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Our story opens with the Warthogs gang arriving at the bank of Babbling Brook, a very pleasant stream in the wonderful town of Puxim Place.

"Here. This is the ideal place," said Ratso, leader of the Warthogs. "You guys can drop it right here. That sure was cool of your Dad to lend us his raft for my birthday.”

His fellow Warthogs- Felix and Skip- were younger than their role model Ratso (who could today- on this very day- now be officially almost considered an adult). Felix and Skip dropped the inflated raft off  of their shoulders. They huffed and puffed from carrying it this far. Cynthia, Ratso's sister, had come with the Warthogs, although she was not a Warthog. She was nearly the same age as Felix and Skip. Cynthia set down a cardboard box and a small bag of utensils beside the raft.  The utensils were just in case any of the Warthogs decided to eat in a civilized fashion, which she doubted. She had been carrying her stuff like the boys had carried the raft.

Felix smiled, absorbing the nature scene here by the brook. "Yes, this is the ideal spot, Ratso."  This spot was that spot along the brook where the creek left Mischief Forest and the brambles thinned out. Nature lovers loved that spot, because it was so full of nature. Dragonflies buzzed about. The fish leaped up and down in the water. The birds chattered and sang merry songs. Hidden bullfrogs answered them with blasts that sounded like foghorns.

"By the way, Happy Birthday, Ratso," said Skip.

“Yeah, okay,” said Ratso. “Now hurry and get the raft ready. Set it in the water- and be sure to first tie it to a bush- and you guys put on our supplies, then we can shove off! Wow, we'll have such a great time!!”

Felix and Skip did remember to tie the round raft to a bush before they lowered it into the stream. The five-person raft bobbed up and down in the current, but the tether kept it in place. “There ya go, Ratso! The raft is now ready to sail once more, as soon as we load the party stuff aboard," said Felix.

Skip said, "Okay, then let's load. Oh, and Happy Birthday, Ratso.”

Ratso shook his head in disbelief. “C'mon, Skip. That's the tenth time you wished me a Happy Birthday today.”

“Oh, is that so?” asked Skip. “I didn't know you heard me the first nine times. By the way, Happy Birthday, Ratso.”

Ratso and Cynthia rolled their eyes. She waited by her brother's side while their few supplies were quickly put onto the rubber raft.

Then Cynthia noticed, “Oh oh- where are the paddles?”

But Ratso said, “Cynthia, we're going on Babbling Brook- why would we need paddles?”

“Besides that, we forgot them,” added Felix and Skip.

“Oh, boy,  this'll be fun! A birthday outing sailing Babbling Brook!” Ratso could barely control his happiness. “I'm glad you decided to come with us, Cynthia.”

“Of course. You're my big brother. Why wouldn't I want to celebrate your birthday? I even brought a big bottle of your favorite-” She held up a bottle which Ratso had seen her carrying and had wondered what it was. “Buttermilk!”

Ratso licked his lips. “Mmmmm-mmmm! Yum!!” Ratso took the bottle, cracked it open, and chug-a-lugged the whole thing in one shot. “Ah, that tastes good. Thanks, Sis.”

Felix, meanwhile, put on the raft the cardboard box brought by Cynthia. It was big enough to hold a cake (which it did), and Skip brought onto the raft a stack of paper plates and the utensils. They attached a nylon mesh netting to the inner wall of one side of the raft, wrapping the netting about the birthday party necessities to hold them in place. The two stood up on the raft, looking at what they had just done, pleased to have done their work properly.

Felix announced, "Okay, Ratso, we're done."

Skip added, "Yup. You can set off whenever you want, Birthday Boy."

Ratso hopped onto the raft, joining Felix and Skip. He noticed that Cynthia had not followed him onto the raft. What in the world was she waiting for?

"Let's go, Cynthia! Don't make me start this party without you!  Time to launch!"

"Uh, wait, Ratso. Not yet."

Even more puzzled, he muttered, "Huh? What's the hold-up?"

His sister said, "Just a few more minutes, Ratso."

Ratso scratched his head. "I don't get it."

Cynthia was staring down the nearby Sassy Street running parallel to the brook before the street veered off a half mile away toward the Puxim Place Township Park. She had been looking down that way for the past few minutes while the Warthogs set up the raft. She pointed suddenly, smiling at what she saw. "Ah, there. See? That's why we're waiting."

Ratso looked and saw. And frowned. From down the road, Crick Aiken headed their way. Crick was almost as old as Ratso. He carried under his arm a strange blue purple rock- the rock was brain-shaped. Around his waist Crick wore a yellow air-filled vinyl inner tube floating device with a horsey head.

Bugged, Ratso complained, "You gotta be kidding me! That's Crick and his pet rock! You invited him?"

"I did. I think he'll be fun."

Ratso shook his head, unsure he had heard his sister correctly. "Fun? Him? Oh, yeah." But the way he said it, Cynthia knew Ratso did not really expect Crick to be fun.

Felix and Skip chuckled. "Heeheehee. Crick? Fun?"

Cynthia wagged her finger at Ratso. "Be nice to him for once, Ratso! I like him. He's cute."

Ratso scowled. He grumbled, "Grrrr... Well, I'll try... Grrr- Just so we don't argue and ruin my birthday!"

Cynthia gave her brother a quick, affectionate hug. "Thanks, Big Brother. Crick told me that he likes going floating on Babbling Brook. I think he finds it romantic."

Ratso shook a warning fist into the air. "He better not try holding your hand! I'll push him off the raft!"

Cynthia told Ratso, "Oh, and another thing- His 'pet rock' has a name- He's Prof. Stone, who accidentally got his mind trapped inside that rock shaped just like his brain. Prof. Stone's visiting our town of Puxim Place so he can teach Crick not to be a supposed pain in the neck."

Ratso laughed. "Prof. Stone sure has a hard job ahead of him!"

By this time, Crick and Prof. Stone had arrived. Crick greeted them. "Hi, Cynthia. Hello, Wartheads. Happy Birthday, Ratso. Nice little warthog on your trunks, Felix and Skip."

Proud of their new feature on their swim trunks, Felix and Skip thanked Crick for noticing.

Prof. Stone said, from inside the rock carried by Crick, "I second that Happy Birthday wish, Ratso."

"Thanks, Prof. Stone." Then Ratso added, "And, Crick, it's WartHOGS- the toughest gang in the town of Puxim Place. Now get on the raft. You're holding everybody up!"

Cynthia jumped onto the raft, then Crick. They sat with the others who were impatiently waiting for them.

Ratso ordered, "Okay, let's roll! Untie the raft!"

Felix and Skip did, coiling the rope and tucking it into the mesh netting with the supplies.

Crick noticed, “Hey, where are the oars?”

Cynthia said, “We're going on Babbling Brook, Crick. We don't need oars.”

“We don't?” asked Prof. Stone.

“Oh, yeah,” said Crick, agreeing with Cynthia.

"Here we go!" Felix said as the current began to take the raft down the creek.

"Wheeeee!" Skip replied, already enjoying the ride.

“Ya-hoo!” shouted Crick.

Ratso shook his head. "Kids! Well, when they live as long as I have, they will learn how to be mature."

2

As they floated down the brook, here and there were fish jumpimg up from the water- often times saying, "Don't pull the plug!"- before falling back into the stream.

"Oh yeah? Wanna bet?" Ratso replied, chuckling. “I just might pull it today!”

The others were familiar with the talking fish, but Prof. Stone, being new to Puxim Place, found them interesting to see.

The brook grew stronger as it curved and passed under the Sassy Street covered bridge. Several Puxim Place residents were under the bridge and in the nearby fields growing on the banks, gathering strawberries. There were some picnickers by the banks of the creek, and one or two occupied tents set up directly under the bridge as well.

The six of them enjoyed the serenity of the ride in silence for a full five minutes, and then Felix giggled and had a question. "Hehehe, Crick, why are you wearing that inner -tube?"

Skip laughed as well. "Yeah, Crick- Is that some new fashion craze?"

Ratso guffawed, nodding his head in agreement with the younger two's curiosity. “Yeah, I was wondering about it, too, then I told myself, Why even ask? This is Crick, for crying out loud, and that is all the answer we need to explain it."

Crick stretched out the vinyl float tube which he wore about his waist, looking down at it. "Oh, this? Prof. Stone made me wear it, since I can't swim. I told him I wouldn't need it, but he insisted."

From the rock, resting in the raft by Crick's side, Prof. Stone verified what Crick said. "Yes, indeed, you bet I did. I also insist Crick take swimming lessons before he takes any more tirps on the water."

Cynthia told Crick, "Prof. Stone is right, you know. You should know how to swim.”

"Yeah, I know, Cynthia."

For another few minutes they travelled in quiet, watching the trees and bushes and tall grasses growing on the banks go by.

Another fish jumped out of the water and fell back into the brook. "Don't pull the stopper!"

Prof. Stone said, "And there goes another one. They remind me of the time when I was going down the Amazon River. The fish hopped out the water when I sang to them, but they never talked to me."

"You sang to the fish?" asked Ratso.

"Oh, yes," the professor answered. "My tour guide taught me how to sing to them and attract them to our boat. We never went hungry during my stay in the Amazon forest."

"You're kidding, right?" asked Felix.

Skip, however, did not find the story as hard to believe. "I'd like to know how to do that, for next time we go fishing."

"Can you demonstrate?" asked Cynthia, very interested.

"Er, I can try, at least," said Prof. Stone/the rock. "Mind you, it's been awhile."
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Prof. Stone proceeded to serenade the fish in the brook. "Haa-rumph1 Ahem... Fishie fishie in the brook, Mama caught you on the hook. From the frying pan to my tummy, yummy yummy yummy!"

"That's it? That's the song?" asked Ratso. "I don't see any fish jumping in the raft."

Crick said, "Well, Ratso, he did say he might be rusty..."

"Wait another five seconds, guys, and then duck-" Prof. Stone/the rock advised.

And suddenly, five seconds later, the fish began to hop into the raft, from the left and the right, from the front and the back (in nautical terms, the port and the starboard sides, and fore and aft). It looked like a plague of locusts. Fish everywhere.

"Ow!" Felix yelled when a fish hit his head. "That stings!"

A fish bounced off Prof. Stone/the rock. When it came to rest on the raft, it babbled, "Don't pull the stopper!"

More fish jumped into the raft. They coverred the bottom of the raft and fell into the laps of the rafters.

When another fish landed before Prof. Stone, it, too, said, "Don't pull the stopper!"

Prof. Stone greeted it. "Hello, fish. What stopper are you talking about? Can you explain?"

The fish replied, "Don't pull the stopper!"

"Okay, I won't," Prof. Stone promised. "But why do you keep saying that? Bah! No use talking to these fish. They just keep repeating the same thing, over and over."

And the fish kept coming. Their combined weight began to cause the raft to sink lower in the water. But that did not stop the fish- they kept coming anyway-

"Yikes!" shouted Ratso. "Shut it off, Prof. Stone- Stop them!"

Crick said to the rock, "How do you make the fish quit jumping in? We're starting to sink-"

Prof. Stone said, "Oh, yeah, I forgot to mention, I don't know how to stop them, once they start. Aren't you glad now that I made you wear  the floatation device, since you cannot swim, Crick?"

"Well, the brook is only three feet deep here," Crick pointed out.

"Yes, but one can drown in only an inch of water," claimed Prof. Stone.

“And nobody ever drowned in Babbling Brook,” Crick added.

Prof. Stone remarked, “There's a first time for everything. Please don't be the first, Crick. Now, how to stop this... Let me think-"

"Oh, brother, there's too many fish and we can't stop them!" complained Ratso.

"Maybe we should abandon ship?" suggested Skip.

"All of us except for Ratso. The Captain goes down with the ship," Felix reminded.

"Sez you," Ratso said. "Nobody's going down." He pulled from his pocket his pocket knife. "I carry one ever since Rockie had us tied up. I am prepared. Hey, Crick, let me see your float tube thing."

Puzzled, Crick did. “You're not worried about drowning, are you?”

Ratso took out the blade and stabbed Crick's inner-tube (taking care not to accidentally poke a hole in the raft).

POP!

And a very loud pop it was.

"Hey, you popped my tube!" Crick protested.

"Yeah, but look at the fish now."

Instead of jumping into the raft, now the fish in the raft were jumping back out. On their way back into the brook, they kept muttering, "Don't pull the stopper!"

"I am impressed," admitted Prof. Stone. "I never could stop them whenever I sang the song. So- I see the secret is to snap them back to their fish senses. The loud pop startled them, and woke them from my enchanting song, it seems."

In moments, the fish had completely left the raft.

"Those fish are very unusual. Why do they keep saying the same phrase over and over? What does it mean? Don't pull the stopper..." asked Prof. Stone/the rock.

Cynthia suggested, "They must mean the stopper at the bottom of Bubble Lake, Prof. Stone."

This got the professor very curious. "Really? There's a stopper at the bottom of the lake? Why?"

Crick explained, "It's to keep the water from running out of the lake, of course."

"Heeheehee, don't be so gullible, Crick," Ratso advised. "It's just a thing to amuse the kids. Nobody takes it seriously. The stopper doesn't do anything. The only thing it does is fools the kids for fun. Kids of all ages, like Crick."

"Wow," Prof. Stone said. "So you say there is really a stopper at the lake bottom? That's really interesting.”

Cynthia took the cardboard box from where it had been secured in the mesh netting. "And now for something really, really interesting, More interesting than the talking fish-" She took a cake with pink frosting out of the box. "Ratso's birthday cake! Time to light the candles! Happy Birthday, big brother!"

Seeing the cake, Ratso's face lit up in total happiness. "Yummm-mmy!"
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Cynthia set the cake on the floor of the raft and lit the candles.

"The cake!" Felix said, excited.

"Oh, goody!" said Skip, just as excited.

From the rock, Prof. Stone said, "That's a nice looking cake! You could teach Chef Pierre a thing or two, Cynthia!"

"Absolutely," agreed Crick, staring at the cake.

Cynthia instructed, "We have to sing Happy Birthday to Ratso first, before we let him make his birthday wish and blow out the candles."

Ratso rubbed his hands together excitedly while hungrilly licking his lips. "Mmmm-mmm! Sing fast, guys, and I'll wish faster, so we can get this done and finally get some cake! Mmmmm. It even has yogurt raisins in the icing! That cake looks deeeee-licious!"

The small group sitting on the raft faced Ratso and regaled him with a humble rendition of Happy Birthday. "Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday to you. Happy Birthday, dear Ratso..."

Ratso spun his hand in the air, as if cranking something, indicating their singing should pick up speed. "Faster! Faster! I'm hungry!"

Suddenly, jets of water shot over the raft from somewhere, dousing the candles, snuffing out the flames.

SQUIRT!

Ratso, quite upset, waved his arms above his head in surprise and annoyance. He yelled, "Hey! My cake!"

"Must be the miniphants," guessed Felix.

"Yup," agreed Skip. "This is their territory."

Prof. Stone/the rock said, "I don't see anything."

Crick assured him, "Oh, they're there, over on the shore, Prof. Stone. They're invisible. Look at those tall grasses along the brook- You can see something's moving about in the grass, but you can't see what. You only see the grasses rustling. And look at that apple tree- how its branch is bending, and an apple is picked off- but there's nothing there to see picking it off-"

"Oh, yeah... Wow... I do see it, now that you mention it."

Cynthia told Prof. Stone, "The miniphants don't like fire, ever since their far away jungle was burned down by poachers to flush them out of hiding for their mini-tusks of ivory. The Puxim Place Smartie Society founders brought the poor things here to Puxim Place for a place to live, since they had no home after they lost their jungle. The miniphants decided they liked living by this section of Babbling Brook, on the banks.” She made a pouty face. “I had hoped they would not notice my candles!"

"Odd, that I never heard the miniphants' story," said Prof. Stone. "And I try to keep well-informed."

Cynthia answered, "The Smartie Society kept the story quiet, so the miniphants could live in peace here. Otherwise groups of curious folks might flock to this place to see them, upsetting the miniphants. Worse, some poachers might show up to snatch their mini-tusks."

"Wait, I don't get it," Prof. Stone said. "How could people come to see them- The miniphants are invisible-"

Meanwhile, Ratso recovered from the shock of having his birthday cake candles put out. He shook a fist toward the shore, where the miniphants lived. "I didn't get to make my wish! Dumb miniphants! And I wanted to wish for a wooden chest full of gold, too!"

In answer, something sounding like a trumpet blasted from the shore, and then another jet of water shot toward the raft, hitting Ratso square in his face, startling Ratso for a second time.

"Oh, yeah? Is that supposed to bug me?" Ratso yelled back. "Well, it doesn't! It's a hot day! I liked it! Do it again!"

So the invisible miniphant did.

"Good! I don't care! Ah, that feels nice and cool!" Ratso responded. The raft moved further on down the brook, past the miniphants, and so no more water was squirted at the raft.
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Cynthia told her brother, "At least the cake's okay, big brother. I made it kind of water-proof, just in case, 'cause of the miniphants. Let's eat!"

"That's the most sensible thing I heard all day!" Ratso grinned, waiting for some cake, forgetting about the miniphants.

Cynthia took a safe cake knife, the kind one would use on a rubber raft, the kind that won't accidentally puncture the rubber raft or a person while riding down Babbling Brook. She cut the first slice for Ratso and put the slice on an eco-friendly paper plate.

Ratso quickly took it from her hands. "Thanks, Sis! Wow, this looks good!" He took a huge chomp of the cake. "And it tastes good, too! Even better than it looks!"

Cynthia giggled at how Ratso loved cake so much- almost as much as he loved buttermilk.

Next, Cynthia cut a piece for Crick. "Here, Crick. I cut you a big slice."

"Mmm-mm! Thanks, Cynthia!"

Ratso stopped a moment from eating his own cake. He glared at Crick's slice disapprovingly. "Hey! Why did you cut Crick such a big slice?! It's my cake and my birthday!! And, for crying out loud, his piece is even bigger than mine!!!"

Just then, the river's speed picked up, and the raft lurched forward. Crick, sitting comfortably with his cake, tipped over from the jerk. His plate and the cake fell-

"Whoa!" gasped Cynthia, caught off-guard by the raft's lurching. "I'm glad I brought the safe knife!"

"Whoops!" Crick yelped. The lurch threw him into his cake face-first. When he got back up into his upright sitting position, everyone saw that pink frosting with yogurt raisins covered his face, especially around his mouth.

Prof. Stone, if he had any eyebrows, would have raised them when he saw how the icing decorated Crick's face. "You're wearing half your cake, Crick. But at least you didn't fall into the river, since you can't swim and Ratso popped your floatation device."

Crick picked up his squashed cake and began to eat it. "Doggone it! Look what I did to my piece of cake! But it still tastes mighty good!"

Felix and Skip laughed at Crick. "Hee hee! Clumsy!"

"And still cute," Cynthia pointed out. "I'm glad you like my cake, Crick."

Ratso said, "Y'know, you look better with the cake covering your face, Crick."

Crick tried to wipe the icing off. It didn't help much.

"Crick, you still have cake on your face," Prof. Stone said. "A lot."

"I know. It's difficult to clean off. Very sticky. I suppose I must wait, give it time to lose its stickiness." Crick shrugged. Then, he licked his chin, stretching out his tongue. "Heh heh, it's okay. I can save it for later. Tasty!"

"Ah, don't be such a goof, Crick!" complained Ratso.

Cynthia said, "I made sure it would stick together even if the miniphants sprayed the cake. Extra-sticky icing and cake!"

Ratso added, "And extra yummy!"

3

Prof. Stone instructed Crick as their ride on the raft continued. "Crick, the way the raft knocked you down, it's a reminder- We must always be ready for the unexpected while on the waterways. That's why I wanted you to wear the inner-tube, since you can't swim. In a situation like that, where you can't swim, you must avoid unnecessary dangers on the river-

"Okay, Prof. Stone." Crick nodded, listening to the lesson.

"Actually, this reminds me of my youth," said the professor. "I used to work on a fishing boat. It was loads of fun- but too bad I didn't know the song to attract fish back then, the song that calls the fish to jump into the boat. But it still was a fun job, since I loved to fish in
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