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Chapter 1

The Last Carrot of the Summer

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

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

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

Bat nodded. Those things were good. Today was an extra-hot day, but at least he got to spend it with Israel. They were sprawled together on a blanket in Bat’s backyard, underneath the wide canopy of a tree that was technically their neighbor’s but sent most of its shade to this side of the fence. Israel was leaning against the fence as he munched his carrot slice; Bat lay on his back trying to keep his legs from touching so they wouldn’t get stuck together by sweat. Thor, his five-month-old pet skunk, was with them, stretched out next to Bat. Even though it was too hot to cuddle, Bat couldn’t resist resting the tips of his fingers on Thor’s soft pelt.

[image: image]

It was the last weekend before the start of the new school year, but the heat made it feel more like the middle of summer. Still, there were signs that fall would be here soon. The days were beginning to get shorter again; in the middle of summer, it had stayed light until almost nine o’clock at night, a full hour after Bat’s bedtime, but lately, the sun was setting right when it was time for him to brush his teeth and Thor’s coat (he also brushed Thor’s teeth, but only once a week, on Wednesdays). And Thor’s Garden, the vegetable patch Bat and Israel had planted and tended for the past three months, was going to seed. Though Thor was a bigger fan of garden grubs than garden plants, there had been enough vegetables for Bat and his family to enjoy and to share with Israel and his parents, too. And it was pretty cute to watch Thor root around in the dirt with his long, curved claws, chowing down on everything he could scavenge.

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

Bat, however, had not been excited about shopping.

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

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

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

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

“Oh,” Bat had said. “Okay, then.”

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

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

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

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

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

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





Chapter 2

Not on the Way to School

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s mean, Bat,” said Janie.

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

Janie made a sound like a growl.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Maybe everything would be.





Chapter 3

A Visit with Mr. Grayson

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

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

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

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