandelion-fluff cushions and the blanket, and the peppermint and berries sitting in her tummy, Geraldine felt cushy and cozy. 
Papa opened the Book of Tales on his lap. “Let’s find a springtime story,” he said.
“Oh, I’d like that, Nigel,” Mama said. “A little springtime in a book is just what we need.”
“Will it be a story about flowers?” Button asked.
“Not necessarily,” Papa replied. “There’s more to spring than flowers.”
The large, thick book was one of the oldest the Woolkins family owned, and as Papa searched for the perfect tale, its pages crackled like autumn leaves brushing against tree trunks.
“Are you warm, children?” Mama asked.
“As warm as in my bed,” Geraldine answered.
Button slid further into his side of the blanket and added, “I don’t ever want to move.”
Geraldine liked it best when Papa read from the Book of Tales by the roaring fire, and when Mama, as she was doing now, sat across from Papa in her own chair, knitting a blanket or sweater from threads of burlap she’d fetched from the pantry. She didn’t know why she liked it so much. She had tried to put her feeling into words—she had even tried to write it down once—but the right words always ran away before she could think them out.
“Here we are,” Papa said. “This is a story called ‘The Robins and the Ladybug,’ and of course it’s a true story.”
Geraldine grinned. She knew all the stories in the Book of Tales were true, but she wanted to hear her papa say so each time he sat down to read to them. It made them much more exciting.
“Are we ready?” Papa asked.
Geraldine’s tail fluttered with excitement under the blanket.
Papa cleared his throat and began. “On a sunny day in early April, in a tall tree near a field of juicy dandelions, two—”
“Does the story have a happy ending?” Geraldine asked. If the story didn’t have a happy ending, she wasn’t sure she wanted Papa to start reading it.
“Geraldine, how many times have we told you to wait until the story finishes?” Mama scolded.
“But I don’t like not-happy endings. I have berries in my tummy and my feet are warm, so I especially don’t like them now.”
“What do berries and warm feet have to do with it?” Button asked. 
But Papa nodded. He understood. Berries and warm feet were good things, and a not-happy ending was a not-good thing that threatened to undo the cushy, cozy feeling Geraldine was now enjoying. Nevertheless, for a reason that was a mystery to her, Papa did not search for another story. Instead, he returned to the story about the robins.
“On a sunny day in early April, in a tall tree near a field of juicy dandelions, two robins were building a nest in preparation for the birth of their children. Excitement filled the air as Rosa and Albert Primwillow worked. Albert flew far and wide collecting the choicest twigs, and Rosa wove those twigs together, meticulously constructing her nest until it was sturdy enough to withstand the harshest spring wind and weather. When she was done, she perched on a nearby branch, inspected her handiwork, and chirped triumphantly. But Albert, though pleased by the results, wanted a more luxurious nest for his wife, who would have to sit inside it for many days as she waited for her children to be born.”
Button stirred. “How many days did Rosa have to wait? Was it a long time? Where did Albert go while she waited?”
“Patience, Button,” Mama chided. “Let’s see what the story tells us.”
Again Papa cleared his throat. It was his habit when his children interrupted his stories. And because his children frequently interrupted his stories, Papa frequently cleared his throat. “So Albert flew down to the dandelion field and plucked dried grass and fresh dandelion leaves for Rosa, who arranged them on the bottom of the nest—grass on the bottom, sweet new leaves on top—until the whole nest was as soft as a dandelion-fluff couch cushion. As a finishing touch, Albert crowned the nest with a spring-scented dandelion flower.”
“Dandelions!” Button said. “It won’t be long before dandelions grow in the fields.”
“Everyone knows that,” Geraldine said. “Why do you keep repeating things?” Under the blanket, she gave her brother a push with her foot. It wasn’t a kick, she reasoned. Not really. But Button protested.
“Geraldine kicked me,” he said. “Mama, did you hear me? Geraldine kicked—”
“Both of you hush,” Mama said, “or it’s off to bed and no more story.”
“Sorry, Mama,” Geraldine said. “Sorry, Button.”
Papa sighed, wet a finger on his tongue, and turned a page in the Book of Tales. “Just as Rosa was about to sit inside her fine nest, right square on the soft dandelion, a ladybug crawled from behind the flower. ‘What am I doing here?’ it asked, peeved at finding itself in a bird nest and about to be squashed out of existence by a mama robin. The ladybug looked from Rosa to Albert. ‘I was on the ground, minding my own business, and suddenly I find myself in the air in this nest. Explain yourselves.’”
“‘Who are you?’ Rosa asked. ‘And what is your name?’ The ladybug replied, ‘My name is Clover, and I belong on the ground—in that field of dandelions, to be precise—so I expect you to remedy the situation at once.’ Albert stared with wonderment at the cantankerous little bug. ‘Then why don’t you fly there?’ he asked. ‘We won’t stop you. You have wings, don’t you? All ladybugs do.’ Clover crawled from the dandelion to the edge of the nest—an expedition that took rather a long time, Albert thought—and gazed with trepidation at the field below.”
“Papa, what’s trepidation?” Geraldine asked. She knew he never minded an interruption if it helped her learn a new word.
“It means fear and worry all wrapped together,” he answered.
“The tree was too high,” Button insisted. “That’s why. Even though Clover has wings. He’s peeved.”
Geraldine almost giggled when Papa cleared his throat for the third time as he found his place in the book.
“Clover didn’t know what to do. He had visited trees, to be sure, but he preferred to venture no higher than the third or fourth branch. He was a ground-loving ladybug, living and foraging among weeds and flowers, and now he found himself where robins and ravens lived—a most inhospitable place.”
A ground thing, Geraldine thought. A ground thing with wings.
“Albert encouraged Clover to take flight, but Clover held tenaciously to the edge of the nest. ‘It’s not that far,’ Albert said. ‘Just let go and fly.’ Clover snorted. ‘It may not be far for you, bird, but it’s far for me. What are your names? I want them for future reference. I intend to lodge a complaint.’ Albert dutifully gave Clover his and Rosa’s names and assured the little bug that they meant no harm, that he had not seen Clover when he’d plucked the dandelion for Rosa’s nest. Then, very kindly, Albert offered Clover a ride to the ground on his beak.”
Button peeped. “Not on his beak! He’ll eat Clover!”
“But Clover told Albert no,” Papa continued. “He was almost as afraid of riding Albert to the ground as he was of flying there himself with his flimsy, untested wings. He feared he would plummet like a stone to the earth. He was in a pickle, and that pickle was not of his own making. In the meantime, Rosa was growing impatient. It wouldn’t be long before she laid her pretty blue eggs, and she yearned to sit on her dandelion. Building the nest had been hard work, after all.”
“‘Clover,’ she began, ‘you must leave my nest. I’m sorry we brought you here, but it was a mistake, and now you must return to the field. A robin’s nest is no place for a ladybug.’ For the first time, Rosa saw how Clover shook with fear at the prospect of such a journey, and she wondered if she should force him from the nest, as she had sometimes done with her own children.”
Geraldine gasped. “But a ladybug isn’t a baby robin! Its wings are so small.”
“Quite right,” Papa said with a nod.
“Poor Clover,” Button added.
“Go on, Nigel,” Mama said.
“But Rosa realized that Clover was far more afraid of flying than any of her fledglings had been,” Papa read. “Perhaps she could coax the frightened ladybug into nestling into one of her wings, she thought. Then she could float to the field and release him onto a broad dandelion leaf. ‘If you climb on my wing, little bug,’ she said, ‘and burrow deep into my feathers and close your eyes, you won’t even feel like you’re flying, and before you know it, you’ll be back on earth.’” 
Button glanced at his sister. “He’s afraid of flying on a bird because he’s a ground thing,” he said. “He’s afraid too.”
Geraldine turned her head away, refusing to look at him. Was he going to tell her secret about flying? Was that why he’d said that?
“Clover considered Rosa’s proposal,” Papa went on, “tossing it over and over in his mind. And just when Albert began to grow weary of the indecisive ladybug, Clover agreed to ride Rosa to the earth. ‘But you’ll fly slowly, won’t you?’ he asked plaintively. Rosa’s heart went out to him, and she replied, ‘Of course, Clover. You must trust me. I promise to float like a leaf to the field, and you won’t be afraid—not for even one second. Would you like to nibble on my dandelion before we go?’ Hearing Rosa’s gentle words, Clover had a change of heart. His prickliness vanished, and he apologized to both Rosa and Albert for being rude.”
“Ladybugs can be rude too,” Button mumbled. “I’ll bet they kick their brothers.”
“Albert chirped merrily,” Papa continued, “and he said, ‘Our apologies too, Clover. Next time I’ll be more careful when I gather flowers for our nests. I should have looked before I snatched that dandelion.’ Rosa agreed with Albert, saying, ‘And I’ll look before I sit in my nest. To think what might have happened if you hadn’t said something!’”
Button interrupted again. “I feel sorry for Clover.”
Mama stopped her knitting for a moment. “Why is that?”
“Because he’s a ground thing, but he’s much smaller than mice. All he did was sit on a dandelion, and the birds carried him away from home. I don’t like this story. It can’t have a happy ending. Clover was already taken away.”
“You must let the story continue,” Papa said. “All the way to the very last word. Then and only then can you judge whether it had a happy ending.”
“So be patient and wait until your papa gets to the end,” Mama said.
Papa grinned. “If I ever get to the end, Lily.”
It seemed to Geraldine that interruptions didn’t bother her papa as much as she had suspected. Maybe the interruptions were a part of reading—like extra words that made the story more fun—and maybe her parents liked to hear what their children thought of the tales. It was even possible they didn’t mind Button when he repeated words like a silly mouse brother.
Papa turned another page. “A few days later, after Clover had safely returned to the dandelion field on Rosa’s wing, Albert sang as his wife laid her eggs in their nest. Down below, Clover heard the jolly sound, and he rejoiced with the robins, knowing that several blue eggs now graced their happy nest in the tree. The ladybug hopped to the largest dandelion in the field and looked up. There was Albert, clinging to the edge of the nest and feeding Rosa as she sat patiently on her eggs. Clover had decided he liked the Primwillow family very much. Albert had even shown him an old log he’d found in the field, thinking it might make a dry home for the little bug when the rain came. And so it made Clover sad to think he would never see the Primwillows’ new eggs. He was stuck in the dandelion field, too afraid to leave the earth.”
“I knew it,” Geraldine said sourly. “I knew it would be sad.” Instantly she covered her mouth with her hands. Why couldn’t she keep quiet, stop her griping, and listen? Why did things pop out of her mouth like that?
“Hush, daughter,” Papa said with a laugh.
On nights like tonight, Geraldine thought Papa must be the most patient mouse she had ever met. “I’ll try. I promise I will.”
“Albert flew off in search of more food,” he went on, “and while Rosa waited for him, a large raven came to rest on a branch directly above the nest.”
Button squeaked.
“Clover, feeling helpless, watched as the raven drew closer. He knew the huge bird wasn’t interested in Rosa. It was after her eggs. Stepping ever closer, the terrible bird spread its wings, casting a shadow over the nest. But brave Rosa stayed where she was and spread her own wings, protecting her eggs as the raven’s hard beak darted here and there, slashing and snapping, trying to grab one of the eggs.”
Button squeaked even louder.
“Now the raven snapped its beak at Rosa, striking her on her wing—the gentle wing that had carried Clover back to his field! ‘Albert, come back!’ Clover cried out from the field. ‘Come back and help Rosa!’ Where was Albert? Once Clover had thought that robins were large, but now he knew they were small and weak compared to a ravenous raven. ‘Albert, Rosa needs you now!’ But even as Clover shrieked for help, he knew no one could hear him. He was too small, his voice too insignificant.”
Geraldine squinted and covered one of her eyes with her hand.
“The raven struck Rosa again,” Papa read, “and again Rosa remained on her nest and defended her eggs. But Clover knew it wouldn’t be long before the raven won out. And then the eggs would be gone. Devoured. And what of Rosa? What would happen to her? When the raven struck Rosa on her beak, Clover shrieked in anger, and an instant later he shot to the sky and sped for the nest, his wings propelling him faster than he had ever flown.”
Button cheered and Mama laughed.
“In no time he was at the nest,” Papa continued. “But rather than look to the ground in trepidation, he hurtled straight for the raven’s face, screeching like an angry hummingbird. Taken by surprise, the raven reared back and almost fell from his branch above the nest. But when it saw that Clover was just a bug—and a tasty bug at that—the raven cawed and laughed. ‘You can’t stop me, you insect,’ it snarled. ‘I’ll have you for lunch, and then I’ll have the eggs too. You should have stayed away, you unwise bug.’ In anticipation of a tiny but appetizing meal, the raven opened its dreadful beak.”
Button dove under his blanket and Geraldine braced herself for a not-good ending.
“Come out from under that blanket and listen,” Mama said.
Button did as he was instructed, but he held firmly to the hem of the blanket and tucked it under his chin in case the story got worse.
“Are we ready to hear the end?” Papa asked.
“Only if it’s good,” Geraldine answered.
“You can’t know that until you get there,” Papa said. “It’s like walking down Many Flowers Path into the Southern Lands. You can’t know how many flowers you’ll see on the way until you reach the end of the path and you’ve seen them all. Now, to return to our story.” He tapped the book and began to read again. “For one long, awful second, Clover froze. Rosa squawked and flapped her wings, but being less than half the size of the big black raven, she was no match for it. She couldn’t save her eggs, and she couldn’t save Clover. ‘Fly away, Rosa,’ Clover shouted. ‘Fly away fast!’”
“I don’t like ravens!” Button groaned.
For once, Geraldine agreed with her brother.
“But Rosa refused to leave her nest,” Papa said, “and Clover would not leave Rosa to face the raven alone. So he did what only a tiny bug could do. He hid between one of Rosa’s eggs and the dandelion leaves around it, and as he hid, he laughed at the bird as loudly as he could. Angry that a mere bug could thwart his superior plans, the raven dug for Clover. When he couldn’t reach the ladybug, he tried for one of the eggs, but the moment he did, Clover reappeared and taunted the giant bird by hopping quickly from egg to egg and then to the top of the nest.”
Geraldine clapped. “I love Clover!”
“The raven was furious,” Papa said. “And Clover knew he would soon give up on his tasty ladybug meal and try again for one of Rosa’s eggs. Worse, he might take his anger out on poor, gallant Rosa. And so Clover, deciding he must be braver than he had ever been, dove for the raven’s neck, burrowed deep into his feathers, and did what ladybugs rarely did. He opened his mouth and bit. Hard.”
Button could hardly believe his ears. “Ladybugs bite?”
“Hardly ever,” Mama said. “And never mice.”
Papa shifted in his chair. “When Clover did that, the raven shouted—as though it had just landed on a rosebush full of thorns—and barreled straight into the sky, climbing higher and higher and taking Clover with him.”
“No, no,” Geraldine protested. “You said the ending would be happy. My peppermint and berries feeling is ruined.”
Papa cleared his throat so loudly it rattled a vase on an end table. “Clover looked down on the top of the tree,” he went on, “and he watched in despair as he rose ever higher with the raven and even the Primwillows’ tall tree receded from view. The raven was soaring into the immense sky, taking Clover far higher than the tallest tree and far from his dandelion field.”
“Button, take your hands out of your ears,” Mama said.
Reluctantly, Button did as he was told.
“Just when Clover was sure he was doomed,” Papa said, “he thought he heard Albert’s voice. Could it be? Was Albert really there? Clover peeked from between the raven’s feathers. Out of nowhere Albert had appeared, and he was keeping pace with the raven, flying just below him. ‘Clover, jump now!’ he ordered. And the little ladybug who had once been afraid to float to the ground from a bird nest in a tree, let go of the raven’s feathers and tumbled helplessly through the air—right onto Albert’s back.”
Button wiggled happily and his tail did whirligigs. “Hooray! Hooray for robins and ladybugs!”
“After that adventure,” Papa read, “Albert and Rosa were forever grateful to Clover for his courage. On the chilliest April nights, they brought him into the nest and kept him warm, and when their eggs hatched, they told their children to watch over Clover, to keep him safe and to shield him from the wind and rain until he could fly back to his old log. Clover became braver with each passing day, and sometimes he joined the Primwillow family in the air. All that spring and summer, they played and flew, and the raven, knowing he was no match for Clover and the Primwillows, never returned.”
Papa closed the book and looked from Button to Geraldine. “The very best stories have sad parts, but do you see what happens when you let a story go all the way to its end?”
Geraldine fell asleep that night thinking of Clover and how brave he had been. To save Rosa, this tiniest of bugs had outsmarted an infinitely larger creature. Best of all, Clover had used his very tinyness to do the outsmarting, and this pleased Geraldine more than anything else in the story. She smiled to herself and tucked the blanket under her chin. This was a lesson worth pondering for many days.





FEBRUARY IN THE OAK FOREST
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Was it warmer in the Hollow this morning? Geraldine hadn’t yet stirred from her pleasant bed or put fresh acorn shells in the fireplace, but she thought maybe, just maybe, it felt warmer. Mama had told her last night that when she woke in the morning it would be February, a brand-new month. And wasn’t February always warmer than January? 
What wonders would she see when she looked out her bedroom window? Maybe the snow had melted overnight! In place of it would be pine needles and crunchy oak leaves and tender new plants reaching for the sun.
She kicked off her quilted blanket and leapt to the window, certain a green world awaited her.
But snow covered the earth as far as her eyes could see.
“It’s not fair,” she grumbled. “It’s February. It should be different.” This morning from her window looked just like yesterday from her window. Not a speck had changed. The cold, white rain her papa had told her about last October was still there, and it would never leave. “It will be snow, snow forever and ever,” she said aloud. Chives and blueberries and flower petals were a distant memory, never to return.
Geraldine dressed, filled a basket with acorn shells from the pantry, and put them in the fireplace. Her papa, who was usually reading in his armchair this time of the morning, wasn’t there. And neither was he in the kitchen, she noticed. But her mama was there, waiting for Geraldine and her acorn shells so she could begin to cook breakfast.
“It’s too cold,” Geraldine moaned as she dropped the last of her shells into the cookstove. “And Papa isn’t here to light the fire. We’ll freeze to death.”
“Don’t be silly,” Mama said.
Geraldine watched her mama from the kitchen as she lit the shells in the fireplace, prodded them with a twig until they burned evenly, and returned to her stove. “Where are Papa and Button?” she asked.
“Sledding.”
Geraldine plopped down into a kitchen chair and moaned dramatically. “Again?”
Mama turned from the stove and smiled. “They enjoy themselves, and the fresh air does them good. You should have gone with them, sleepyhead.”
“Why doesn’t Button get the acorn shells for the fire anymore? He used to.”
“He has other chores now. Things change as you get older.”
Geraldine shook her head. “No they don’t. I wish they did.” Hadn’t Mama noticed that this morning was just like yesterday morning? Nothing had changed. The floor was still cold, Papa and Button were still sledding, and everything outside was still frozen.
“Things always change, Geraldine. Sometimes slowly, sometimes quickly, but always. If you want to see change, you have to have patience.”
Lately Geraldine had grown weary of Mama’s admonitions about patience. She had to be patient for dinner and patient to learn new words. She had to be patient with her brother when he repeated every word he heard and patient when it took too long to pry a sunflower seed from its shell. It was hard to be a new mouse. Didn’t Mama know that? “I wish I was a middle mouse,” she said.
“You’ll be a middle mouse soon enough.”
“I don’t like having patience.”
“Patience is hard for everyone,” Mama said as she stirred a pot of pumpkin soup. “Every mouse who has ever lived has had to learn patience. In the Book of Tales, there’s a story about—”
“But I’m tired of patience. It’s not fair that I have to have it.” There were times Geraldine liked to hear about other mice waiting and being patient, even if she had never met them and they had lived long ago in another land. Knowing that other mice dreamed about good things, and hurt in their hearts when it seemed those things were far off and might never happen, made patience more bearable. But on this day, she was too restless to listen to her mama talk about patience. “I wish the snow would go away. The only things that change are things I don’t want to change. Like the peppermint in the pantry.”
“What about the peppermint in the pantry?”
“It’s all gone!” Geraldine cried. “When will we ever get more?”
Mama set down her spoon, wiped her hands on a burlap towel, and turned, her whiskers twitching and flicking as though they would fly off her nose. Mama was exasperated—that was the word. She had reached the end of her patience. “Geraldine Woolkins, that’s enough of your crankiness. You need to go outside, young lady. I’ll call you for breakfast when it’s ready.”
“Mama, it’s so cold.”
“Then you can help me. I have plenty of chores for you.”
“But I’m hungry.”
Mama started tapping her foot. “You can do more chores or you can play outside, but you will not sit there and grumble.”
Geraldine was not inclined to do more chores before she’d even had breakfast, and so, despite how cold and frozen the day was, she decided to go outside. But what would she do? On top of everything else, she was bored. “I know!” she said, dashing for her coat and scarf. “I’ll play with Cheddar! We always have fun.”
“That’s an excellent idea,” Mama said. “But don’t go too far,” she added as Geraldine raced out the door.
Lately Cheddar had been feeling glum, and so he had stayed in his burrow beneath an old log rather than play with Geraldine. She hadn’t seen her rabbit friend in six whole days.
Geraldine had first met Cheddar last November in No Wolves Valley. Cold, hungry, and lost, he had been searching for his parents and his brothers and sisters, who were nowhere to be found. Knowing the young rabbit would not fare well on his own, Geraldine had traveled with him back to the Hollow. Indeed, Cheddar had carried Geraldine on his back, and she had grasped his ears to keep herself from falling as he hopped. And then Papa, who knew many secret places in the Oak Forest, had shown Cheddar an abandoned burrow only two trees west of the Woolkins family Hollow. Warm, lined with a bed of straw and grass, and filled with rabbit treats such as dried berries and tree buds, it was the perfect home for winter.
“Cheddar!” Geraldine called out at the burrow door. The rabbit’s home was under the earth, below the burrow’s front door, and Geraldine had never ventured past that door. For a rabbit, the home was just right, but for a mouse, it was frightfully large and dark. “Cheddar, it’s Geraldine! Please come and play. It’s cold outside, but the sun is shining.”
She heard Cheddar stir. Seconds later, the rabbit appeared at the door. “Did you find my family?” he asked.
Geraldine shook her head sadly. “Not yet. I think we have to wait for the snow to go away. Rabbits and mice don’t travel far in the snow. Maybe they’re waiting to find you too.”
Cheddar crawled out of his burrow, his long ears drooping like wilted stems in the time of flowers. “Geraldine, my friend, I missed you.”
“I missed you too, Cheddar.” She threw out her arms and pressed them into the rabbit’s fluffy fur. “Your fur is turning brown. Did you know that?”
“Yes, I saw. The cold weather is leaving the forests, bit by bit, and so is my white fur.”
Geraldine hugged Cheddar even harder. Why hadn’t she thought to visit him before now? Resolving to never again let so many days pass before greeting her friend, Geraldine asked Cheddar if she could ride him to Chestnut Hill, a place that almost always made him happy. From that vantage point, they could see much of the Oak Forest and watch the squirrels who lived on the hill frolic in the trees.
“I would like that,” Cheddar said, lowering his body to the ground. Geraldine seized handfuls of his petal-soft fur and pulled herself bit by bit to the top of his back. Once there, she settled in behind his head and held tightly to his ears. Cheddar had learned to hop smoothly so as not to toss Geraldine from his back when she rode him, and in the same way, Geraldine had learned to accommodate the rabbit’s hopping motion, moving her body forward and back as he bounded over the snow.
It wasn’t long before they arrived at the very summit of Chestnut Hill. With Geraldine still clinging to her friend’s ears, Cheddar rose on his haunches for a supreme view of the hill and the forest below. “I see squirrels eating acorns,” he said. “It’s making me hungry.”
Though he was a small rabbit, Cheddar was always eating and always hungry. Geraldine had seen her friend devour in one sitting what took the Woolkins family a week to eat. “Do you want to search for food?” she asked. “You could dig in the snow and find fresh shoots, and then I could carry them on the way back to your burrow.”
“If I found fresh shoots, I would scratch them out of the dirt and eat them right away,” Cheddar declared, crouching on all four legs again. “I’m not sure, but I think rabbits have to nibble all the time. It’s in our nature.” He shook his head, causing Geraldine, who was still holding firm to his ears, to shake back and forth like a leaf in high wind. “But I don’t know for positive sureness because no one can tell me. Not even my brothers and sisters. Why did they leave me, Geraldine?”
“They didn’t mean to. They got lost, like you did. But we’ll find them. My papa says the time of snow will be over soon.” 
“I miss them,” Cheddar said. “We were all the same size—and there’s nothing my size in the Oak Forest. They must be here somewhere. Do you think they’re looking for me like I’m looking for them? They can’t have gone far away.”
As Cheddar talked, Geraldine’s irritation with Button began to subside, and in its place she felt thankfulness. He could be a nuisance, but he was her very own brother—a mouse her same size—and she was generally glad for his company, even when he repeated things and talked about sledding all the time. Poor Cheddar didn’t have the company of` any creature his own size.
“I see rabbits,” Cheddar whispered. “I think I do. I’m pretty sure.” He stood straight and Geraldine dug deep into his fur to keep from rolling down his back to the ground. “Yes, I do—at the bottom of Chestnut Hill,” he said loudly. “They have large ears. And they’re my color and big. They’re elder rabbits.”
Geraldine peered around Cheddar’s neck. Except for the trees and shrubs, everything was white on white, but a long way off, way down the hill, two furry, light brown figures were moving leisurely toward the Northern Lands.
Cheddar whooped for joy. “Mommy and Daddy!” As he hurled himself down Chestnut Hill and hopped wildly after the elder rabbits, leaping over logs and tree stumps and snow-covered rocks, Geraldine buried her face in his neck fur and held on for dear life. If she fell, she might crash upon a rock or find herself alone in the Northern Lands with a long, cold trek home to the Hollow.
“Mommy, Daddy, please stop!” Cheddar cried. “It’s me!”
Just as Geraldine thought her hands would lose their grip on Cheddar’s fur, he came to a stop.
“What do you want, little rabbit?” a voice said.
“Mommy and Daddy?”
Geraldine carefully peered around Cheddar’s neck.
“Once again, rabbit, what do you want? Answer me plainly.”
An elder rabbit, the same color as Cheddar but considerably larger, rose on his back legs. Beside him was another elder rabbit, and the two squinted at Cheddar as though he were the oddest beast they had ever encountered.
“Aren’t you my daddy?” Cheddar asked.
The elder rabbit laughed. “No, no. Why on earth would you ask such a thing? My children are waiting for me and their mother in our burrow. I’ve never seen you before.”
“But you must be my daddy.” Cheddar turned his face to the other rabbit. “Are you my mommy?”
“Certainly not,” the mother rabbit said. “I would know my own children, and I’ve never seen you in my life. Go find you own parents and leave us be. What an impertinence.”
The father rabbit took two hesitant steps toward Cheddar, his nose twitching as though an unpleasant odor had drifted in with the breeze. “Little rabbit, what is that on your back? Ella, do you see that? It’s dark brown.”
“Dark brown?” The mother rabbit tilted her head and squinted. “So it is, Henry. How shocking.”
“That’s my friend, Geraldine,” Cheddar said, inching forward. “Would you like to see her better? I’ll turn around.”
“Stop right where you are,” the father rabbit warned. He threw his hand in the air, commanding Cheddar to stay put. “Don’t come any closer. I’ve never seen anything like that in all my days. It’s as dark as tree bark and lumpy, and it’s on your back.”
“Does it hurt?” the mother rabbit asked.
“Of course not,” Cheddar said.
“Will it go away?” the father rabbit asked.
“She’s not something on my back,” Cheddar replied, “she’s my friend.”
Unconvinced, the mother rabbit sniffed the air. “I think I smell something. It’s the lump. I think I smell a stink.”
Geraldine let go of Cheddar’s fur and stood on his back, straight as a thick summer reed in a pond. “I don’t stink. I’m a mouse, and Cheddar is my friend.”
“Henry!” The mother rabbit reared back in horror. “Good heavens, the brown lump talks.”
Now Geraldine put her hands on her hips, just the way she’d seen Mama do it when her children were misbehaving. “Of course I talk. And I read and write.” Elder rabbits they might be, but they were rude, and Geraldine was suddenly glad they weren’t Cheddar’s parents. She wanted so much to like his parents, and she did not like these two rabbits.
“Henry, we must leave this instant,” the mother rabbit said. “If we stay any longer, we might catch that brown lump and grow lumps of our own.”
Though Geraldine made an angry face—how could she not?—she wisely held her tongue. Papa had taught her to walk away from rudeness. There was no use fighting rudeness with more rudeness.
But Cheddar, growing more forlorn by the second, wasn’t ready to leave. “Do you know where my parents are?” he asked. “Have you seen them?”
“Do they also have dark brown lumps on their backs?” the father asked.
“I don’t think so,” Cheddar answered.
“We have no idea where your parents are,” the mother rabbit said. “How many times do we have to say it? Now please go away and don’t follow us. What an appalling situation. I’m going to need a nap after this.”
“But my parents . . .” As Cheddar heaved a quivering sigh, his ears drooped so low they touched the snow.
“Find them on your own,” the father rabbit said. “Don’t follow us or I’ll be forced to take evasive action and file a report.” Without another word or so much as a backward glance, the two elder rabbits continued north, hopping away at a rapid pace.
Geraldine sat down again on Cheddar’s back and wrapped her small arms as far as she could around his neck. “It’s a good thing they’re not your parents. Your parents would never be so mean. They’re good and kind—I know they are.”
But Cheddar would not be consoled. Sad beyond sad, he wept, and the tears spilled from his eyes to his beautiful fur.
“Oh, Cheddar!” Geraldine hugged harder. “We’ll find them. It’s only February, and rabbits stay hidden in their burrows most of the time when it’s this cold. I promise you we’ll find them. You have to be patient and wait for the time of tree sap or the time of flowers.”
Be patient. Geraldine couldn’t believe she was talking like her mama. But what she’d said was true, she thought. If Cheddar was patient, as difficult as it was to be patient, he would find his parents. Of this Geraldine was sure, though she had no evidence for believing such a thing. And when he at last found his family, his joy would be so astonishing that his waiting time would no longer matter. He would forget all about it.
Cheddar brushed his tears away. “It’s hard to be patient. I’ve been patient a long time already.”
Geraldine’s heart hurt for her friend. “After the time of tree sap, we’ll visit Chestnut Hill again. And we will keep coming until we find your family.”
“Do you think they forgot about me?”
“Never,” she said. She knew that if ever she wandered away from the Hollow and got lost, her family would never stop looking for her. And she knew they would find her. She was certain Cheddar’s parents were the same. “Mamas and papas never forget. Even annoying brothers don’t forget.”
Slowly Cheddar hopped for the Hollow and his nearby burrow. His velvety ears were limp with grief, and his rabbit feet, which he could hardly lift for all his sorrow, scraped the hard surface of the snow.
Geraldine’s mama had told her once that if she was patient, something good could come from something bad. When Geraldine thought about that, it put her mind in a whirl. How can something bad turn out good? How can something not-good have any good at all in it? And if it does have good in it, why can’t it all be good? Why do things have to be not-good?
She bent low and whispered into one of the rabbit’s long, fuzzy ears. “You’re my friend forever.”
Cheddar skidded to a halt. “And you’re my friend forever.”
Was their friendship a good thing that came from a not-good thing? “We never would have met if you hadn’t been lost,” she said. “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”
Cheddar nodded so hard that Geraldine had to let go of his ears to keep from being propelled into the air. “That’s a very good thing,” he said, “and a forever good thing because we’ll always be friends.”
Geraldine squeezed her eyes shut and turned her hands into fists, squeezing them just as tightly as her eyes. “I’m going to make an effort. Papa says I sometimes give up too easily and I should make an effort.”
“But why are you making an effort?” Cheddar asked.
“I need to think of other good things that came from the not-good thing of you being lost. I have to think hard.”
While Geraldine made an effort, Cheddar continued toward home, and in no time at all they were both at the Hollow. Papa was outside, one oak tree away, rolling a fat pinecone toward the door and looking quite pleased with his treasure.
“I know something!” Geraldine said, grasping one of Cheddar’s ears and sliding to the ground. “At Christmas, you moved the branch that fell in front of our door at the Hollow so we weren’t stuck inside.”
“I remember, Geraldine.”
“And when there was a snowstorm, you helped Theodora Cresswell travel from her home in the Maple Forest to the Hollow—and she’s a very elder mouse. Something not-good might have happened to her.”
“I remember that too.”
These were good things, things to be thankful for, but mostly they were good things for the Woolkins family and Theodora, not Cheddar. “I’ll make an effort to find the good things for you, too, Cheddar. I promise.”
Papa, who had left his pinecone treasure at the door, greeted Cheddar warmly. He had watched over the young rabbit all winter long—teaching him how to dig holes, where to find berries, and when to stay in his burrow to ride out a storm—with a kindness creatures like the elder rabbits at Chestnut Hill knew nothing about.
“We’ve been to Chestnut Hill,” Geraldine said, “and I’ve been making an effort.”
“Have you, now?” Papa said, clasping his hands behind his back.
“I’m trying to find the good in something,” Geraldine explained, “and the something is that Cheddar can’t find his family.”
“But it’s February, so that’s to be expected.” Papa laid a comforting hand on Cheddar’s cheek, being careful to avoid his long whiskers. “Your family is very close. Rabbits aren’t like foxes and birds. They never travel very far from their home, especially in winter.”
Cheddar’s ears sprang skyward, almost knocking Papa off his feet. “They don’t travel?”
“You didn’t know that?” Papa laughed. “Well, of course you didn’t. You’re a new rabbit, and you have much to learn. No, Cheddar, your family is around here somewhere, and we’ll find them again, I’m sure of it. Between the time of tree sap and the time of flowers, we’ll find them.”




THE WOLF WHO LAUGHED
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Days after her journey to Chestnut Hill with Cheddar, Geraldine grew restless for another adventure. Although the sun was growing stronger every day in the Oak Forest, snow still covered much of the forest floor. There were no acorns to play with, no wild chives or tender new roots to sniff and touch. Red berries, plentiful and lush, covered shrubs in the Southern Lands, but she had already journeyed to that place, and she craved something new. 
It seemed to Geraldine that all her February adventures looked and felt the same: snow, ice, and wind. If there was new life stirring beneath the snow—and Mama had assured her there was—she couldn’t see it. And if she couldn’t see it, why should she venture outside?
And so she spent the morning and afternoon inside, wanting adventure but annoyed that it was February and feeling there were no new adventures to be had. In the late afternoon she wandered into the kitchen, where Mama was preparing acorn soup with dried chives for dinner. Mama was the best cook in the world, but Geraldine had long since had her fill acorn soup. And if she simply had to eat it, she wanted it sprinkled with fresh, green chives from the fields, not old chives from the winter pantry.
She sat down at the kitchen table and began to ponder her dilemma. There was nothing different to do outside, but if she stayed inside and complained, her mama would make her attend to her chores. Worse, her mama might make up new chores for her daughter. But dilemma or not, Geraldine had a question she desperately wanted answered. “When will it be the time of tree sap?” she asked. “I want to have adventures in maple syrup.”
“The tree sap will run in about two weeks,” Mama answered as she stirred her soup. “It’s different every year, so we never know for sure. But you can have other adventures. February is adventurous for all kinds of reasons.”
“I don’t think so.”
“You’re not trying hard enough.”
“February stinks!”
Mama turned from the stove. “What did you say?”
Geraldine shrank back. Such language was not allowed in the Hollow. “It was the rude elder rabbits on Chestnut Hill, Mama. The ones Cheddar thought were his parents. It’s their word. They made an impression on me.”
“Is that so? Am I talking to the rude elder rabbits right now or am I talking to my daughter?”
“Your daughter,” Geraldine squeaked. “Sorry, Mama. But I can’t help it if I get tired of the snow.”
“Everyone gets tired of the snow. And when the hot weather comes, everyone will get tired of that too. It’s the way things are.” Mama went back to her dinner preparations.
“Is Button having an adventure right now?”
“Button is outside playing before dinner, as you should be. And your father is looking for another pinecone to burn in the fireplace. Our supply of acorn shells is dwindling.”
Geraldine had heard Papa use the “dwindling” word last month, after he had scoured the pantry for blueberries. Expecting to find two burlap sacks full, he’d found only one. “Dwindling” was like “scarce,” she decided, but not quite as frightening. “Dwindling” meant there was still one sack of blueberries remaining, not that they were gone altogether. “But if the acorn shells are dwindling, we’ll freeze in a few days.”
“Daughter, you worry too much. Our provisions are supposed to dwindle by February. That’s why we gather as much as we can in October. It won’t be long before we don’t need any shells at all.”
“But Papa won’t find any pinecones. He told me pinecones were scarce.”
“In January, yes, but this is February, and some of the snow has melted, especially under the pine trees.” Mama laid down her spoon and looked back at Geraldine. “Things never stay the same. You should know that by now. The snow comes and the snow melts. The flowers come and the flowers wilt. The green leaves turn orange and yellow, then they fall, and then the trees sprout leaves again, as lush and green as dandelion leaves.”
“They don’t look like they’ll ever be green again.”
“I promise you they will. Now put on your coat and scarf and go outside until it’s time for dinner.”
“In the snow?”
“This instant, Geraldine. No arguing.”
Geraldine groaned a little, though under her breath so as not to vex her mama, and slipped into her coat and scarf. By the time she stepped outside the Hollow’s front door, she had decided to strike out in a new direction. Weeks had passed since she’d traveled to the Maple Forest. Why not go there now? It wasn’t too far, and perhaps there were pinecones to be found, dried to a crisp by the winter wind and ready to burn in the fireplace.
Feeling a little more optimistic about what was left of her day, she scampered west for the maples and the few pine trees scattered among them like the mossy rocks in No Wolves Creek. Even one pinecone would be a prize, and bringing one home might make up for her February complaining, Geraldine thought. While it was true that February deserved some grumpy complaints, it wasn’t an all-bad month, and she knew she’d griped far too much about it.
Mama had told her that February was the month of hidden green things, a time when roots and buds and all kinds of greenness came to life in secret. Though the greenness was hidden, it was there. “It’s like God,” Mama had said. “You don’t see him, Geraldine, but he’s more real than anything you can see. You must remember that invisible things can sometimes tell you more than what your mouse eyes actually see. You see snow in February, but in truth, greenness is springing to life and spreading everywhere.”
Geraldine wanted more than anything to dig through the snow like a fox and catch a glimpse of the greenness. Or sniff it with a fox’s nose. Or hear the greenness. If only it made a sound! If only she could hear or see it, she could believe with all her heart that it was there. Her parents always told her the truth about such matters, but when all she could see was rocks and bare branches and white on white, it was so hard to believe in the greenness to come.
When Geraldine reached the Maple Forest, she headed north, out to where a few pine trees stood tall and thin among the broad maples, and once there, she stood atop a rock and surveyed the landscape. “Pinecones, pinecones,” she said softly. “Where is a pinecone?”
She hopped down from the rock, and as she began to search the ground around the pines, she felt a rumble and a thump, like a dozen foxes pouncing, leaping into the air, and then pouncing again, all at the same time. Thump, thump, thump. “No foxes!” she cried, whirling about.
But there was no fox in sight. Neither was there a rabbit, raccoon, or squirrel.
Yet something was moving through the forest. Something heavy. It thumped again—she heard it—and to her left she saw a flurry of movement behind a clump of small maples and a tangled twist of bare shrubs. She hopped back on the rock for a better look.
“Fox?” she whispered. “Quinton? It’s Geraldine Woolkins.”
The something moved again, and now Geraldine saw it was as gray as a stormy sky and far larger than a fox. It moved on four feet, and it trod steadily through the shrubs, parting them with its huge form. She tried to speak, to call out for help from someone—anyone. But when she opened her mouth, the only thing that escaped was the most inconsequential of peeps. Worse, when she turned to run, her legs lost all bravery and tottered like grass in the wind. There are no wolves in the Maple Forest, she thought. No wolves here, no wolves here. They live in the Barren Land.
“Be grateful, little beast,” a voice thundered.
Geraldine took a deep, quivering breath.
“I said be grateful, little beast.” The grayness forced its way through the last of the trees and shrubs.
“Wolf,” Geraldine breathed. How could it be? This was the Maple Forest, a land of mice and squirrels and birds.
“You’re shaking like a dry leaf,” the wolf said. It bared its teeth in a cruel, sly grin.
All teeth, all teeth, Geraldine thought. Why had God made such a monster with such an enormous mouth? If she ran, where could she go? Could she outrun a wolf’s mouth? Her legs had never been so wobbly. They wouldn’t carry her far. She was alone—completely alone—with a wolf. She might never return to the Hollow.
“Mice are the silliest of all creatures,” the wolf said. “Look at you. I’ve never met a more pointless excuse for a beast.” As the wolf spoke, it laughed, but there was no merriment in its eyes, no gentle mirth in its voice. “You act as though I would lower myself to eat you. I have no interest in doing so. There’s more nourishment in two shriveled blueberries than in you, and I like shriveled blueberries. Mouse? Yuck.”
Though her voice wobbled as much as her legs, Geraldine managed to say, “You won’t eat me?”
“If you were larger, I would devour you in a second. But because you’re so small, I have no interest. You wouldn’t satisfy me at all. Eating you would be like eating an acorn, and what’s the point in that? It’s beneath my dignity. The other wolves would laugh if I crunched you between my teeth, and I have my reputation to consider.”
Geraldine’s legs stopped wobbling just a little. “But wolves eat mice.”
The wolf sneered. “I can’t be bothered. I prefer rabbits.”
It seemed to Geraldine that the wolf was telling the truth. And as if to prove he was, he sat on the ground and yawned. Now Geraldine felt emboldened. Hungry wolves didn’t sit and yawn. “Why are you in the Maple Forest, wolf? You live in the Barren Land.”
“I don’t know what you mean by the Barren Land or the Maple Forest, but a wolf walks where it pleases. All these lands belong to me.”
“What’s your name?”
“Snarl.”
Geraldine made a face. “Is that really your name?”
“It’s the only name you’ll get from me.”
“Are you walking to find food?”
“It’s a time of cold and whiteness.”
“There’s greenness under the snow,” Geraldine declared. “You can dig for it.”
The wolf let out a short, sad howl. “It’s goonnne, never to return. The greenness is goonnne.”
“It’s not gone! There’s invisible greenness, and there’s more greenness coming. Soon!”
“Nonsense,” Snarl said. “Ridiculous mouse. Take a look around you. It’s as plain as the tail on your body. White on white on . . . white.” At the last “white,” the wolf snapped its jaws shut.
Geraldine had thought it would please Snarl to hear of the green wonders beneath the snow, but the wolf didn’t want to be pleased. He saw only desolation, and for reasons Geraldine could not begin to understand, seeing desolation seemed to please him. “How terrible to be a wolf,” she murmured.
Snarl’s eyes flashed like lightning in the clouds. “How dare you! A wolf is magnificence itself. There’s no greater creature on earth.”
“I only meant it was sad you can’t believe in the greenness.”
“It makes no difference to me. I walk where I please, even in the endless white, and I find food where I please. Only tiny rodents such as yourself are hindered by the land.”
“What is hindered?”
“Hemmed in, obstructed. You’re trapped, mouse. Trapped by the trees and hills, trapped by your measly little home. You never travel far, do you? I know you don’t. What a boring life you have. You live and play in a tiny forest, and you see the same trees and rocks over and over again.”
“The Oak Forest isn’t tiny!” Geraldine shouted. “It’s big, and it’s my home!”
At that, Snarl’s eyes popped wide, and for a few seconds he stared hard, as if he couldn’t comprehend what he was seeing. And then, to Geraldine’s astonishment, he tossed back his head and laughed. And his laugh—bitter, harsh, and without a shred of joy—echoed in the forest.
“Stop laughing at me,” Geraldine said.
Snarl indeed stopped laughing, and when he did, he slowly lowered his head. Then he growled. “Leave now. Before I change my mind and decide to make a snack of you. Be grateful, little mouse.”
Geraldine began to shake again. “My mama and papa always tell me to be grateful.”
The wolf’s upper lip curled back, revealing every last one of its sharp teeth. “There’s only one thing on this cold earth you should be grateful for, puny mouse, and that’s that I don’t eat you. Go now, I say.”
Surprised to find that her wobbly legs were able to carry her down from the rock, Geraldine dashed for the Oak Forest with nary a backward glance. By the time she reached the log that hid Cheddar’s burrow, Snarl was nowhere in sight. She clambered atop the log and looked about her. The immense grayness was gone.
Plopping down on the log, Geraldine sighed heavily. She was safe for now. But would Snarl return? What if he brought other wolves with him to the Oak Forest? She must tell her parents about the stray wolf who dared to roam the Maple Forest.
“What are you doing up there?” Button called.
Geraldine glanced down. “Looking for a wolf.”
“Wolves don’t live here,” Button shouted back up.
Suddenly there came a pounding on the ground, a thump, thump beating toward the Hollow. “Oh, but they do live here, silly mouse,” the voice boomed.
Button screamed, and instead of running for the Hollow, he scrambled up the log and looked for a hole to dive into. Quickly he realized there was no place to hide. For her part, Geraldine was frozen in place once more, unable to move. Once again Snarl had made her legs wobbly, as though they belonged to another mouse and were out of her control.
Button shouted, “Wolf! Wolf!” at the top of his lungs.
Snarl halted near the log and snorted in utter glee. “I knew if I followed you I’d find more mice. Foolish mice always gather. Look at you. One of you could have run safely away, but there you stand together. I think I’ll have a meal now. My first since yesterday.”
With great effort, and in spite of her growing wobbliness, Geraldine spoke. “But Snarl, you said it was beneath your dignity.”
“It might be beneath my dignity to eat you alone, but it’s not beneath my dignity to eat both of you. Together you’ll make a fine meal. Small, but fine.”
“But you promised.”
Snarl threw back his head, laughed, and then howled a single word: “Foooolish!”
At that very moment, Geraldine’s legs shook so much that she was sure she would fall off the log and plunge right into Snarl’s open mouth.
But Snarl drew back. He held up one leg and pointed. “Why is that log moving? Logs don’t move.”
But it was moving. Geraldine’s legs weren’t wobbling—the log was.
“I can’t see anything making it move,” Snarl said. “So why is it moving? Stop it, I say.”
The log moved again, and Geraldine, fearing she might fall, sat down, held fast to a piece of the bark, and commanded Button to do the same.
“That isn’t right,” Snarl said. Again he drew back. “It’s not how things are. It’s very wrong.”
And then, from within the log itself, came a roar, louder and fiercer than an angry badger. The terrified wolf yipped and howled, but though he continued to back away from the log, he didn’t run.
Geraldine leaned close to Button. “It’s Cheddar,” she whispered. “When I say so, hop down and run into his burrow. It’s right behind us.”
Button nodded. Though he didn’t like what Geraldine was telling him to do—she could tell by the panic in his eyes—he understood that the wolf might charge at any moment and their only hope was to dart beneath the log and into Cheddar’s home.
“I’m telling you right now to stop that,” Snarl huffed. “It’s not the way things are. It defies all logic, I tell you. Logs don’t roar, mice don’t outsmart a wolf, and there is no such thing as invisible greenness.”
“But the greenness is really there,” Button said innocently. “It’s under the snow, even if you can’t see it.”
Startled by her brother’s certainty, Geraldine asked, “Have you seen it?”
“No, but Mama and Papa told me about it.”
Snarl grinned. “You mean there are two more mice about? Four mice would make a hearty meal.”
The log shook again—harder this time—and Cheddar roared even louder than before. When Snarl recoiled in terror at the sound, Geraldine shouted, “Now, Button!” and the two mice leapt to the ground and scurried for the burrow’s small entrance. Cheddar was there, scooping them up and shoving them ahead of him so that for a moment his legs hung dangerously outside the burrow.
“Run, Cheddar!” Geraldine screamed. “Get back inside!”
In a flash, Snarl was upon them, sniffing and pawing at the burrow’s entrance, sending dirt and leaves into Cheddar’s home.
“Follow me this way,” Cheddar said, turning a sharp corner and crawling deeper and deeper into his burrow.
As Geraldine and Button followed the rabbit, the air around them became warmer, until finally the three of them were in a spacious underground room as toasty as the Woolkins family living room on a day when the fireplace burned hot.
“That wolf will go away, just like the foxes do,” Cheddar declared. “Even a wolf can’t dig this far underground.”
“You saved us,” Geraldine said, giving one of Cheddar’s ears a gentle tug. Though the burrow was dark, a shaft of sunlight made its way from the entrance down the long hole through which they had passed.
“The wolf is moving his head away from the burrow door,” Cheddar said, “and letting the sun in.”
In the shaft of light, Geraldine could just make out the rabbit’s happy face. Cheddar was always happy to help, Geraldine realized. As happy to help as Snarl was happy to be desolate. How different the two of them were!
“It scared me when the log moved,” Button said with a laugh. “Until Geraldine said your name.”
“I’m glad you stood next to me on the log, Button,” Geraldine replied. “It was brave of you.”
Button lowered his head, scuffed one foot along the ground, and said simply, “It’s okay.” Nothing more. That was so like her brother.
“Listen,” Cheddar said, his ear shooting straight up, their tips scraping the burrow’s ceiling. “The wolf is running away.”
“Are you sure?” Geraldine asked.
Cheddar nodded vigorously. A rabbit’s hearing was not to be doubted.
Geraldine crept out of the burrow, her brother on her heels, and when she was certain the wolf had indeed left, the two of them hurried for the Hollow and dashed inside. Geraldine slammed the door behind her and stood with her back against it, her heart beating hard.
Papa set the twig he was carving on the kitchen table. “What on earth? The Woolkins family does not slam doors.”
“Papa, wolf,” Button said. “Wolf, it’s a wolf.”
Mama marched from the stove to the door. “What did you say? What happened?”
Geraldine explained that she had met a wolf named Snarl in the Maple Forest. “But he tricked me, Mama, and followed me back to the Oak Forest.”
Papa’s expression grew serious. “You talked with a wolf?”
“He said it was beneath his dignity to eat me,” Geraldine answered. “But he wanted to make a meal of me and Button.”
“Oh!” Mama’s hands flew to her face.
“But the wolf never saw where we live,” Button said.
“That’s right,” Geraldine said, feeling a speck of relief at the thought. The wolf had come no closer than two trees west of the Hollow. But at that thought, her relief evaporated. In his courage, Cheddar had revealed his home to the wolf and its snapping jaws. “But he knows where Cheddar lives. What if he comes back?”
Holding tightly to the end of her tail, Mama began to pace the kitchen floor. “Oh, a wolf, Nigel. A wolf in the Oak Forest, of all places. What’s the world coming to?”
“I suspect he was hungry,” Papa said. “The Barren Land is truly barren in February. He might not return.”
Mama stopped her fidgeting. “That’s true. Wolves don’t have winter pantries. Oh, the poor thing.”
Papa chuckled. “Poor thing, Lily?”
“Well, not poor thing, exactly. He did go after my children, and if he tries it again, he’ll regret it.”
Papa picked up his twig and returned to his carving, though it was clear to Geraldine that his mind was not wholly on what his fingers were doing. “My children had quite an adventure today,” he said.
Button grinned. “We did.”
Geraldine dropped into a chair. She hadn’t enjoyed her adventure. Not one tiny bit.
“There are some adventures one shouldn’t have,” Papa went on. “Until I say so, we stay together as a family and we stick close to the Hollow. The wolf will go back to the Barren Land soon.”
“When the greenness comes?” Button asked.
“It won’t be long now,” Mama said, turning to the stove. “Fresh chives in our acorn soup, dandelion flowers for lunch.”
Papa looked up from his carving. “There will be greenness, Geraldine.”
How did he know she doubted it? Mama must have told him. “I think I believe in the greenness, Papa, but it’s hard.”
“You must hope, Geraldine.” He grinned at her and went back to his work.
Then and there, though it was hard to hope in the greenness beneath the snow, Geraldine decided she would try.
She watched Papa’s deft hands as he carved his twig, and then watched Mama as she stirred a pot of acorn soup. Had Mama roasted walnuts too? Was that the wonderful scent that mingled with acorns and filled the kitchen?
It was good to hope for greenness, she thought, but it was also good to take delight in the juicy aroma of a winter-pantry walnut. February wasn’t an all-bad thing. Even snow wasn’t an all-bad thing.
Yet she hoped to see the greenness soon. And more than that, she hoped to help her brave friend Cheddar find his family. In March, with its first whispers of spring, she would ask God a very big favor, and she would hope with all her might that he would hear her.




THE TIME OF TREE SAP
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“Geraldine! Get up now!” 
Geraldine scowled and pulled her quilted blanket over her ears. Mama was at her door again. Knocking on it, calling her name, trying to stir her lazy bones from her bed. But it was another cold February morning. Though it was late February, to be sure, and March wasn’t far away, it was still chilly in the Hollow and Geraldine wasn’t interested in doing her chores. Besides, she was quite bored. That’s what she was. Bored. Since waking, she’d been trying to figure out what was troubling her brain. Now she knew.
“Can’t Button get the acorn shells just this once?” she shouted.
Her bedroom door flung wide.
“Geraldine Woolkins.”
“Mama?” Geraldine sat straight in bed and tried to look alert and obedient.
“Your papa already got the acorn shells. He grew tired of waiting for you.”
“I’m sorry, Mama.”
“There’s something else I want you to do.”
Was that a smile playing at the corners of her mama’s mouth? It sure looked like a smile. Was she conspiring?
“What is it?” Geraldine asked.
“I want you to get the thimbles from the pantry. All four of them. You’ll have to make two or more trips.”
Geraldine stared. Could it be? Was it finally time?
Mama started to laugh. “Yes, tree sap is flowing again in the Maple Forest. Your papa saw three sap buckets on his way to Theodora Cresswell’s home to deliver a walnut.”
“The time of tree sap!” Geraldine cried as she tossed off her blanket and bounded from her bed. “I’ve been waiting my whole life!”
Indeed, since this was Geraldine’s very first February, she had been waiting her whole life. Her parents had told her stories about how trees came to life just before spring and dripped with a sweet sap that Mama cooked and turned into syrup for walnut pancakes. She had tasted the syrup, but she had never seen it flow magically from the trees.
“Is Big Hands in the forest?” Geraldine asked, slipping into her coat.
“No, and that’s why it’s best to go now,” Mama said. “Before he returns to check his buckets.”
Big Hands, the human who lived at the edge of the Maple Forest, captured the sap in buckets bigger than the Woolkins family kitchen. Geraldine had first seen him last October, when he had tenderly saved Penelope the sparrow after she had flown into his house. She liked Big Hands. He cared for birds, and he even cared for the vegetables in his garden, so how could he be bad? But Papa had warned her to stay away from him, and from all such creatures. “They’re big and we know very little about them,” he would always say.
Geraldine raced to the pantry, and because she was excited, she was able to carry two thimbles at a time and take them to the kitchen. They were beautiful, she thought, carved with the prettiest designs and shining like silver moonlight on a puddle of water. They were also much sturdier than acorn tops. Even sturdier than walnut shells, though that made them heavy. But these thimbles—Mama had taught her the word and shown her how to spell it—kept maple syrup fresh enough to last all summer and into fall and winter.
Mama had found them before Geraldine and Button had been born: two of them in the place called Where the Blueberries Fall, and the other two in the Southern Lands, at a place called Where the Sweetgrass Grows. “Dropped by careless Big Hands creatures,” she’d explained, “but I’m thankful for their carelessness.”
“Mama,” Geraldine began, twisting her tail in anticipation of the adventure to come, “how can Big Hands creatures be bad if we get so much from them? We get thimbles, peppermint and marshmallows, burlap, and all kinds of things. Did they leave them for us?” 
“I don’t think so,” Mama replied. “I think they were dropped and abandoned.”
“Abandoned,” Geraldine said with wonder. “Why would they abandon a pretty thimble?”
“It was probably an accident.” Mama took her coat from the closet and called for Button and Papa. “You must be cautious, Geraldine. I know it’s hard to believe, but some larger creatures don’t like mice.”
How was that possible? Mice were weak and harmless ground things. “But why? We don’t even hurt bugs. Button wanted a cricket for a pet.”
Mama frowned. “That’s the first I’m hearing about that.”
“Are we ready?” Papa said, rubbing his hands together as he strolled into the kitchen. “Where’s Button?”
“Right behind you!” Button said. He wriggled his way around his papa and dashed to one of the thimbles. “This one is mine. I’m claiming it.”
“Button Woolkins, behave yourself,” Mama said. “And what’s this about you wanting a cricket for a pet?”
Button shot an accusing look at Geraldine. “You told?” he said. “I didn’t tell your secret.”
“There are no secrets in this house,” Papa boomed.
Button let go of his precious thimble and threw back his shoulders. “Geraldine is afraid to fly,” he declared. “She says she wants to, but she’s really afraid to do it.”
Geraldine felt something strange in her heart. What was it? Embarrassment? Yes, that’s what it was. Would her parents laugh at her now? Tears welled in her eyes. She had only told Button her secret because she hadn’t wanted him to feel bad when she didn’t take a ride on Timothy Flaxweed, the red-winged blackbird. “Why did you say that?” she asked, her lips quivering. “That’s not the same kind of secret as a cricket. It’s bigger.”
Suddenly, Button looked as if he would cry too. And Mama and Papa, rather than laughing at her, gave Button their disappointed expression—something far worse than their agitated expression. He had been cruel, and that was not allowed.
“I’m sorry,” Button said quickly. “I didn’t mean it. Here”—he pushed his prized thimble in his sister’s direction—“you take this one. It’s the nicest.”
“No.” Geraldine folded her arms and turned her back on her brother. That would show him.
“But I’m sorry,” he whined. “I really am.”
“You’re mean!”
“Daughter,” Papa said sternly. His whiskers twitched once and then lay still as twigs on a tranquil day. She was refusing to accept an apology, and that too was not allowed.
Geraldine turned to her brother. “I’m sorry too. I didn’t mean to tell about the cricket. It just came out.”
Mama grinned, and Papa said, “Outstanding. Now, by gum, let’s forget about all this and go to the Maple Forest.”
To make certain Geraldine took the nicest thimble, Button put it in her hands, and then he waited until his parents had chosen their thimbles before taking the last one as his own.
Thimbles in hand, the Woolkins family headed out the front door and hurried for the Maple Forest. Sometimes Button was kind when Papa and Mama scolded him, Geraldine thought as they scurried over both snow and bare forest floor, but sometimes he was generous and kind without being prodded by a scolding. He was kind because he wanted to be.
She slowed her steps, making sure she trailed behind him, hoping he would see a tree sap bucket before she did. She knew he would boast a little at catching first sight of one, but that was okay.
When the family reached the outskirts of the Maple Forest, Papa told everyone to stop and listen carefully. “Watch me and your mother first,” he said. “Do not try to gather tree sap until we say so. Is that clear?”
Geraldine said yes, and Button nodded, his tail doing nervous whirligigs in the air.
“Follow me,” Papa said, trudging forward into the forest. “I believe I remember where I saw the first bucket.”
At that, Button’s tail twirled more vigorously. It flew over his head, dropped down and slapped the forest floor, then went sideways, like a tall blade of grass waving in the wind. Geraldine bit her lip to keep from laughing out loud.
“If I know my sap buckets, there’s one right there, two trees up,” Mama said, pointing ahead.
“Lily, I’ve always known you have sharp eyes,” Papa said. “Come along, children, and remember what I told you.”
The sap bucket was a wondrous thing. It was gray in color and large enough to hold dozens of mice. Mama had told her the bucket was made of a thing called “metal,” just like their thimbles. It was as hard as the hardest rock and held more sap than a mouse family could drink in ten years. The bucket wore what looked like a metal hat, too, and by some invisible device, it was tied fast to the tree trunk.
After her mama told her mice had to climb to reach their buckets, Geraldine had pictured them high up in the trees—in the branches, even, where birds made their nests. But to her relief, this bucket wasn’t far from the ground.
“Follow me up the tree and watch carefully,” Papa said, placing his thimble in the crook of his arm. He clambered up the tree trunk, Mama right behind him. Geraldine let Button go next, but when the tip of his twisting tail struck the top of her head, she moved to his right and climbed alongside him.
“Tree sap, tree sap,” Button said as he neared the bucket.
Papa was waiting at the top of the bucket for them, smiling like he did when Mama gave him a big bowl of pumpkin soup on a cold morning. “Lily, you take this side, and children, you stay right where you are,” he said. “We’re going to lift the top of the bucket and hold it up against the tree trunk while I gather sap. The same way I lift the top of the blanket chest while your mama fetches blankets.”
“But Papa, why did they put the top on?” Geraldine asked. “And where’s the sap?”
“The top keeps the rain out, and the sap is already dripping out of the spout and into the bucket,” Papa replied. “We just can’t see it now.”
“Do you fall down in the bucket?” Button asked. “Can you get out?”
“I hold my thimble under the spout,” Papa answered. “Just watch. You’ll see.”
“First, let’s bow our heads,” Mama said.
“Quite right,” Papa said.
“Thank you, God,” Mama said. “You make the sap for our syrup and you make the trees that make the sap. We are thankful for your goodness, Very Very Big Hands.”
Papa waited to make certain Mama had finished, and when he was sure she had, he said, “Now lift, everyone! All together!” He helped too, and after a great deal of exertion, they had lifted the top from the bucket and pushed it against the tree trunk.
“You can let go now,” Mama said.
“It’s just water down there,” Geraldine said, looking deep into the bucket.
“That’s sap,” Papa said. “It looks like water, and it’s only a little sweet. Your mama is the one who turns it into maple syrup. And this is the spout.” He pointed at what looked like a hollow metal twig, and as Geraldine watched, sap dripped from the hollowness into the bucket.
“Does it hurt the tree?” Geraldine asked.
“Not a bit,” Mama said.
How wonderful! Geraldine thought. So much sap from one tree! For a moment she wondered how it would feel to dive into the bucket and swim in the sweetness, but then Papa began to instruct her and Button again. He walked out onto the spout, wrapped his tail firmly around it, and then held his thimble out to catch the clear sap. In no time at all, he had filled his thimble to the brim.
Next he unwrapped his tail from the spout and made his way back to the top of the bucket, careful not to spill a drop. “It’s extra good this year, Lily,” he said. “I’m sure of it.”
Mama mumbled a yes, but her real attention was far away, on something she spied on the ground. “Nigel, I see dandelion leaves.”
“It can’t be, Lily. It’s not quite March yet.” Balancing atop the sap bucket, he turned—gingerly, so as not to fall or spill his thimble—and searched the forest floor.
“One tree over,” Mama said. “Near the trunk. I’m positive.”
“By gum, Lily, I believe you’re right. What a treat!”
It had been ages since the family had tasted fresh dandelion leaves, so when Papa and Mama deserted the sap bucket and scampered off to pick the juicy, green leaves, Geraldine wasn’t in the slightest surprised. No doubt Mama was already devising ways to use the fresh greenness in tonight’s dinner.
But Geraldine was torn. She wanted to help harvest the dandelion leaves, perhaps taking a nibble or two as she did, but she was entranced by the dripping sap and thrilled at the thought that this tree water could turn to a sweet amber syrup just because Mama cooked it. And it was while she pondered her dilemma—whether to leave or stay—that her silly brother fell into the bucket.
“Button!” she cried. She was about to jump into the bucket after him when she realized that was a terrible plan. Two mice stuck in a deep, slippery bucket was even worse than one. Tottering perilously on the rim of the bucket, fearful that she too would fall, she commanded Button to swim and keep swimming. But when she took her eyes off him to look for her parents, she lost her balance and tumbled backward. And she would have tumbled all the way to the forest floor had she not managed to catch the bucket’s rim with her hands in the nick of time.
“Button, swim!” she called out, hanging on to the rim for dear life. “Mama and Papa! Button is drowning!”
“I’m not, Geraldine.”
Had Button said that? Geraldine hung limp from the bucket. “You’re not?”
“I’m standing up. Look.”
She pulled herself to the top of the bucket and peered inside. There was her brother, standing smack in the middle of the bucket, dripping with sap but smiling happily up at her. “I stopped swimming and just stood up,” he said, pleased with his ingenious response to the calamity.
“How are you going to get out, smarty-pants?” Geraldine asked.
“I don’t know.” He licked his fingers. “This sap doesn’t taste as good as syrup. And it’s sticky.”
A second later she heard the patter of feet on the trunk and saw her mama scooting up the bark. “What in heaven’s name is going on, Geraldine? Where’s Button?”
“He’s in the bucket,” Geraldine replied. She wasn’t telling on her brother, was she? Her mama had asked where he was, hadn’t she? Nevertheless, it gave her a twinge of pleasure to point out how silly and careless her brother was—and to have the proof of it right in front of her.
“For goodness’ sake,” Mama said, gazing down at her son. And with a chuckle she added, “It’s a good thing Big Hands didn’t put this bucket up longer ago or the sap would be much deeper.”
Why wasn’t she scolding him? Geraldine wondered. He’d ruined their first day in the time of tree sap, a time she had dreamed about for weeks. And why hadn’t Mama and Papa punished him for telling them her big secret? Button gets away with everything, she thought.
“Mama, I’m sticky,” Button said.
“Of course you are,” Geraldine retorted. “Sap is sticky. Haven’t you been listening all winter?”
When she saw Papa scrambling up the tree trunk carrying a burlap rope in his mouth, she cautiously left her spot on the bucket’s rim and clawed her way back to the forest floor.
“Geraldine, don’t you want to watch me get out?” Button shouted.
“Never!” she shouted back, running for the dandelion growing tender and luscious under the next tree.
Button’s fall had frightened her. She had worried that her brother was gone forever, drowned in a bucket of tree water, never to be seen again. Then, when she saw him standing in the sap, proud of himself and not at all concerned that he’d scared her, she got angry. Worse, Mama had thought Button’s antics were funny. He would not be punished. Not for falling in the bucket, not for telling her secret. It wasn’t fair.
Under the maple tree, she saw four long and three short dandelion leaves, harvested by her parents but left behind when they’d heard her shout that Button was drowning. And poking out of the pine needles was the green nub of the dandelion’s stem. It was the greenness Mama had promised.
She leaned close, closed her eyes, and sniffed. It was greenness. Beneath the stem was the long, tasty root from which Papa sometimes made tea. She began to dig around the stem, clearing away the pine needles and soil until at last the familiar brown root came into view.
“Do you know why I had a burlap rope in my pocket, Geraldine?”
Geraldine stopped digging and looked over her shoulder. Her papa was standing behind her, coiling the rope into a circle so he could slip it back into his pocket.
“No, Papa, but look—a dandelion root. I’m digging it out so you can make tea. Would you like that?”
“I brought the rope because I was certain either you or Button would fall.”
“I didn’t fall.” Geraldine stood and faced her papa. “Button was the one, not me.”
“It was bound to be one of you. It happens to all new mice. That’s why we traveled here as soon as Big Hands raised the buckets—so the sap wouldn’t be too deep. Next time it might be you who falls.”
“No, it won’t,” Geraldine boasted. “Button wasn’t paying attention and he made a mess of things.”
“There’s nothing wrong with making a mistake as long as you learn from it. Sometimes making mistakes is the only way we can learn.” Papa bent down until he was looking directly into Geraldine’s eyes. “We all make mistakes. All of us. Including me and your mother. Be generous and kind when others make mistakes, in the same way you would want them to be generous and kind to you.”
Geraldine heaved a large sigh, sat, and leaned her back on the tree trunk. “I don’t like February. I want it to be over.”
“February is not your problem, daughter.”
“I’m impatient for spring.”
“We all are. And late in the summer, sometime in August, we’ll all be impatient for autumn. But impatience for spring is not your problem either.” Papa sat down next to Geraldine and nudged her with his elbow. “Look at your brother.”
Button was back on the ground, Mama fussing over him, wiping the sap from his ears with her own scarf.
“He has to walk home in a sticky, wet coat,” Papa said.
Geraldine giggled.
It might have been her in that bucket, she realized. Papa was right. In fact, she almost had fallen into the sap, when she’d taken her eye off the bucket to look for her parents. In the blink of an eye—and by sheer luck—she had fallen backward instead of forward and was able to catch hold of the bucket’s rim.
If February wasn’t her problem, and impatience wasn’t either, then why did she feel like scowling at Button all the time and not getting out of bed in the morning? “Papa, what’s my problem?”
He laughed gently. “For one thing, you’re a new mouse about to become a middle mouse. That’s trouble enough on its own. Everything is changing and everything seems complicated and hard, doesn’t it?”
Geraldine nodded. Somehow Papa knew.
“I’ll tell you a secret,” he said. “Life is hard for all creatures from time to time. But you’ll feel better if you count your blessings. Try being thankful.”
Not again! Geraldine puffed out her cheeks. She was tired of being told the same thing over and over again. “Oh, Papa, that’s not a secret. That’s what you always say.”
“Make an effort,” he went on. “What are you thankful for right now?”
If it would make her papa stop with the lessons on thankfulness, Geraldine thought, she would make an effort. Just for now. “I’m thankful for this dandelion.”
“There you go. And what else?”
“The dandelion root.”
“What besides the dandelion?”
“The tree sap.”
“And?”
“I’m thankful I didn’t fall in the bucket when I might have.”
“What else?”
“More?” she whined.
“There’s much more to be thankful for,” Papa said with a twinkle in his eye. “You’ve only just begun.”
Geraldine pondered the question. “I know! I’m thankful my coat isn’t wet and sticky!”
“Good. Go on.”
“I’m thankful for my family. And my friend Cheddar. He saved me and Button from a wolf. I’m thankful for the Book of Tales because I love the stories, and I’m thankful I’m learning to read and write.”
“Excellent!”
Geraldine rose and brushed the dirt from her coat. “I’m thankful for our fireplace because I love toasty fires in terrible February, and I’m thankful for the provisions in our pantry because dried chives are better than no chives at all.”
“Very good. Now as we head home, stay thankful. I promise you it will make a difference all day long.”
They gathered up the dandelion leaves, and Geraldine walked alongside Papa as they headed for Mama, who was still wiping sap from Button’s ears and face. “I’m thankful I don’t have sap in my ears,” she said. “I’m thankful for No Wolves Creek because I love watching water move and leaves float on water, and I’m thankful for the smell of pine trees and Quinton the fox and Mama’s pine-needle broom.” It seemed to Geraldine that she couldn’t stop saying the things she was thankful for. Once she started thinking about it, there were so many. “The blanket on my bed, flowers, the sound of birds in the trees—as long as they’re not ravens, Papa—and rain on the Hollow when we’re all safe and warm inside.”
Papa was grinning, she noticed as she glanced up at him, and at that moment she realized she was smiling too. Maybe being thankful was a secret. She felt better, after all—though she still didn’t like February—and she even smiled at poor, cold Button as they journeyed home, and told him she was sorry he’d fallen into the bucket.
This secret of Papa’s was something to think about, perhaps tonight when she went to bed. That was her best thinking time and place. Yes, that’s what she would do. She would think about thankfulness tonight, for the rest of awful February, and just maybe a lot longer than that.




THE NOT-GOOD ADVENTURE
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On the first day of March, Geraldine rose early for a change. Her mama had already told her that the first day of March would look very much like the last day of February, but she didn’t mind. It was  March, the month when spring arrived and winter departed, when winds dried the snow and juicy green shoots of every kind began to rise from the warming earth.
And because it was March, Geraldine did not take her scarf with her when she left the Hollow, though she did put on her coat. One look out her bedroom window at the snow still on the forest floor told her she would need it. Today she would venture alone to the Maple Forest, to take Mrs. Theodora Cresswell an acorn cup full of maple syrup. Mrs. Cresswell, a very elder mouse, enjoyed syrup but no longer made any of her own, so every February or March, whenever Mama completed her first batch of syrup, someone would take a cup of it to Mrs. Cresswell.
Button had argued that he should be the one to journey to the Maple Forest. He knew, after all, that whoever brought Mrs. Cresswell her syrup would be invited inside her home to test the syrup on a piece of sweet pumpkin bread or walnut pie. But Mama had said it was Geraldine’s task this morning. In May, she’d added, Button could take another cup to Mrs. Cresswell’s home.
The acorn cup Geraldine carried was filled nearly to the brim, so she was careful in her steps as she made her way to the Maple Forest. Mrs. Cresswell would expect an entire cup of syrup, not half of one.
After an arduous trip over snow, bare forest floor, and lumps of dead leaves, Geraldine was pleased and proud when she knocked on the door of Mrs. Cresswell’s maple tree hollow and presented the very elder mouse with an entire cup of syrup.
“Good morning, dearest!” she said when she opened her door. “I’ve been expecting you.”
“Did someone tell you I was coming?” Geraldine replied as she entered the spacious home.
“Yesterday I smelled your mother making maple syrup all the way from the Oak Forest. Yes, I believe I did. Now, you sit yourself down at my table. We need to test this year’s sap.”
Grinning broadly, Geraldine put the acorn cup in the middle of Mrs. Cresswell’s kitchen table and sat square in front of it. “I think I smell walnut pie.”
“You have a very fine nose for a new mouse. Your papa brought me that walnut a little while back. It’s only fitting that you should have some of the pie I made with it.” Using a burlap towel, Mrs. Cresswell removed the pie from her oven and set it on the stove top. “Perfection, I do believe.” She leaned over the pie and sniffed. “Oh yes, I should think so. Would you get the plates, dear? The forks and a spoon are in the hutch.”
Geraldine hopped out of her seat, hooked her coat over the back of her chair, and then took two plates down from the hutch and set them on the kitchen table. Next she found forks in a hutch drawer and put them by the plates. Finally, she dug out a serving spoon and placed it next to the acorn cup. All the while, the scent of baked walnut seemed to follow her about, like a ribbon of sweet nuttiness rippling in the air.
“And here we are,” Mrs. Cresswell said, laying the pie next to the syrup cup and settling into her chair. “Oh, I do love a good walnut pie.”
She cut Geraldine a fat slice and cut herself a considerably thinner one. With great restraint, and remembering her manners, Geraldine waited for Mrs. Cresswell to dip the spoon into the acorn cup and drizzle syrup over her pie before she took hold of the spoon for herself.
The deliciousness of walnut and syrup tickled her nose, tempting her to take a bite of her pie before Mrs. Cresswell finished saying grace, but she knew the very elder mouse was serious about her prayers and would never abide such a thing. So Geraldine waited, and as soon as Mrs. Cresswell closed with the word “Amen,” she grasped her fork and stuck it in her pie.
“Mmm, ymm,” she said, her tongue rolling with pie and syrup. Mrs. Cresswell’s dessert was every bit as wonderful as she had imagined on her trip to the Maple Forest. Even better than the very elder mouse’s pumpkin bread, though that too was heavenly. Since Button had fallen into the sap bucket, she’d been making an effort to be kind to him, so she promised herself as she finished her pie that she wouldn’t mention how scrumptious it had been.
“Did you know Big Hands makes the tree sap?” Geraldine asked Mrs. Cresswell.
“God makes the sap,” she replied. “Big Hands only collects it. And then we collect what Big Hands collects.”
Geraldine stared down at the syrup still left on her plate and the tiny crumbs of pie trapped in its stickiness. “Can I lick my plate, Mrs. Cresswell?”
The very elder mouse laughed, her voice crackly and soft at the same time, like Mama’s voice when she had a cold. “I think we can make an exception.” Mrs. Cresswell winked. “You go right ahead. I won’t tell anyone.”
In less time than it took for a frog to hop across a pond, Geraldine had licked her plate clean.
Mrs. Cresswell smiled, leaned back in her chair, and sighed with full-tummy contentment. “Tell your parents that this year’s sap was superb. I do wonder if it was the best yet. Quite possibly it was.”
“Mrs. Cresswell . . .” Geraldine hesitated. She very much wanted to ask the wise elder mouse a question, but she feared it might sound silly.
“Call me Theodora, dear. I’ve known you since the day you were born, and you’re old enough now.”
“Theodora . . .” Geraldine got up to clear the plates and silverware from the table.
“Out with it, dear. Speak up. There’s not a thing I haven’t heard in all my years. You can’t surprise me.”
“Well . . .” Geraldine put the plates in the sink and turned back to face Theodora, who had swiveled in her chair for a better look at her. “Does Very Very Big Hands ever talk to us?”
“Do you mean out loud? With a voice we can hear as plain as your voice right now?”
Geraldine nodded, and feeling quite silly by that point, she looked down at her feet so she wouldn’t see Theodora laughing at her.
“That’s a very good question, little one.”
Glancing up, Geraldine saw that Theodora wasn’t laughing at all. “It is?” She scampered back to the table.
“Of course it is. All sensible mice ask that question. If they don’t, they’re not thinking very much.”
Feeling at ease now, Geraldine asked another question—the one she had most longed to ask. It was the question that came to her mind every time she saw Theodora pray or say thank you to God, which, it seemed to Geraldine, she did nearly all the time. “Does Very Very Big Hands speak to you?”
“Not out loud, my dear. Not that he couldn’t talk in a big, thunderous voice if he wanted to, but I’ve never heard him speak, and I don’t know a mouse who has. I think Very Very Big Hands wants us to sense his presence and care in other ways.”
“How?”
“By having us talk to him, for one thing. That way we learn to trust that he’s listening. We learn to trust him.”
“But I need him to talk back!”
Now Theodora laughed, but hers was a feathery, sweet laugh, without a hint of mockery. “He does talk back. Just not in a voice like ours. But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t hear us speak to him. He listens, Geraldine. All the time. Hasn’t he helped you when you’ve called on him?”
Now that Geraldine thought about it, Theodora was right. It was a most peculiar thing. When she prayed to God, Mama came to help her—or Quinton the fox or Penelope the sparrow or Cheddar the rabbit. Even her silly brother came sometimes. And sometimes—this was very strange to her—when she called on him for help, she worked her way out of a pickle all by herself, just by talking to him. And though it seemed that God sometimes took far too long to answer her call, she sensed that he listened and answered her how and when he thought best.
“But sometimes he doesn’t do what I ask him to do,” Geraldine said. “Even when I really need him to and I beg him.”
“Of course not, dear. Would your papa do everything you asked him to do?”
Geraldine considered the question. “I don’t think so.”
“And why is that? Because he understands things you don’t. God would be a very foolish and uncaring God to give his creatures everything they asked for. Just like your papa would be an uncaring father if he gave you all the maple syrup you wanted.”
Geraldine laughed. Her papa would never be so foolish, especially when it came to her brother. Button would drink syrup until he’d devoured every last drop of it stored in the pantry. He’d turn into a roly-poly, syrup-filled mouse who couldn’t even crawl out the front door.
“Now, off you go,” Theodora said, shooing Geraldine from the table. “Your parents are going to be wondering what’s happened to you. They’ll think you’ve had three pieces of pie instead of one.”
Geraldine said thank you for the pie, and for the conversation, and headed off to the Oak Forest, her mind in a whirl. She had much to think about, but she enjoyed thinking about Very Very Big Hands. How big was he? Bigger than a wolf, she was sure. Bigger than two wolves or a bear! She liked knowing that he listened to her, and she imagined him watching her at that very moment as she clambered over rocks and kicked her way through the crumbly leaves on the forest floor.
It was then she remembered she had left her coat at Theodora’s house. Should she go back for it? Should she keep going home and get her coat later? But what if it snowed? Papa had told her it could snow in March.
Now she was thinking about God and her coat at the same time, and because her mind was elsewhere, she didn’t notice Big Hands checking one of his tree sap buckets. Indeed, her mind was so elsewhere that she almost ran into the enormous boot on one of his enormous feet. And when that almost happened, she peeped. She peeped louder than five mice peeping together as one. She was so loud, in fact, that Big Hands stopped looking into his bucket, dropped the lid, and searched the ground around his legs.
“What on earth?” he roared.
With great fear, Geraldine froze in place, unable to run. And then she began to tremble, and her trembling turned to shaking. She was sure her legs were about to shake right off, but as much as they moved when they shook, they wouldn’t carry her even one step away. They shook even more than they had when she’d encountered Snarl the wolf. They were like soft river reeds, bending and wobbling. Don’t let him see me, Very Very Big Hands, she prayed silently. Please, please don’t let him see me!
“I see you little mouse,” Big Hands said, his voice like the crack of thunder.
No, you don’t! You can’t, you can’t. God, save me!
“I almost stepped on you, didn’t I?”
No, no! Answer me, God! I’m Geraldine, and I’m right here! Don’t you see me? Weren’t you watching me?
Big Hands smiled—an awful, sharp-toothed grin. Was he hungry? Did he want mouse with his syrup? He began to crouch low, and as he did, his huge face came closer and closer to Geraldine’s quivering body. He would eat her whole, in one bite. “You’re a young mouse, aren’t you? I can tell.”
Young mice were better to eat. That was it. They were tastier. Big Hands was telling her why he was about to take her away forever and have her for dinner. She squeezed her eyes shut. The world is a perilous place, God. I’m scared! You have to help me!
“Are you hungry?” Big Hands whispered. “What do mice eat? Not cheese, I think. Cheese is for traps.”
Traps? He was going to trap her now. Trap her for fun. That was what big creatures did to little creatures. They trapped them and ate them just for fun.
“How about flowers? Grass? I wish I had something for you. But it won’t be long before spring is here, and you look like you’ll do just fine until then.”
Geraldine opened one eye and peeked at Big Hands. Why hadn’t he snatched her up yet? If he grabbed her and closed his gigantic hand around her body, she would never see her family again. Please save me now, God.
“You’re a funny little thing, aren’t you? Just sitting there with one eye open.”
And why was he still whispering gently to her? Maybe he wasn’t hungry for mouse. Maybe he’d had his fill of syrup and would let her go this once.
“You know what?” Big Hands chuckled softly. “You kind of smell like pie. The closer I get to you, the more I smell pie. How come, little mouse? Have you been eating pie?”
Geraldine tried to say yes, but her mouth, just like her legs, wouldn’t work.
“But mice don’t eat pie, do they? Now off you go, little mouse. I’ve got work to do.” Big Hands stood, shooting upward and towering over her like the tallest of maples.
Is it safe, God?
Big Hands waved her away. “On your way, now. Go home to your family so they don’t miss you.”
Geraldine stared in amazement. Did Big Hands know about her family in the Hollow? And if he did, why had he never visited the Oak Forest?
“Shoo, mouse. I don’t want to step on you.”
He didn’t want to step on her? Was Big Hands being . . . kind?
Geraldine gathered every ounce of strength she had and ran back to Theodora’s home. It was closer than the Hollow, and by now she was chilled to the bone and needed her coat.
She was almost out of breath by the time she reached Theodora’s front door, but she knocked hard and managed to peep loudly enough that the elderly mouse heard her and flung open her door.
“What in heaven’s name is going on? What’s wrong?”
“Big Hands,” Geraldine said. She darted into the kitchen and slammed the front door behind her. “Big Hands, Big Hands.” She was repeating herself. Worse, she was beginning to sound like her silly brother.
Deep worry lines formed on Theodora’s face. “Did you see him? Did he see you?”
“He saw me and he talked to me.”
Theodora’s hands flew to her face. “Oh, my goodness!”
Worn to a frazzle by her not-good adventure, Geraldine dropped into a kitchen chair. “And you know what? He didn’t want to eat me. I thought he was going to eat me, but he’d already had too much syrup and his tummy was full.”
The very elder mouse’s hands now moved from her face to her hips. Theodora looked a little like Mama when Button was being pesky. “Of course he didn’t eat you, dearest. Such creatures don’t eat mice. It’s not on their menu.”
“Really? They never do?” Geraldine never knew there were so many creatures who don’t eat mice. Rabbits, red-winged blackbirds and sparrows—and ladybugs. She was pretty sure ladybugs didn’t eat mice.
Theodora wagged a finger. “That doesn’t mean that Big Hands creatures aren’t dangerous. Mark my words, they are. Though I’ve heard . . .” Theodora sat and leaned forward, resting her wrinkly arms on the table. “This is just between us, Geraldine. I’ve heard that Big Hands creatures are only dangerous if you go into their homes or gardens. As long as you stay out of their homes and leave their vegetable gardens be, they don’t mind us so much. They feel the same about foxes and rabbits, they say. My dear late husband ventured into a Big Hands house once, and to his great shock, he encountered one of the creatures.” The very elder mouse shuddered at the memory. “He told me he barely escaped with his life.”
Feeling anxious, Geraldine wanted to grab hold of her tail and twist it, but she was getting too old for that. The world could be a frightening place, and it seemed to her, as she neared middle-mousehood, that she might be losing her appetite for adventure. She didn’t want to ride a piece of bark down No Wolves Creek—not like before. And she didn’t really want to fly. Timothy Flaxweed had taught her that. Now she didn’t want to journey anywhere where she might find a Big Hands creature. What is she entered one of their houses without meaning to? “Do you still like adventures, Theodora?”
“Of course, dear one. Life is an adventure, and I like life.
“But Theodora . . .” Geraldine paused, trying to find the right words to explain her predicament. She might have been stepped on just now. Or another wolf might chase her through the forest one day. And Button? What if he drowned in the next bucket of tree sap? “I was scared, and being scared is awful. I think it’s my least favorite feeling.”
“No one likes to be scared, dear.”
“But I prayed, and you said God listens.”
“What makes you think he wasn’t listening? Because you were scared?” Theodora patted Geraldine’s hand. “Being scared now and then is a part of life—like being happy or agitated. You’re here now and you’re safe, aren’t you? He made certain you came back so you could get your coat and stay warm as you walk home.”
“I guess.”
“And now you know something very important about Big Hands. You may walk through the Maple Forest without fear of him. Isn’t knowing that worth being scared a little?”
Geraldine looked down at her hands. Theodora wanted her to say yes, that she hadn’t minded being scared, but saying that would be dishonest. “I’m not sure,” she mumbled. “Being scared felt very bad.”
“That’s a truthful answer, Geraldine. I’m proud of you.”
Geraldine’s eyes shot from the floor to Theodora. This very elder mouse was so surprising! Her words were as soft as a summer breeze and as sweet as peppermint, but on every occasion, she always meant exactly what she said and always told the truth. And on this occasion, she was sincerely proud of Geraldine.
“It’s okay if I’m not sure about my adventure with Big Hands?”
“Of course it is. These things take time and thought.” She leaned in and whispered, even though no one else was about. “Don’t stop having adventures, dearest. Your adventures are part of what make you the mouse you are.”
“Maybe adventures aren’t too bad. Some are . . . but some aren’t.”
“And never stop talking to God, dear one. Never stop believing that he listens to you and watches over you, even when you’re scared.” Theodora rose and wrapped Geraldine’s coat about her. “I should say, especially when you’re scared. He never takes his eyes off you.”
Geraldine ran all the way home, though not because she was scared of Big Hands. She was no longer afraid of him—as long as he remained in the Maple Forest. No, she ran because she couldn’t wait to tell her parents about her latest adventure. And on her way home, as the wild wind began to howl, she stood briefly atop a rock, stuck out her arms, and pretended she was flying.




WHISPERS OF SPRING
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Though it was still cold in the Oak Forest, more than half the snow on the ground had melted, revealing old and brittle pine needles and bits of dried leaves on the forest floor. When the March winds blew, these were lifted into the air, and they swirled around Geraldine while she played on Acorn Hill or searched for treasures that had been hidden for weeks by the snow. 
Just three days ago her Papa had searched for treasures, and he’d found yet another fresh, young dandelion emerging from the soil. What a feast it had been! Geraldine had almost forgotten the taste of greenness, and now she reveled in every tender, leafy discovery. But she also enjoyed her mama’s maple syrup on walnut pancakes, and that was a treat for cold weather. It seemed to her, then, that March was the best of all months. Dandelions and chives rising from the damp earth, but also warm walnut pancakes for breakfast and toasty fires at night.
In March, spring whispered its first hello, Geraldine thought as she sat atop Chestnut Hill and gazed toward the Southern Lands. It whispered in the winds and in the scent of new earth. It whispered in the pale winter sun turning ever more golden with each passing day. It even whispered in Mama, who had declared this morning that it was time for “spring cleaning.” And in April, Mama had said, she wanted all the blankets and quilts off the beds for a “thorough cleaning.” How a thorough cleaning differed from a regular one, Geraldine wasn’t sure, but she suspected in involved more work and her participation.
But that was for April. Today she was heading south to Where the Sweetgrass Grows, a flat and windswept land filled with many different grasses, a few short shrubs, and very few trees. Having decided that most adventures were worth having, she had planned an entire afternoon there. She would look for treasures on the ground, of course—especially the juicier grasses—but mostly she would savor her journey and the bright March sun.
Geraldine rose, and as she brushed specks of old leaves from her coat, she heard a familiar chirping sound. One second later, a tiny bird swooped low, her wings nearly brushing the top of Geraldine’s head. Then it rose and swooped again, dancing merrily on the air while chirping loudly.
“Penelope!” Geraldine cried, hopping up and down. “It’s me, Geraldine!”
After one last tumble in the air, Penelope came to rest on a small rock near Geraldine. “I knew it was you! I know what your coat looks like from the sky.” Bursting with energy, her twig-like legs skittered restlessly over the rock as she talked. “Come follow me, Geraldine! You have to see what my parents are doing in the Southern Lands. You won’t believe it.”
“The Southern Lands?” Geraldine said. Penelope and her parents, Clara and Jasper Huckleberry, made their home in the Maple Forest, so what were they doing so far south? “That’s very far away.”
“No, it’s not,” Penelope said with a laugh. “It’s not far at all.”
“I guess not.” Geraldine looked down at her feet. She’d been doing that a lot lately, but she’d also been feeling embarrassed a lot lately, and when she was embarrassed she preferred to stare at her feet. Momentarily, she had forgotten that Penelope and her parents were house sparrows, and they could fly most anywhere with ease, from the Barren Lands to Where the Sweetgrass Grows and beyond. Nothing was far for a bird. Penelope had been born last June and was therefore only a new sparrow, but she had seen things Geraldine had only heard about in the Book of Tales. And even though Geraldine had planned to travel to the Southern Lands for her adventure, she knew it would take her a long time to get there, and that Penelope could make the trip in much less time.
“Please follow me,” Penelope said, bouncing up and down. “Please oh please.”
“It’s a long way for a ground thing,” Geraldine said, jabbing her toes into the ground. That old feeling had popped up again. And it kept popping up, even though Geraldine silently told it to go away four times. The little sparrow was her friend, but oh how she envied her wings. Just because she hadn’t taken a ride on Timothy Flaxweed didn’t mean she didn’t want her own pair of wings. She was afraid of other wings, and quite reasonably so. If they were her own wings, Geraldine thought, she would soar fearlessly above the trees.
“I promise I’ll fly slow,” Penelope pleaded. “You won’t get lost if you look in the air for me. It’ll be an adventure.”
Since an adventure was just what Geraldine was there for on this fine March day, she agreed to the journey and followed Penelope to the Southern Lands, keeping her eye on the sky for the sparrow’s guidance. She was delighted when Penelope led her to Where the Sweetgrass Grows, to one of the few trees in the area. It had grown tall and broad in the grassy, shrub-dotted landscape, and its branches had flourished and become thick and dense, like the biggest weeds along the creek.
“Look up here!” Penelope shouted.
Geraldine tilted back her head and gazed into the tree, up and ever upward, until she saw Clara and Jasper in the crook of three strong branches, clutching bunches of old grass between their beaks. They were building a nest, like Rosa and Albert Primwillow, the robins in the Book of Tales!
Penelope spread her wings and floated like dandelion fluff to the ground, settling a wing’s breadth from Geraldine. “I’m going to have sisters and brothers soon,” she said. “I’m so excited I can’t sit still. I just can’t, no matter how I try. And my parents keep singing! Brothers and sisters, Geraldine!”
Geraldine had long bemoaned the fact that she had only one sibling, and a pesky one at that. “I wish my mama and papa would have eggs. I’d like to have a sister.”
“Mice don’t have eggs,” Penelope replied. “But maybe your mother can have more babies anyway. You should ask her.”
“Will your mama lay eggs tomorrow?”
“She says it might be today. She’s never made a nest so early, but it’s time.” 
Geraldine watched as Jasper flew off, leaving Clara to arrange the inside of her snug nest. “There are only a few leaves in the tree to protect her from the rain and snow.”
Penelope puffed up her chest and stood straight as a cattail in a pond, as if daring the weather to challenge her. “It had better not snow. Not on my sisters and brothers.”
“Your parents will cover them with their wings. Mama says birds do that. They’ll be safe.”
Penelope continued her happy dance on the ground, her jittery legs jumping this way and that as though she were standing on a hot rock.
In the midst of her dance, a loud, raspy caw sounded in the air and a dark shadow passed overhead.
“Raven!” Geraldine cried.
Penelope froze like ice where she stood.
“Hide!” Clara screamed. “Hide, Penelope! Hide, Geraldine! Right now!”
“The nest,” Penelope moaned, glancing upward. “It will get the nest.”
Geraldine snatched one of Penelope’s wings and pulled her toward a sheltering rock. “Your mama says hide! You must!”
The great caw sounded again—louder, closer—and black wings darkened the earth.
“The nest!” Penelope cried. “Mommy and Daddy!”
“Hide now!” Jasper shouted.
Geraldine pulled her friend under the rock, where part of it stuck out on top, protecting them. A raven’s eyes were poor things, her papa had once told her, so if they were silent and didn’t move, they would be invisible to the terrible creature.
“The nest,” Penelope groaned.
“You must be quiet,” Geraldine said.
The raven turned in the sky and dove closer to the tree, its awful shriek growing louder with each dive at the branches. Clara and Jasper stood firm, protecting their nest. And then, as the raven plunged straight for the two sparrows, Clara and Jasper’s wings shot straight out and they thrust their beaks forward, screeching as loudly as any raven and jabbing at the huge bird as it hurled itself again and again at the nest.
Geraldine watched the battle from her place under the rock’s ledge, holding fast to Penelope, who shook in terror at the awful sight.
The raven shot once more into the sky, whirled around, and dove for the nest.
“You won’t have it!” Clara screamed.
But the raven wouldn’t give in. Its claws latched on to a branch and its enormous wings battered the air as its gaping beak slashed repeatedly at Clara and Jasper.
“No, never!” Jasper screamed. He charged at the raven’s head, striking it with his small but sharp beak, sending the raven stumbling backward.
“Let it have the nest,” Penelope softly begged. “Mommy, Daddy, run away and let it have the nest.”
When the raven dove like a black fox from the sky, Geraldine covered her eyes. She could no longer bear it. Not Clara and Jasper. It was too dreadful. Raven, go away. God, help Clara and Jasper.
Clara and Jasper screeched, and the sound of beating wings continued to fill the air.
Please help them, Very Very Big Hands.
Still the raven’s ghastly caaaww echoed in the grasslands.
“Very Very Big Hands,” Penelope murmured.
Again came the caaaww—so loud and fearsome it obliterated every other sound in the grasslands.
“Never!” Clara screamed defiantly.
Wings lashed the air, the tiny sparrows screeched, and Geraldine held Penelope with all her might.
“Never!” Jasper shouted. “You will never have our nest!”
The flapping of vast wings was followed by another caaaww—a long and lonesome call that stretched like thunder across the sky . . . and then faded.
“Never come back!” Jasper called out.
“Daddy?” Penelope dared to whisper.
Geraldine opened her eyes.
“Come out now, little ones,” Clara called. “It’s safe. We’re all safe.”
Geraldine and Penelope stepped out from the safety of the rock ledge. There were Clara and Jasper, sitting contentedly on a branch by the nest as though the ferocious battle had never taken place.
Penelope shouted for joy and shot to the tree, and this time it was Geraldine who did a happy dance on the ground. “You’re safe!” she said. “You fought the raven!”
Penelope, though overjoyed that her parents were safe, whimpered a little, saying, “Why didn’t you leave? You could have run away and been safe. You scared me.”
Clara wrapped one of her wings around Penelope. “If we had left, the raven would have come back later for our eggs,” she explained. “And there’s no time to build another nest. We had to fight for this one or all would have been lost. We have done this before, Penelope.”
“That raven will think twice about coming back here,” Jasper said, pleased as punch. “You mark my words.”
“We beat it, Jasper,” Clara said. “The two of us. We did.”
Watching Clara and Jasper, Geraldine was filled with a strange regret. The battle was over, and she hadn’t helped. Not one ounce. No, she had hidden beneath a rock, and even though she had been ordered to do so, she now wished she had fought alongside Clara and Jasper. Hadn’t Clover, the ladybug in the Book of Tales, fought a raven and helped save Rosa and Albert Primwillow’s nest? And Clover was a mere insect. A teeny ground thing with wings. Geraldine lowered her chin, bowed her head, and contemplated her feet.
“What’s wrong, Geraldine?” Clara said.
“I was scared and I hid,” she replied.
“Of course you were scared,” Clara said. “So was I.”
Geraldine heard the soft flutter of Clara’s wings, and an instant later, the mother sparrow was on the ground in front of her.
“I didn’t help you,” Geraldine said. She lifted her eyes. “I’m sorry.”
Clara was astonished. “But I told you to hide. I told you both to hide, and you rightly obeyed me.”
“But I might have—”
“Geraldine Woolkins, your parents would have a fit if they thought I didn’t tell you to hide. You did as you were told—and you did the right thing.”
“Maybe.” Geraldine had been saying that word a lot lately, but it seemed the appropriate word.
“Maybe, my stars. There’s no maybe about it. How could you have helped?”
Geraldine opened her mouth, but before she could say a word, Clara went on.
“I’ll tell you how. You couldn’t have. It’s as simple as that. Indeed, you would have made things worse.”
“How?”
“Because Jasper and I would have had to protect you as well as the nest. And Penelope too. Oh my, I dread to think of it. But when you hid, I knew Jasper and I could protect our nest without worrying about both of you.”
“Oh.” That was something to consider, Geraldine had to admit. “I guess I see.”
“My dear mouse.” Clara stepped closer. “There are some things birds can do better than mice, and one of them is fight off other birds.”
“I only wish . . .”
“But I’ll tell you something else,” Clara went on. “There are some things mice can do better than birds.”
“They can, Mrs. Huckleberry?”
“Naturally. Every creature has its talents, and every talent is valuable. Now, listen.” Clara put a wing on one of Geraldine’s shoulders. “When you travel home, watch the sky carefully. That raven may be in the area. You know what to do if you hear it. You’re a brave mouse.”
The trouble was, Geraldine didn’t feel brave, and if she didn’t feel brave, she couldn’t possibly be brave. Nevertheless, she had more things to ponder tonight. What were mice better at than birds? Not flying, of course, or building a nest or fighting ravens. This was a puzzle.
Geraldine ran home quickly through the sprouting sweetgrass, her eyes and ears alert for ravens, her mind pondering this curious puzzle: What could mice do better than birds? This was an all-consuming puzzle, and it caused her to forget about bringing home dandelion leaves or other treasures.
By the time she reached the door to the Hollow, though her mind had examined every possibility, she hadn’t thought of one thing that mice were better at.
“What are mice better at than birds?” she yelled as she bounded through the Hollow’s front door.
“Geraldine Woolkins, shut that door,” her mama scolded. “That’s no way to enter our house. You know better than that.”
“I’m sorry.” She shut the door behind her and plopped herself down at the kitchen table. “But I need to know right now. What are mice better at than birds?”
“What a question.”
“Mama, I mean it.”
Mama’s eyebrows shot up. “For heaven’s sake.”
Papa wandered into the kitchen, a bemused expression on his face. “What’s the commotion? Did I hear something about birds?”
“Papa, Mrs. Huckleberry said that mice are better at some things than birds. But what things? I need to know. Don’t laugh at me.”
“I’m not laughing, daughter. It’s an excellent question, and you know I approve of excellent questions. But what brought this on?”
Geraldine brightened. Papa was taking her seriously. “I saw a raven attack Mr. and Mrs. Huckleberry’s nest. Penelope did too, and Mrs. Huckleberry told us to hide.”
“She was right to do that,” Papa said, taking a seat at the kitchen table. “Are Penelope’s parents all right?”
“It was terrible, but they fought off the raven and they weren’t hurt.”
“Good for them. Mother and father sparrows are more capable than you can imagine in defending their nests. They’ve done it more than once, I assure you.” 
Suddenly very tired, Geraldine sat across from her father. “But I didn’t help them.”
“Naturally you didn’t,” Mama said. “You couldn’t, and if you had tried, the raven would have gone after you, and Clara and Jasper would have been helpless to stop it.”
Geraldine propped her elbows on the table and lowered her chin to her hands. “That’s what Mrs. Huckleberry said.”
“Good for her,” Mama said. She sat too, and as she studied her daughter’s sad eyes, an expression of concern crossed her face. “Geraldine, you can’t do everything, and you can’t save every creature in the forest. There are limits to what one young mouse, or even one Big Hands creature, can do. Sometimes the very best thing to do is stand back, pray, and let others do battle. It’s a hard lesson to learn, I know. We all want to help when we see something bad happen, and we wonder afterward if we were brave enough. But daughter”—at this, Mama changed to her I know what I’m talking about voice—“you are brave.”
“I don’t feel brave.”
“You’re as brave as any new mouse can be expected to be. Sometimes perilously so. You could do with a little wisdom and caution.”
Papa chuckled at that. He agreed with Mama.
“I guess.” It seemed to Geraldine that she couldn’t stop saying “I guess” and “maybe.” Nothing was clear to her anymore—not like it was to Mama and Papa. Her thoughts were like leaves caught in a windstorm, always changing, never settling to earth, rarely making sense the way she needed them to. First she wanted adventures, then she didn’t. Now she wanted them again, but only a certain kind of adventure. And as her papa had told her, if you could control adventure, it wouldn’t be an adventure.
“But what about my question?” Geraldine asked. “Birds can do everything. Mr. and Mrs. Huckleberry can fight off a raven, but not me.”
“Not Penelope either, I take it,” Papa said. “She was told to hide, just like you were.”
“But she’s not a ground thing and one day she will fight a raven,” Geraldine said.
“I hope not anytime soon,” Mama said.
Geraldine sighed and puffed out her lips. “Mrs. Huckleberry said mice can do some things better than birds, but I thought hard about it all the way home and couldn’t think of one thing we do better. I have to know what it is. What do mice do better?”
Papa held up a finger. “I know just the thing for your question. After dinner, we’ll read from the Book of Tales.”
Although Geraldine loved hearing Papa read, his reply did not answer her question. When she told him that, he insisted that she be patient. “After dinner, daughter. Can you think of a single time I haven’t answered one of your questions if I could? Patience.”
Again she was being told to be patient. When would these lessons in patience ever end? If the story Papa planned to read after dinner was about patience, she would be quite loudly impatient about it. It wasn’t fair for her parents to pretend they were patient when they had no need of patience. They decided everything—when the family ate, when they went to bed, when they journeyed to the Maple Forest for tree sap. If she decided everything, she could be patient too.
“I can’t wait to be a middle mouse,” Geraldine said. “Life will be so much easier.”
Papa glanced at Mama before turning to Geraldine. “Savor your last weeks as a new mouse, daughter. Trust me and savor. Life as a middle mouse gets no easier.”




THE PURPLE CROCUS
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Eager for Papa to read  any story from the Book of Tales, even one about patience, Geraldine ate her dinner more quickly than usual—until Mama told her to slow down to avoid tummy flip-flops.
When at last dinner was done and the dishes had been cleared and cleaned, the family gathered in the living room. Papa stoked the fire, setting it roaring, and Mama laid a new quilt across her lap so she could stitch it. Then Papa opened the Book of Tales.
“This is a true story called ‘The Good Mice,’” he began.
Geraldine snuggled into the couch and pulled a blanket over her legs, and Button did the same on his side of the couch.
“One day a mouse family was taking a hike through a dark pine forest in search of pinecones,” Papa said. “Herbert, the father, and Bee, the mother, instructed their children on the way, for the family lived in a cottonwood forest and the children, Truffle and Lissa, were unaccustomed to the ways of pine trees.”
“We’re not unaccustomed,” Button said proudly. “We know all about pine trees.”
“Hush, dear,” Mama said.
Papa cleared his throat. “The sharp scent of pine needles filled Truffle and Lissa’s new-mouse noses, and they were entranced by the magical scene before them: ferns and emerald carpets of wild ginger as far as their eyes could see, pinecones as large as two mice put together, tiny purple flowers growing in the cool and peaceful shade, and so much more. So when Truffle spotted red berries in the distance, he scurried after them without saying a word, thinking the entire forest must be peaceful and lovely.”
“It’s not,” Geraldine grumbled. “I could have told Truffle that. There’s danger everywhere.”
“Not everywhere,” Papa corrected.
“It’s peaceful, safe, and lovely right here and now,” Mama said. “Now hush.”
“Truffle’s mother spotted him as he ran for the berries and called for him to stop. But Truffle didn’t hear her. The scrumptious berries had all but shut his ears to his mother’s voice. His father’s voice, too, for when his father commanded Truffle to return, Truffle didn’t listen.”
“The story should be called ‘The Bad Mouse,’” Button joked.
Papa sighed gently but went on with the story. “So Herbert and Bee, afraid their son would encounter a hungry fox or something even worse, ran after their son, and when they caught up to him, they nearly died of fright.”
“I knew it!” Geraldine said. “It’s bad, not good.”
“Daughter, when will you learn to let a story finish?” Papa asked. He put a finger on the page to mark where he had been interrupted. “How many times have I told you that there are bad parts to all good stories?”
“I don’t like the bad parts.”
“The bad parts are important,” Papa said gruffly. “They mean something. They’re necessary, and there would never be a good ending without them. Now let me finish.”
“Continue, Nigel,” Mama said sweetly.
“At the base of a berry-laden shrub,” Papa read, “was an enormous and very ugly bird with black and brown feathers and a wrinkled, red neck.”
“Truffle will get eaten,” Button said.
“Bee called her son, warning him to stay away from the huge beast, telling him that not all was safe in the forest. Truffle, who until that moment had only seen the berries, at last heard his mother’s pleas and stopped, for now he too had spotted the creature. But it was too late. He was no more than five mouse tails away from its spear-like beak.”
Geraldine stuck her fingers in her ears.
“Stop that right now,” Mama said. “Let the story finish.”
She had already had her fill of the story, but Geraldine complied and took her fingers out of her ears.
“Strangely, the bird sat motionless,” Papa continued. “Rather than pounce and devour, it turned its mournful eyes on the mouse family. ‘Please help me,’ the creature said. ‘I’m trapped, and I’ve been trapped for ages. I’m so tired and lonely.’”
“Birds get trapped?” Geraldine asked.
“All creatures can get trapped,” Mama said. “Even Big Hands creatures.”
Papa cleared his throat for the second time. “As tears rolled from the bird’s eyes, Herbert stepped as close as he dared and for the first time noticed that the bird’s feet were tangled in the thin, rope-like stems of the red-berry shrub. ‘Are you an unusually large raven?’ Herbert asked. ‘No,’ the bird answered, ‘I’m a wild turkey. My name is Pluma, and my family doesn’t know what happened to me because I wandered away. They can’t find me, and they must be looking.’”
“Like Cheddar’s family,” Geraldine said quietly.
“Herbert was torn,” Papa read. “This bird was larger and more frightening than any he had ever seen, even considering that he was an elder mouse who had seen many extraordinary things. If he helped this wild turkey, would it turn on him? Was he wise to help? Yet there was a gentleness in the bird’s voice, and her tears were unbearable to watch. The family had to do something, even if it meant risking their safety. ‘Herbert,’ Bee said, ‘we can’t leave her like this. You know we can’t. We would never forgive ourselves.’”
Button peeped. “Are they going to get devoured now?”
Instead of clearing his throat, Papa groaned. Geraldine gave Button a soft pinch under the blanket to silence him.
“Geraldine! Ouch!” Button complained.
“It wasn’t that hard,” Geraldine said. “Stop it.”
Ignoring his boisterous children, Papa wet a finger on his tongue and slowly turned a page. “Herbert agreed with his wife. ‘If we help you,’ he asked Pluma, ‘will you promise not to hurt us?’ Pluma nodded eagerly and her tears began to dry. ‘But how can you help me?’ she asked. ‘You’re only mice, and I’m bigger and stronger than two hundred mice.’ Herbert smiled. ‘It’s not always strength that matters,’ he said.”
“It’s mostly strength that matters,” Geraldine countered.
“Stop being contrary and listen,” Papa said, going back to his page. “Now Herbert and Bee knew exactly what to do. Because they were mice, they had succeeded in such a task many times before. It was easy for them. They told Truffle and Lissa to watch them and pitch in as soon as they understood what to do.”
“What’s ‘pitch in’?” Button asked.
“It means to join in, to help others achieve a goal,” Papa said. “So Herbert and Bee gathered at Pluma’s feet, scaring the poor, exhausted bird just a little. They said a prayer and began to gnaw on the wiry stems of the shrub. ‘They’re chewing!’ Lissa exclaimed. ‘We can do that.’ She and her brother bolted forward, found a particularly tough stem, and began to chew away at it, being very careful not to hurt Pluma’s feet or legs.”
“Birds can’t do that because they have beaks,” Geraldine said. “That’s it, Papa! Mice can chew anything, but birds can’t.”
“Quite right,” Papa said. “In no time at all,” he read, “the mice had freed the gigantic bird from its trap. Afraid that the creature might break her word and hurt them, the family backed up until they were far enough away that they could scatter to safety if need be. Pluma looked down at her feet, wiggled them, and then smiled with gratitude at the mice who had freed her. ‘You are such good mice,’ she said, beginning to cry again. But these were grateful tears. ‘And clever mice, and very brave mice. You didn’t know who I was, but you chose to save me. I’m so thankful.’”
“And then she ate them?” Button asked.
“Button, honestly,” Mama said.
“Pluma kept her word to be kind to the mice,” Papa continued, giving Button a look, “and before she left the forest in search of her family—for she knew where they gathered at night—she showed Herbert, Bee, Truffle, and Lissa where succulent mushrooms grew thick on a fallen log and where wild chives were as plentiful as blades of grass in the summertime. ‘You will be safe here, always,’ Pluma said. ‘Come back to fill your pantry until winter comes.’ She lowered her head to the ground in a formal turkey bow and said, ‘Thank you, friends. I hope to see you again.’”
“But her family is gone,” Geraldine said.
Papa turned another page. “Pluma soon found his family in a glen near the forest, in a place where wild turkeys often gathered at night. And Pluma and the mouse family did see each other again. Whenever the mouse family searched the pine woods for their provisions and Pluma played in those same woods with her brothers and sisters, they met and talked of chives and mushrooms and feathery ferns. Pluma never forgot the kindness shown to her by the good mice that day, and neither did the other wild turkeys, who made it their duty to protect the mouse family from foxes and raccoons any time they ventured into the forest.”
Papa closed the book and gazed at the fire. Geraldine expected a lesson from him, but he said nothing. Nothing about what mice could do, nothing about patience, nothing about being careful in the pine woods. But Geraldine didn’t need Papa to explain what he had read. She was fairly sure she understood. The story was about God giving each of his creatures different abilities—and how together they could help each other because they could do different things. But what about Truffle? “Papa, did Truffle do wrong to run off?” she asked.
“Yes, he did. He might have found himself in a pickle.”
“But Herbert decided to help Pluma, even though she could devour him. That could have been a worse pickle.”
“Herbert was an elder mouse with much more experience. He made a generous but wise decision.”
After a minute, Mama sent Geraldine and Button off to bed, and that night Geraldine, who had much to think about, tossed and turned for what seemed an age before she finally fell into a peaceful sleep.
In the morning, Geraldine felt groggy and tired, but after eating three walnut pancakes with syrup, she recovered enough to put on her coat and head outside to the bright sunshine. Today she would have an adventure, but she would insist that it be a good adventure, not a dangerous one. Like a wise elder mouse, she would decide what sort of adventure to have and ignore all other adventures.
She started for Where the Sweetgrass Grows, thinking she would check in on the Huckleberry family and their nest, but halfway there, she changed her mind and traveled west, making her way toward Many Flowers Path. Near the end of the path and just east of it was Crocus Valley, a gentle plain dotted with pine trees and a handful of oaks. Here, the first of the season’s flowers grew.
Her mama had told her that crocuses sometimes greeted the late March sun by sticking their purple heads above the snow before even tulips and daffodils appeared. With the days growing warmer, Geraldine was sure she would find a crocus. And then, like the good mouse family in the Book of Tales, who chewed tough stems like mighty warriors, she would gnaw at the crocus stem and take the delectable purpleness home for lunch.
Walking down Many Flowers Path, Geraldine was disappointed with the view. This path was not properly named in her opinion, for the only flowers that grew were a handful of scraggly dandelions. They would make a good substitute if she couldn’t find another flower, but her heart was set on a crocus. “I won’t go home until I find one,” she said aloud. And I might eat some of it before I go home, she said to herself.
In the time it took for an oak leaf to float down No Wolves Creek from Acorn Hill to Chestnut Hill, Geraldine had arrived at the edge of Crocus Valley. Before her was the gentle, sloping plain, a few shrubs, and a scattering of trees—not nearly as many as in the Oak Forest, though, and bare of any snow because the sun shone brighter in this land. In the distance was a long, wide hill that marked the southern boundary of the valley.
Geraldine stood on that very spot and surveyed the valley, her new-mouse eyes on the alert for a speck of purpleness. She was hunting. Like a clever squirrel or cunning fox. No, a mighty wolf! A wolf hunting the purple deliciousness to carry it home as a prize to devour.
She crept forward, her ears listening for other creatures, her eyes vigilant for velvety buds and blooms. Where were they? Where were the purple petals Mama had told her about? Her mama had even drawn a picture of it so Geraldine would know when she saw the tiny flower. The snow had vanished, but dandelions and chives were the only greenness in the valley.
Disappointed in her adventure, Geraldine wondered if she should leave for home, taking a fat dandelion with her. Dandelions were still a treat, weren’t they? And she was a long way from the Oak Forest. She was about to abandon her hunt when she caught sight of a single flower rising above last summer’s pine needles and leaves like a purple crown. “Hooray for crocuses!” she said, dashing forward.
In awe of its beauty, she stood motionless before it. It was as large as she was, with rich purple petals and a short, stem-like yellowness growing at its center—a deeper yellow than any dandelion she had ever seen. “You’re magnificent,” she whispered. Jamming her nose between two petals, she closed her eyes and sniffed, and when she pulled her nose back out, tiny flecks of yellow dropped from her whiskers. “Yellowness,” she said, delighting in how her nose tickled. She wiped a whisker and tasted the yellowness, finding it slightly sweet. “I don’t think you’re as good as a petal, but you’re very nice.”
She crouched down and set her teeth on the stem, ready to chew. But then something curious happened in her heart. At first it made no sense, but there it was, and she couldn’t deny it. Suddenly, the thought of biting through the stem and carrying the crocus from its home made her sad. She pulled back and stood straight. If only there were more crocuses. But this solitary flower, this single dab of color among the brown needles and leaves, was absolute perfection. It needed to remain where Very Very Big Hands had placed it. “You must stay,” she said, running a hand over one of the petals. “I’ll get a dandelion flower. They’re not as beautiful and they grow everywhere.”
A heavy crunch of pine needles startled her and she hid behind the crocus, fearing a large creature had overtaken her while her mind and eyes were on the flower.
“Geraldine? Geraldine Woolkins?”
She peered around the crocus stem. A fox.
“Geraldine, it’s Quinton. Remember me?”
“Quinton!” She fairly danced on the pine needles, so happy she was to see her old friend. “I haven’t seen you in forever!”
The red fox bowed his large head, smiled graciously—without showing his teeth, so as not to frighten her—and then called out, “Kitter! Come see who I found.”
In a flash, Quinton’s young son came running up to his father, the straggled end of a dandelion leaf hanging from his lips. “What?” he said, gazing at Geraldine. The leaf dropped to the ground. “Are we going to eat it?”
“Mind your manners,” Quinton said. “This is Geraldine Woolkins. Don’t you remember? We do not harm the mice of Past Hedges and Groves. That is my law.”
“Is this Past Hedges and Groves too?” Geraldine asked. It was so far from the Northern Lands, where the three of them had met months ago.
“As far as the eye can see,” Quinton replied. “And we do not harm the mice here.”
“I’m eating dandelions, not mice,” Kitter said. He laid down beside his father, showing Geraldine that she need not fear him, even though he was very hungry.
“Kitter is at last learning to restrain himself,” Quinton said with a twinkle in his eye.
Before Geraldine and Button were born, Papa had saved Quinton’s wife, Lark, by warning her about a bear on the prowl. Lark had since died, but not forever, as Quinton told her. Nothing that God makes is taken away forever, he explained, and one day he would see Lark again. Quinton had also saved Geraldine from being chilled to the bone when she dove into No Wolves Creek on a cold day. He was a very good friend of the whole Woolkins family.
“Oh, Quinton!” Geraldine said, throwing her arms into his lush red fur. “I missed you.”
The kind red fox with gray ears chuckled. “I missed you too. What are you doing so far from home?”
She backed away so she could look into his wise brown eyes. “I wanted to hunt a crocus, but when I found it, it was the only one and I couldn’t bear to chew it down.” She glanced down at her feet. “I know it’s silly.”
“It’s not silly,” Quinton said. “It’s very pretty where it is, and I understand your decision, child. But I have a secret to share with you.”
She looked up. “You do? What kind of secret?”
Quinton lowered his body to the ground. “Come with me. You remember how to ride, don’t you?”
Geraldine laughed with glee as she grabbed fistfuls of Quinton’s fur and hoisted herself to the top of his back. She had never forgotten her first ride on Quinton—sailing high above the grasses, cradled in the dense fur just behind his head—and now she was off for another ride.
“Have you ever ventured beyond this valley?” Quinton said.
“Never,” Geraldine answered.
“Sometimes, if we look just beyond the limits of where we make our world, we find the most startling things.”
Quinton trotted slowly for the long, wide hill in the distance, passing more dandelions and some unappetizing-looking weeds along the way. At the foot of the hill, he told Geraldine and Kitter to open their eyes, which Geraldine thought a funny thing, because of course Kitter’s eyes were open. How else would he follow his father? But sometimes her mama and papa said things like that too. Open your eyes, Geraldine and Button, open your eyes.
Quinton began to climb. Then, near the crest of the hill, he halted. “Are you ready, small ones?”
“Ready!” Geraldine cried, thinking Quinton was about to jog quickly down the other side of the hill, with her bouncing on top of him.
But no such thing happened. Quinton continued slowly until he reached the tiptop of the hill.
Geraldine gasped and let go of the fox’s fur. Below her, like a sea of petals, were thousands of glorious crocuses—some purple, some blue, some white. As many crocuses as there were bees in a honey tree. A never-ending ocean of flowers straining toward the sun and waving gently in the wind. The beauty almost pained her heart. “I’ve never seen such beautifulness before,” she said. “Never, ever. I didn’t know they were here.”
“You would have to travel beyond the valley to know that,” Quinton said.
“But I can’t, Quinton. It’s hard for a mouse to go up this long hill, and it’s far away.”
Quinton nodded. “I understand. But see? I came along at just the right time.”
“I wish I could climb this hill the way you do.”
“But you’re not like me, child. You’re like you. And even Kitter is not like me. He’s like Kitter and Kitter alone.”
Hearing his name, Kitter kicked up his legs and ran down the hill, leaping and bouncing deep into the crocuses.
“I can’t run like that,” Geraldine said. Despite the flowers, she felt another twinge of sadness for what she wanted desperately but could never have.
“You can ride,” Quinton said. “You can sit like a queen in my fur, journey wherever you wish me to take you, and never get tired.”
“I guess.”
Quinton turned his head so his eyes met hers. “I can’t ride, and neither can Kitter.”
“You can’t?”
“What would we ride? A wolf?”
“That would be dangerous.”
“A bear?”
“That would be more dangerous.”
“We can walk, but we can’t ride. In our whole lives we will never ride.”
“I can’t fly.”
“Neither can I. Because God didn’t give us wings, did he? And he didn’t give the birds strong legs that can carry a mouse for miles. And he didn’t give raccoons long legs so they can see above the grasses like I do, and he didn’t give squirrels wings or butterflies arms. Imagine how ugly a butterfly with arms would be.”
“But I want . . .” Geraldine lowered her chin and dug her hands into Quinton’s fur. “I want . . .”
“What do you want, child of Nigel and Lily Woolkins?”
“I want to be different. Not me. Different.”
“It would be a shame for you not to be you,” Quinton said. “I would miss the you that you are. I would miss you terribly.”
“But . . .”
“Would you like me to be a sparrow?”
Shocked at the thought, Geraldine declared, “Never! You’re a fox and I like that.”
“Well, then. It’s settled. We’ll be what God made us because that’s what we’re supposed to be and that’s what we like about each other. I will give you rides on my back, and you will teach me about nuts and seeds.”
“Teach you?”
“I think nut and seeds would make fine eating over the winter, but I don’t know where to find them.”
Geraldine leaned in and hugged Quinton’s neck. “I’ll show you. Promise.”
“It will be spring in two days,” Quinton said, sinking to the ground. “Off you go now. Off into the crocuses. Find a nice one to bring home to your parents. I’ll be here when you get back.”




GERALDINE'S PRAYER
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Two days later and quite early in the morning, Geraldine hopped eagerly out of her bed, even before her mama called for her to come eat breakfast. There was still a chill in the Hollow, but it felt warmer than it had in January or February. And although she knew the view outside her window would be the same as yesterday, she also knew that change was coming quickly to the Oak Forest. It was the first day of spring, and soon the world would erupt in greenness. Then, in just a few weeks, the time of flowers would begin. 
Yet Geraldine had more than spring and flowers on her mind. In February she had promised Cheddar Brush that they would look for his rabbit family between the time of tree sap and the time of flowers, when almost all the snow had melted and animals left their winter homes for hours on end to play in the sun or search for chives, seeds, and dandelions. Papa had said that rabbits don’t journey to far lands like wolves or foxes. They stay close to their burrows, he’d told Cheddar.
“I’m determined, God,” Geraldine said, kicking off her blanket. “I’m determined to make an effort and find Cheddar’s family. He hasn’t seen them since last November, and he’s so lonely.” She lifted her eyes to her ceiling and imagined God far above her, bigger and more powerful than any bear but listening to every word her small mouth said. “He spent all winter alone, and he’s my good friend. Will you help us? Please? I promise to be thankful even when my papa doesn’t tell me to be.”
Geraldine hurried into the kitchen, where her parents were eating their breakfast. They were enjoying what her mama liked to call “peace and quiet,” so she slowed her steps and tiptoed to the table.
“You’re up early,” Papa said.
Geraldine could hardly contain her excitement, but for the sake of peace and quiet, she kept her answer short and hushed. “It’s the first day of spring.”
“So it is,” he said. “I haven’t seen you this jumpy since Christmas morning.”
Was she jumping? Bouncing? She was trying not to fidget or be annoying in any way, so what was Papa looking at? Her tail? She glanced behind her and saw that the very end of her tail was doing whirligigs in the air. She grabbed it and held it tightly in her hands. “It doesn’t listen to me sometimes.”
Mama laughed and took a last bite of her walnut pancake. “There won’t be many more pancake mornings,” she said. “Not with the warm weather coming. Just one more week, I think.” It was clear that thought brought no distress with it, since a second after her mama announced a coming end to the pancakes, she grinned.
Papa cleaned his bowl and then leaned back in his chair, ahhing with satisfaction. “From here on out, it’s salads, nuts, flowers, and fruit,” he said. “Fresh fruit, not dried. And fresh flowers. Maybe I can hunt for more crocuses. Geraldine’s purple one was superb.”
“And it was gone in the blink of an eye,” Mama said, still smiling.
“But the scarce is gone too,” Geraldine said.
“You’re right,” Mama said. “In the late summer we’ll gather provisions again, but for now let’s enjoy the abundance.”
“Will you show me how to spell ‘abundance’?” Geraldine asked.
“Of course I will,” Mama said. “Bring your notebook to the table after lunch.”
Though Geraldine wasn’t entirely sure what the word “abundance” meant, it possessed a sweet and friendly sound, and coming from Mama’s smiling lips, it surely meant something good.
Mama rose from the table, washed her plate, and put on her coat. “Nigel, I’m off to Theodora’s today to help with the spring cleaning.”
Geraldine scowled. “Do we still need coats?” She had hoped to put her coat away and not look at it again until October.
“Today, yes,” Mama said. “It’s chilly this morning. Tomorrow? We’ll see. The weather changes quickly this time of year. Where’s Button?”
“Still in bed the last I saw,” Papa replied. “What are you going to do this morning, Geraldine? After you bring the acorn shells up from the pantry, I mean.”
She’d forgotten all about that. Tonight it would be frosty, just like last night, so for the time being, or until the acorn shells ran out, they were still needed in the fireplace and stove. “I’ll get the shells,” she said. “Then Cheddar and I are going to look for his family.”
“Are you really?” Papa said, glancing at Mama. He was wearing that look on his face. The one that meant, Our young daughter is about to be disappointed.
“Papa, you said rabbit families don’t go far, and I promised Cheddar to help him look.”
Now Mama was glancing at Papa. “It’s true that rabbits don’t travel like foxes or bears,” Papa said. “But when I told Cheddar that, I was trying to keep his spirits up.”
“It’s been a very long time,” Mama said, “and we can’t be sure what happened to Cheddar’s family. You might find them, but it’s possible you won’t.”
“I know what Mrs. Cresswell says,” Geraldine went on. “She says God doesn’t give you everything you ask for because he understands things you don’t, and if he gave us everything we asked for, it would make him uncaring.”
“Outstanding advice,” Papa said. “I hope you understand what it means.”
Mama sat down. “Geraldine, what you’re doing is a good thing, but there’s always a possibility you won’t find Cheddar’s family, and you mustn’t get his hopes up. It will only make things harder for him.”
“I’m determined,” Geraldine said. “I prayed and I’m determined.”
“Cheddar may have his heart broken again, and so may you,” Papa said. “You have to scale down your expectations.”
“Papa, it’s impossible not to search. We need to do the looking, even if we don’t find.” 
Mama slowly nodded her head. “That’s unassailable logic, Nigel. There are times we must make an effort, even when the outcome is uncertain at best. The effort alone is worthy and necessary.”
“Quite right, Lily.” Papa turned his worried eyes to Geraldine. “I’ll get the acorn shells today. You and Cheddar begin your search.”
“And you can skip lunch,” Mama added, “but be back here for dinner, no matter what. And bring Cheddar with you.”
Geraldine slipped into her winter coat—she hoped for the last time—and shot out the front door, almost forgetting to close it behind her. At the door to Cheddar’s burrow, she called loudly for the young rabbit.
A moment later Cheddar appeared just inside his door, his drowsy eyes only half open. “Geraldine, what are you doing here so early?”
Geraldine gave one of Cheddar’s drooping ears a quick tug. “It’s the first day of spring. Wake up! The snow is almost gone and we’re going to look for your family.” 
His eyes popped wide and his ears whipped straight to the ceiling. “Search?” he said, starting to wiggle. “For my family? Today? It’s spring?” Now he was hopping in place, and Geraldine could hear his stubby little tail bumping into the walls of his burrow.
“You can tell it’s spring—just look at your fur. It’s all brown.”
Cheddar arched his neck for a better look at the fur on his chest. “Before I got lost, my parents told me what brown fur means. It means summer is coming.” Wide awake now, he bolted from his burrow, anxious for the day to begin. “My family is brown now too. I wish I could remember exactly what they look like. The last time I saw them, they were white.”
“We need a plan,” Geraldine said. “Let’s go to the last place you saw them.”
Cheddar hung his head. “But I got lost and don’t remember where that was.”
“Never mind. Let’s go to Chestnut Hill. From the top we can see forever. If we don’t see your family there, we’ll go to Acorn Hill.”
Geraldine climbed atop Cheddar, and she grabbed hold of his ears one split second before he took off for Chestnut Hill. Rather than hop as he usually did, Cheddar leapt—great, excited bounds in the air that left Geraldine holding on with every scrap of strength she had. With each long leap, she felt a jarring bump, and the only thing that kept her from falling off the rabbit’s back was that she had not only seized his ears tightly but also tried as best she could to grip his body with her legs.
This was the proper way to ride, her papa had told her. In February he’d seen a Big Hands creature riding another creature—Papa called it a horse—and though the horse was as untamed as a bear, Big Hands had stayed on it by using his legs and his hands together, riding as one with the creature on which he sat.
At the top of Chestnut Hill, Cheddar stood on his back legs and pivoted slowly, surveying the lands to the east, south, west, and north. When he turned north, he drew in his breath. “Geraldine, look.”
“Don’t run yet, please.” With a still-firm hold on the rabbit’s fur, Geraldine peered around his neck. In the distance, but not too far, were two brown rabbits with three smaller brown rabbits hopping at their side. “Could that be them?”
“I know it is!” Cheddar stretched his hind legs until he stretched himself tall and thin, like a sapling reaching for the sun. “Mommy and Daddy!” he shouted
The rabbit family kept moving.
“They don’t hear me,” Cheddar said.
“But Cheddar, I don’t think they—”
That was all Geraldine could say, for just then Cheddar rocketed down the hill toward the rabbits, crying out for them to stop. “It’s Cheddar! Wait for me! Don’t leave me!”
As quickly as the wild ride began, it ended. With his large feet, Cheddar dug in and ground to a halt. His body relaxed, his ears unstiffed themselves.
“You again,” a voice said. “Why must you pester us?”
Geraldine parted the fur on Cheddar’s neck and peered through it. Just as she’d feared, before her were Henry and Ella, the two rude elder rabbits she had met in February.
“You’re not my mommy and daddy,” Cheddar said. “And these are not my sisters and brothers.” He slouched, and his ears became even limper. Geraldine sat straight for a better look.
“Look, Ella, it’s that lump again,” Henry said. “You didn’t get rid of it, rabbit? It must be a part of you, despite what you told us. You’re a rabbit with a dark brown lump for the rest of your life.”
“I smell a stink again,” Ella said.
“Don’t say stink,” Geraldine snapped. She’d been told not to snap at her elders, mice or any other creature, but she had been provoked. That’s what she’d been. Provoked.
“Good heavens, the brown lump is still talking,” Ella said. “Appalling.”
“I must ask you one more time,” Henry said. “What do you want from us? And answer me plainly. No dilly-shilly from you.”
In a quiet voice, full of lonesomeness and longing, Cheddar said, “I saw you from the hill, and I thought you might be my family.”
“Clearly we’re not. In all my days I’ve never been pestered like this. It was only February when you mistook us for your parents the first time. What are their names? I want to lodge a complaint.”
“Their names are Mommy and Daddy,” Cheddar said.
Henry rolled his eyes. “You’re a ridiculous rabbit.”
Geraldine slid down from Cheddar’s back. She meant to explain why Cheddar couldn’t recognize his own parents, but Henry, acting as though he’d been offended beyond measure, interrupted. “A ridiculous rabbit, I say. A ridiculous rabbit with an ugly lump on its back.”
Cheddar rose on his back legs and roared, “Geraldine isn’t ugly!”
Ella, Henry, and their children staggered backward in horror.
“Henry, it’s a dangerous rabbit and lump,” Ella said.
“Rabbits with lumps are by nature dangerous, Ella. Children, back away slowly. Don’t look it in the eye.”
“We’re not dangerous,” Cheddar said.
“And don’t call me a lump,” Geraldine added.
But Ella was adamant. “Stinking. A brown, stinking lump and a dangerous rabbit. Children, get behind me and your father and keep backing up or we’ll catch the lump. It moves. It probably jumps for your neck.”
“But I’m not a dangerous rabbit.” Cheddar set one foot forward.
Instantly, Geraldine seized his foot and made him stop. “Don’t. Let them go.”
“It’s a merciful lump,” Henry said, bowing slightly. “Thank you, merciful lump.”
The rabbit family wheeled about and sped away, and soon they disappeared, the sound of their thundering feet fading into the landscape.
Cheddar dropped like a sack of walnuts to the ground and lowered his head until his chin rested in a patch of old leaves and new grass. “I’m tired. I don’t want to look anymore.”
“But we just started,” Geraldine protested. “We should go to Acorn Hill.”
“No. No.”
In the rabbit’s voice was a desolation Geraldine had never heard before, and it worried her to such a degree that it made her grab and twist her tail—and she’d been trying not to do that. “Cheddar, please try. Please.”
“They laugh at me. All the rabbits laugh at me because they’re not my family. I will miss them forever, Geraldine.”
“But you have me. We will always be friends.”
“I know.”
But rather than smile at Geraldine as he often did, Cheddar looked away. He was hiding his tears, she suspected. He didn’t want her to know that her friendship was not enough. He wanted his own family, like Geraldine wanted hers. She even wanted her brother, and he was a nuisance most of the time. When she thought for one brief moment that he might have drowned in the sap bucket, it was as though the earth had stopped. Her breath, the earth—everything stopped. They were her very own family.
Geraldine sat down next to her friend. God, please help Cheddar. Tell us what to do. What do we do? She was old enough now to know that such things happened—that families became lost in the Oak Forest and Maple Forest and everywhere else. Something like that had happened to Quinton’s wife. And although separation was never forever, as Quinton had told her, it was hard to bear while it lasted. All she had to do was imagine if she became lost in a faraway forest and she understood a little of what Cheddar felt. 
She leaned her head on Cheddar’s furry cheek. “Please don’t give up. I’m determined. If we don’t find your parents, we might find a brother or sister.”
“It’s hard to search,” Cheddar replied. “Because . . . because . . .”
“Because when you don’t find them, you feel even worse than before,” Geraldine said.
“I’m a ridiculous rabbit.”
“Don’t say that!” Geraldine shouted. She would not let him repeat Henry and Ella’s rude words to himself. “You’re smart, and you’re the kindest friend I’ve ever had. I know I’m only a mouse, but you really are my friend, and I love you, Cheddar.”
A large tear rolled from the rabbit’s eye onto Geraldine’s head.
“I’m drenching you,” Cheddar said, trying bravely to laugh. “My mommy used to say that to me when I shook my fur out and got pond water on her. She said, ‘You’re drenching me, Cheddar. Drenching me.’”
“What was that?” a voice behind them said.
Cheddar whirled back, and because Geraldine was holding tightly to his cheek, she whirled back with him.
Before them was a large brown rabbit. An elder rabbit, to be sure.
“Did you say ‘drenching’?” The rabbit squinted hard. “I heard the word ‘drenching.’” She crouched, moved closer, and squinted again. “Is that you?”
“Who are you?” Geraldine demanded. She would not let her friend be disappointed or treated rudely by yet another rabbit.
The elder rabbit continued to stare at Cheddar, ignoring Geraldine’s impertinent question.
“Is it you?” the rabbit asked again. “Are you my son Cheddar?”
Geraldine’s heart did a tiny flip-flop. Was it possible? Could it be?
“Mommy?” Cheddar said. “My name is Cheddar Brush, and I got lost in November.”
“Oh, my Cheddar, my Cheddar!” the elder rabbit cried, flinging herself at Cheddar and squeezing him until he squawked like a bird. “Oh my son! My son! I thought I’d lost you forever!”
“You’re my mommy!” Crying tears of pure joy, Cheddar leapt into the air. “My mommy at last!”
“Where have you been, my son? We searched everywhere. We never stopped looking. Not one day did we stop, all winter long. Your father and sisters and brothers will be so happy to see you. We were afraid the winter would harm you.”
“I was safe the whole time,” Cheddar said. He pointed an ear at Geraldine. “This is Geraldine Woolkins, my friend. And guess what? She’s not a brown lump.”
Cheddar’s mom laughed “Well, of course she’s not. She’s a mouse. And a pretty one at that. Hello, mouse.”
“Hello, Mrs. Brush. I’m very pleased to meet you.”
“And you’re polite. I like that.”
“Geraldine and her parents saved me,” Cheddar explained. “Her papa showed me where a warm burrow was and they fed me. I even had Christmas with them.”
“My goodness. We thought about you all Christmas Day, wondering where you were. We talked of nothing else. Your brothers and sisters didn’t even want to open their presents.” Cheddar’s mother inched closer to Geraldine, moving slowly so as not to frighten her. “I don’t know what to say, Geraldine. Please tell your parents how very grateful I am. I can hardly express my gratitude because there are no words. Your family saved my son, and now he’s back with his family.”
Geraldine was about to tell Mrs. Brush how Cheddar had saved her and her brother from a wolf, but she thought better of it. If Cheddar’s mother was anything like her mama, it was best she never knew about the peril her son had experienced. “I will tell them,” she said.
“And now we must go home,” Mrs. Brush said. “I can’t wait another second. Your father will be overjoyed!”
Cheddar grinned, and he wiggled so much he almost fell over. At long last he’d found his home again.
“Quickly, now!” Mrs. Brush said, nudging her son. “They’ll be so happy.”
Cheddar hopped off with his mother, now and then stopping to do happy flips in the air before catching up with her again. Geraldine heard Mrs. Brush’s joyous laughter every time he flipped, and she knew Cheddar was greatly loved.
But he was leaving the Oak Forest.
He didn’t say goodbye, she thought. She was happy beyond all happiness for Cheddar, but her joy was mixed with an inexplicable sadness. This was the sad part of her own story, like the sad parts of the stories in the Book of Tales, but this sadness would go on for a long time. Cheddar had found his family and would never be lonely again, but she had lost a friend forever. Thank you, God. Thank you for listening to me. I’m very sad, but thank you for Cheddar and thank you that he found his home.
Geraldine began her journey back to the Hollow, twisting her tail in her hands to keep from crying. Her mama would only insist she explain why she was crying, and she didn’t think she could bear to do that.
“Geraldine, wait!”
Cheddar was calling after her. She spun back.
“Geraldine, my friend!” Cheddar bounded up to her. “You’re still my friend, and we’ll still play together. I don’t live far, Mommy says, and she told me I can play with you all spring and summer.”
“You can?”
“Yes! I know where the Hollow is, and Mommy says she’ll show me how to get from our burrow to here, and from here I can go the rest of the way myself.”
“Cheddar.” Feeling as though her heart would thud right out of her chest, Geraldine squeezed Cheddar almost as hard as his mother had. “You’re my friend.”
“Forever,” Cheddar said. “Forever and ever.”
As Geraldine dashed home, happier than she had been in the longest time, she knew what she would do. She would tell Mama and Papa that Cheddar had found his family, she would eat her lunch with thankfulness, and then she would bring her notebook to the table. Mama had promised to teach her how to spell “abundance.” But after she learned that word, she had something else planned for her notebook. She would write a story. It would be about Cheddar, Mrs. Brush, and a friendship that would go on forever. And when she wrote it, she would be sure to include the sad parts of the story because they were important and they meant something.
But her ending would be happy. That she knew for sure, and that was what truly mattered.




A Note from the Author


“Savor life and be grateful. Enjoying oneself is a serious business.” 
— Nigel Woolkins, an elder mouse



About twenty years ago I saw a mouse at a wedding reception. I watched as he darted along a wall, a nickel-sized piece of cake in his mouth, determined to make it to his destination with his prize intact. Nothing and no one would stop him. I named him Nigel, and right then and there—I confess to being bored at the time—I began to make up stories about him: his family, his home, the places he had been, the things he had seen.
Though Geraldine, a young female mouse, is the heroine of my book, it’s Nigel who first inspired me to write stories about a mouse family—Papa, Mama, Geraldine, and Button—and their rather human trials and tribulations, especially as Geraldine struggles to understand Very Very Big Hands, the creator of all, including ravens and wolves.
Twenty years after that wedding reception, Nigel came to mind one night as I tried to sleep, and from there the story of the Woolkins family took form and grew. My intent was to write a book for readers of all ages. A book parents can read to their youngest children, older children can read by themselves, and adults can read in bed at night, a cup of cocoa on the nightstand. Because pausing, savoring, enjoying—these are not trivial endeavors, and they are not for children alone.




The Geraldine Woolkins Series


The Adventures of Geraldine Woolkins (Book 1) 
More Adventures of Geraldine Woolkins (Book 2)
Springtime with Geraldine Woolkins (Book 3)
The Book of Tales: Volume One (Book 4)






Thank You!


For the latest news on the Geraldine Woolkins series and upcoming books and audiobooks set in the Oak Forest and other places where the ravens fly, join Karin at KarinKaufman.com.  
If you enjoyed More Adventures of Geraldine Woolkins, would you consider writing a review? Nothing fancy—just a sentence or two. Your help is appreciated more than I can say. Every review makes a huge difference in helping readers find the series and in allowing me to continue to write about Geraldine and her friends. I couldn’t do it without your help.
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