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Dedication

For the mouse in Suzanne’s kitchen,

who gave me this story
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The Cheese Game

The SNAP! of the cheese game was frightening if you weren’t expecting it. Or even if you were. Violet and Jobie stuffed tissue into their ears. Together they lifted the snapping pole, then moved into their assigned places: Jobie crouching in front, Violet reaching up behind him.
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“It’s going to jump,” said Jobie over his shoulder.

His words were muffled by the tissue, but Violet knew what he was saying. He said the same thing every time.

“I know,” she said. “It always jumps.”

“Are you ready?” asked Jobie.

“Ready,” said Violet.

“Here we go, then,” said Jobie.

Violet felt her brother’s voice more than heard it as he said, “One . . . two . . . ready . . . and GO!”

On “GO!” they thrust the pole forward. It found its mark, and the game snapped shut, flinging itself into the air and clattering back down. Even with the tissue, Violet and Jobie flinched at the sound, and the jumpiness of it. They covered their faces and turned away to protect themselves from the snapping pole, which flung itself even wilder and higher. You never knew where it would come back down. And it was pointy.

But then, when everything had landed and was still, they feasted on cheese. And peanut butter. There were both this time. It was a rich, salty-creamy combo. Violet looked around as she nibbled. They were in a box, which is a small room of sorts. It had been tricky to get the snapping pole inside. But now that they were here and the deed was done, it was nice. Private. Peaceful, even.

All of the walls were a smooth gray. The floor, too. If she lived here, she thought, she’d want to decorate. Liven it up a bit. Make it cozy. But it was a pleasant enough place to have a meal.

Hearing a murmur, Violet looked up. Her brother’s lips were moving. She remembered the tissue and pulled it from her ears.

“What did you say?” she asked.

“I said,” he said, “I might take the shortest of naps.”

He had already slumped down along the wall into a semi-reclining position. And then he yawned. Which made Violet yawn, too.

“I know what you mean,” she said. “I think it’s the cheese. It always makes me feel sleepy.”

Violet yawned again. She really did feel drowsy. It had been a long and busy night. The air was warm. Her tummy was full. What harm could there be in a quick nap?

She looked around the dimly lit room. It really was bare. So modern. There was no bedding material to speak of. Oh, well. She would just rest her eyes for a few minutes, then head back to the comfy nest. Jobie’s first snores began to float across the room in soft, cloudlike bursts, and Violet smiled to herself. It was a nice lullaby, she thought.

She awoke hours later. Daylight was finding its way into the box, and it looked like the morning after a party when no one has cleaned up. Crumbs of cheese were scattered everywhere. She picked one up and ate it. Still good! As she reached for another, a wave of air swept down on her from above and everything went dark.

Violet looked up. The room, which had been open on top, now had a ceiling.

In other words, a lid.

Which is to say, they were trapped.
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“Jobie!” whispered Violet urgently. “Wake up!”

The gentle snoring sputtered and paused, then resumed.

Violet felt her way blindly around the cheese game and patted the floor for her brother until she found him. Then she tried to guess which part of him she had found, and patted her way to his arm. She shook it.

“Wake up!” she whispered again.

“Rmnf?” said Jobie. “What? What’s going on?”

Just outside the room, a voice that they recognized as the child’s, said, “There are two of them, but they’re still alive.”

“Oh,” said Jobie. And then, “Uh-oh.”

The two mice understood what the child had said. Generations of careful listening and observation had taught the mouse community the basics of human language, though they could not quite pull off the pronunciation, due to the shape of their mouths. Sometimes they even watched television from on top of the books on the bookshelves. With food so abundant and easy to find, there was plenty of leisure time. It was good practice. And educational.

The child spoke again: “Can’t we just put them outside?”

Another voice, the voice of the mother, came closer as she said, “Honey, if we do that, they’ll find their way right back in.”

[image: image]

“Well, yes,” said Jobie under his breath. “That would be the plan.”

They had heard stories about being outside. Scary stories. There was weather out there. There were creatures that wanted to eat you. But word had it that it wasn’t very hard to get back in.

The child pleaded with its mother. “Please, Mom?” it said.

Jobie took Violet’s paw and squeezed it. They waited to hear the mother’s answer. And waited.

“Well,” said the mother finally. “How about if we drive them over to the state park and let them out there?”

“The what?” asked Violet.

“No idea,” said Jobie.

“Okay,” said the child, its voice happy again.

“Let’s put the box in a heavier box,” said the mother. “So they don’t chew their way out before we get there.”

“Rats,” said Jobie. “That was my other plan.”
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Like Paradise?
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A series of lurches tilted the room one way, then another. It raised up, then dropped down, which played strange tricks with your stomach. It spun weirdly. There was nothing to hold on to, and the cheese game and the snapping pole were sliding back and forth like hockey pucks on ice. Violet and Jobie curled themselves into balls and rolled around, ricocheting from wall to wall. Hoping, fervently, for the best.

There was a loud clunk, and then the big movements stopped. They were replaced by a dull hum and a faint bouncing vibration. Cautiously, the battered mice unfurled. They stretched a little. They huddled together in the darkened room, feeling the hum.

“Now what do we do?” asked Violet.

“I still think chewing is an option,” said Jobie.

Violet clicked her teeth together. They all seemed to be there, firmly attached. She took a deep breath.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s do it.”

It’s easier to chew a box from the outside in than from the inside out. It’s easier to get your mouth around an outside corner. As you might imagine. As you might even know from experience. But if you are really determined, if you are desperate, if your teeth are sharp enough, you can chew a hole in—well, not anything. But most things. Many things.

The box was just cardboard, after all. A piece of cake. Not the tastiest piece of cake, more like those Scandinavian rye crackers or whole wheat lasagna noodles, uncooked. But chewable. And the hole didn’t need to be very big.

Violet squeezed through first, then Jobie. There was a fleeting feeling of jubilation, until they looked around them.

This next box was large. An eerie light crept in through a crevice around the top. There were no corners to speak of; everything kind of curved smoothly, from the floor to the wall, from one wall to another. The surface they stood on was slippery under their feet. Instinctively, both mice dropped to all fours. But the tilting was starting up again, and they couldn’t keep their balance. They slid down to the lower end. The box they had just crawled out of slid right after them, pinning them in place.

“Oof!” said Violet.

“No kidding,” said Jobie. “Are you squished?”

“No,” said Violet. “I think I’m okay. You?”

“All in one piece,” said Jobie.

They wiggled their way out from this tight spot and found their footing, only to lose it again immediately as the floor jolted beneath them.

A thump. A clunk.

Then stillness, and light pouring in. They looked up to see the faces of the child and the mother looming over them, and then, the sky.

“Those little buggers,” said the mother. “They chewed their way out of the box.”

“It’s a good thing we put it in the cooler,” said the child.

“Let’s tip it over,” said the mother.

And then the floor became a wall and the wall became a floor, and on one side there was no wall at all. It was wide open. Wide open to a wilderness.

Violet and Jobie gazed out, mystified, at an alien world. Which appeared to be, first, a wasteland, and just beyond that, a tangled jungle of tall grasses or weeds.

Without warning, the floor disappeared right out from under them. They tumbled onto dirt and gravel.

“What if they don’t know how to find food out here?” said the child.

“They’re wild animals, honey,” said the mother. “They’ll figure it out.”

“Bye-bye, mice,” said the child. “I hope you like it here.”

“They’ll love it here,” said the mother. “It’s like paradise for them. Okay. Let’s go.”

With a few loud ka-chunks, they disappeared into a car—a car!—and drove away.

“We were just in a car,” said Violet in wonder as she watched it grow smaller and then disappear around a curve. “And we didn’t even know it.”

“It wasn’t as fun as it looks on TV,” said Jobie.

“No,” said Violet. “It wasn’t.”

The two mice scrambled to their feet, dusted themselves off, and studied their surroundings. They were used to small spaces. The biggest space they had ever been in was the living room, and that was nothing compared to this. This had no reassuring walls. No sheltering ceilings. Just immense expanses of terrifying space above and all around, and grittiness underfoot.

Feeling small and alone, they moved closer together and held paws. Panic flowed back and forth between them.

A roaring loud-huge-something barreled past behind them, and they bolted headlong into the tall grasses. Which, in a way, felt safer. But in another way, scarier. Because you couldn’t see what or who might be very close by. They stood there and waited for their hearts to stop pounding. It took some time.

“So, what do we eat out here?” asked Violet when she could speak.

“We’re wild animals,” said Jobie. “Apparently, that means we’ll figure it out.”

He picked up a twig and chewed on it.

“Not this,” he said, tossing it aside.

Violet picked up a dried leaf and took a bite, then spit it out.

“This either,” she said.
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A Strange New World

Picture a beautiful meadow on a perfect day. The air is fragrant and ripe with grasses and flowers and earth and wild raspberries, all warmed by the sun. Birds chirp. Squirrels chatter. Breezes whisper.

But imagine that you have never stood next to a snake as it slithers by. Imagine you have never heard so many caw caw caws of crows, or felt whooshes of wind rippling your fur. Imagine that you are only a few inches tall, and the foot of a deer lands next to you. Not on purpose, and not even a big deer, but still.

If a butterfly has never swooped and floated in front of you, how do you know whether to be frightened?

The two small, plump mice looked around fearfully.

The house had not been without dangers. Grandfather, it was said, had fallen into the dishwater. Uncle Reuben had chewed on a live electrical wire. There were two cats.

But this place was so—so buzzing. So swooshing. So humming. So alive.

“It’s probably very nice, once you get used to it,” said Jobie bravely. “It has a certain . . .” He searched for the right word. “A certain something.”

“I don’t want to get used to it,” said Violet. But in her heart, she knew she had no choice. And no time to wallow in despair. The sunlight was casting long shadows. Even a house mouse knew what that meant.
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“Let’s go toward the sun,” she said
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