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ONE

The First Sighting




AS JIMMY WEATHERS HELPED HIS MOTHER SET THE table that Saturday evening in early April, he had no idea that the fate of mankind was about to come crashing down on his shoulders. It happened just as Jimmy was laying a fork on his father’s napkin. The front door to his family’s small two-bedroom apartment burst open. In ran Imogene, Jimmy’s two-and-a-half-year-old sister.

“Woodchuck, Mommy!” she cried, pulling hard on Jimmy’s mother’s pants. “Big, giant woodchuck!”

Jimmy smiled. He and Imogene shared a small room. He was very used to what he called “Genie-speak.”

Jimmy’s mother scooped Imogene into her arms.

“A woodchuck? Tell Mommy where you saw it.”

The girl flung her purple backpack onto the sofa. “In park!”


The boy saw the smile curling on his mother’s lips. Whatever Imogene had thought she had seen, it most certainly had not been a woodchuck. With the exception of squirrels, mice, and pigeons, New York City’s Central Park was not known for its wildlife. He doubted there had been a woodchuck there for a hundred years, let alone a “giant” one.

“Now, now, dear,” Jimmy’s mother said. “Are you sure it was a woodchuck you saw?”

Before Imogene had a chance to answer, Jimmy’s father was in the room, eyes wide. He laid the day’s mail on the dining-room table and began waving his arms. His whole being took on a wild, excited glow.

“The largest darned one you ever saw, Emma!”

Jimmy and his mom exchanged a smile. By day Richard Weathers was a lawyer at the firm of Weasel, Waxel & Whine—a job he hated. By night he was a frustrated children’s novelist who had written an entire shelf’s worth of unpublished books, often animal-themed, with titles that ranged from Chickens Who Tango to The Sloth Who Ruled Europe. One of Jimmy’s favorites included a character with unusual dining habits, who began each meal with a special poem:



I eats the feets of fried raccoon—

I eats them with a three-pronged spoon.

Dinner comes, my day’s complete

Chompin’ on them raccoon feet.



Indeed, Jimmy and his mom—and really all of Richard Weathers’s friends—were used to the ramblings of his overactive imagination. A giant woodchuck? Jimmy didn’t bat an eye.

“Oh, really, Dad?” the boy said, playing along. “How big was he?”

Jimmy’s father jumped up on one of the foldout chairs they used in the dining room and stretched his arms all the way to the ceiling.

“Big!” he said. “We’re talking twenty, thirty feet!”

“Big, big woodchuck!” Imogene said.

Jimmy’s father hopped back to the floor and kept on talking. “It was unbelievable. There I was, watching Imogene playing in the field by the playground, when all of a sudden she decides to run after a squirrel. Naturally I follow. Soon we find ourselves in woods up around 103rd Street. No one was around. That’s when we saw it.”

“The woodchuck?” Jimmy asked.


“No,” his father said, unzipping his coat. “The giant pod!”

Jimmy’s mother was serving the spaghetti by now. Pasta was a family favorite.

“Oh, of course,” she said, winking at Jimmy. “Like a giant dinosaur egg, I imagine.”

“Egg!” Imogene said. “Like in museum.”

“Exactly,” her father said, rubbing a hand through his daughter’s hair. “Just like at the natural history museum.” He looked back up at his wife and son. “But when this puppy hatched, it was no Stegosaurus that came out. No, not at all! The egg split, and there it stood—a three-foot-tall woodchuck—completely frozen!”

“Frozen?” Jimmy said. He had to admit he was enjoying the story, one of his father’s better ones. “Why was it frozen?”

His father looked disappointed. “Jimmy! Jimmy!” he said, rubbing his son’s shoulders. “Don’t you remember last week’s blizzard? For all we know, that egg was sitting there through the storm.”

Jimmy nodded. It was true—New York City had been bombarded by a series of blizzards that winter. Still, over the last few days the weather had finally begun to warm up. It seemed that spring was on its way at last.

“And here’s what I think,” his father went on. “It was the warmer weather that made it happen.”


“Made what happen, dear?” Emma asked.

Jimmy’s father looked from his son to his wife, eyes glinting. “Made that woodchuck thaw out and grow!”

With that, Imogene jumped as high as she could, stretched her arms over her head, and shouted, “Grow and grow and grow, grow, grow!”

“All right, dear,” Jimmy’s mother said, scooping Imogene into her booster seat. “We get the point. Dinner, everyone.”

“So what did you do then, Dad?” Jimmy asked, sitting down. “I mean, about this thirty-foot woodchuck?”

His father blinked. “Do? Why Imogene and I did what you or any sane, self-respecting person in the world would have done. First we screamed. Then we ran for it!”

“Stroller motor!” Imogene announced. “Zoom!”

Jimmy and his mother smiled. A week earlier his father and Imogene had attached a toy motor to her stroller. While the motor didn’t make the stroller go any faster, it did cough up an impressive amount of dust from the city sidewalks.

“So wait a second,” Jimmy said, turning to his dad. “You mean there’s still a giant, possibly man-eating, woodchuck at large in Central Park? Like right across the street?”

Despite their smallish apartment, Jimmy and his family were lucky to live just off the park.


His father nodded. “That’s right. I stopped a policeman on the way home, but he didn’t want to hear about it.”

Again Jimmy saw his mother smile, but this time there was a trace of worry. This wasn’t the first time his father had come home spinning an outrageous tale. A short week earlier, his subway car had been driven by a giant purple squid; a week before that, Hank, the building’s doorman, had magically transformed into a tap-dancing sea lion. In both instances Jimmy’s mom had laughed along with the rest of them. On the other hand, the boy had also overheard enough late-night conversations between his parents to know that, while his mom fully supported his father’s writing, she was impatient for him to focus a little bit more on his real career. Apparently Jimmy’s father had taken to staying home until ten or sometimes eleven in the morning to work on his books before heading to the office. Recently he had accidentally distributed a rough draft of one of his stories around his office. On the morning in question, the senior partners of Weasel, Waxel & Whine had opened their e-mail expecting to find a legal brief, only to come upon the opening pages of The Porpoise Who Climbed Kilimanjaro. “As sea creatures went,” his father had written, “Hilma was a porpoise with a purpose.”


“Anyway,” Jimmy’s dad went on, swallowing a mouthful of water, “after dinner I’m going down to the police station to register a formal complaint.”

Jimmy saw his mother’s face cloud over. For a moment he thought she was going to say something like “Richard? Isn’t that taking things a little too far?” After all, making up a tale of a giant woodchuck was one thing. But actually reporting it to the police? That was crazy. But just then Imogene decided to experiment with hurling her pasta across the room to see if it would stick to the Van Gogh print on the wall. After order had been restored, Jimmy changed the subject. For the rest of the meal, the family focused on more ordinary matters: the Mets season opener and Jimmy’s view that his school assigned far too much homework. All thoughts of giant frozen woodchucks were cast aside.

After plates were cleared, Jimmy watched his daily ration of TV while Imogene sat on the living-room floor, using a PlayStation tool kit to pry open the back of an old Game Boy. One of Jimmy’s.

“I fix it,” she said.

Jimmy didn’t object. Ever since she had helped their father rig her stroller motor, Imogene had her hands into everything mechanical. Besides, the Game Boy hadn’t worked for months.


“Thanks, Genie.”

“I make it turn on TV,” the girl said with a determined nod.

Jimmy just smiled. Why not let her try? Soon, though, his mother hustled her off to bed. A while later, when Jimmy’s show ended, he felt his father’s hand on his shoulder.

“Want to take a walk with me, Jim?”

Usually the offer of an after-dinner walk was a no-brainer. But to his surprise, Jimmy found himself hesitating. Yes, it was unlikely, but what if his father really was going to the police? Jimmy didn’t think he could bear to see the look on the sergeant’s face when his father rushed in, breathless, and demanded that a squad be dispatched to the park to search for a giant killer rodent.

“Think I’ll pass this time, Dad,” Jimmy said. He patted his math textbook. “Homework.”

“On a Saturday night?” his father asked. “Okay. Suit yourself.”

Moments later he was gone. Though Jimmy tried to concentrate on long division, he found his mind wandering back to his father’s story. When a light breeze ruffled the living-room curtains, Jimmy jumped, half expecting to see the long whiskers of a giant woodchuck poking into the room. A short time later, his worksheet finished, Jimmy headed to his parents’ room to say good night to his mother, who was seated at an oak desk, peering at the computer screen. Jimmy knew that she was going over the spreadsheets for Emma’s Tea, her small shop down the block on 100th Street and Columbus Avenue. Though Jimmy’s mother had a number of loyal customers, it was nearly impossible to sell enough cups of tea and muffins to support a family in New York City—even one in a small two-bedroom apartment. Still, there she was, trying to see if there was any way for her little corner store to bring in more money. When Jimmy knocked on the door, she quickly reduced the screen so he couldn’t see.

“Night, Mom.”

“Night, dear.” She paused, then brushed a loose strand of hair out of her eyes. “Your father sure knows how to play out a story, doesn’t he?”

“Sure does,” Jimmy said. “I mean, a giant frozen woodchuck? Come on!”

His mother laughed. “I know,” she said. “He has a wild imagination.”

“Yeah,” Jimmy said. “Sure does.”

He fiddled with the doorknob to his parents’ bedroom.

“But you don’t think he really…?”

“Went to the police?” his mother said. She shook her head. “No, he probably just stepped out to get some fresh air.”

Jimmy wanted to believe it. After all, a father who made up wacky stories was cool. But a father who believed those stories—well, that was something else altogether. His mom seemed worried.

“Now give me a hug,” she said. “A big one.”

Moments later Jimmy was slipping quietly past Imogene, headed for bed. By the time he fell asleep, he had put aside all doubts of his father’s sanity and was looking forward to joking with him the next morning. “Hey, Dad,” he’d say, “meet any frozen quadrupeds on the way home last night?” And his father would smile, rub a large hand through his hair, and say, “You like that one? Think it’ll be a good story?” And Jimmy would nod. “Great,” he’d say. “Go for it.”

Who knew? Maybe The Attack of the Frozen Woodchucks would become his father’s first published work.

With that thought, Jimmy rolled over and fell asleep.








TWO

“And How Long Were Those Whiskers, Ma’am?”




MOST MORNINGS JIMMY WOKE TO THE SOUND OF Imogene wandering into the living room, loudly demanding a sippy cup. But the next morning the doorbell woke him, followed by the sound of footsteps and muffled voices. By the time Jimmy roused himself, Imogene had already turned on Sesame Street and placed Jimmy’s broken Game Boy on her lap for more “fixing.” Jimmy’s mother was standing in the hall, still in her nightgown, talking to two police officers.

“So let me get this straight,” the first officer was saying. According to a badge on his uniform, his name was Lowe. He was a squat, fat man in such bad shape that Jimmy wondered how he could chase a jaywalking grandmother, let alone a real criminal. “Your husband went to bed next to you last night. This morning he was gone.”


“That’s right,” his mother said. “Without a trace.”

“Mom?” Jimmy asked. “What’s going on?”

She turned to him with wide, tearful eyes. “He came home last night. But this morning…”

Her voice trailed off.

“Maybe he’s staying at a friend’s, ma’am,” the second officer said. Her badge read GARCIA.

Where Officer Lowe appeared too old and chubby for the job, Garcia seemed too young.

Jimmy’s mother shook her head. “Oh, no. I don’t think so. He would have told me.”

“You’re sure?” Officer Garcia went on. “Because most missing persons just forget to say where they’re going.”

“Maybe he went to write at work?” Jimmy said.

He imagined his father bursting through the door, waving the first pages of The Attack of the Frozen Woodchucks. But his mother shook her head again.

“I already called the office.”

“He doesn’t always answer there,” Jimmy said.

“I had the weekend receptionist check his desk and the library.”

Jimmy still wasn’t worried. His father had to be somewhere. Getting milk. Taking a walk. Writing at the local Greek diner. People didn’t just disappear out of their beds in the middle of the night. Officer Lowe didn’t seem particularly concerned either. He took a croissant out of a paper bag and helped himself to a big bite, scattering crumbs onto the carpet.

“Okay,” he wheezed between chews. “Is there anything else you can think of that might help us track him down? Anything unusual?”

Jimmy’s mother looked at her hands, as if deciding whether or not to continue. In the background, Big Bird was saying, “Today’s letter is G!”

“Mom?” Jimmy said.

“Well,” she said. “There was something.”

“Ma’am?”

“Grape begins with G!” Big Bird announced. “So does gorilla!”

His mother shot Jimmy a miserable glance, then looked to the two officers.

“There was a whisker.”

Earlier that year, during a dodgeball game, Jimmy had run headfirst into Clyde Hamilton, the biggest boy in his grade, and had the wind knocked clear out of him. That’s how he felt now.


“A whisker?” he squeaked.

Was his father’s disappearance the work of a giant woodchuck?

“And something furry brushed against my leg. At least I think it did. I was half asleep.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Jimmy saw the two cops doing their best not to smile. Officer Lowe shoved the rest of the croissant into his mouth, then washed it down with a swig of coffee.

“Do you have a cat, ma’am?”

His mother shook her head.

“Maybe it was a squirrel,” Officer Lowe said. “Or a rat.” He smiled and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “I saw one the other day as big as my mother’s St. Bernard.”

“No,” Jimmy’s mom said. “I’m certain this wasn’t a rat.”

Garcia cleared her throat. “If it wasn’t a cat or a rat, where do you think this whisker came from?”

Jimmy could tell that his mother was forcing herself to remain calm. But she was spared having to answer. Imogene tossed Jimmy’s Game Boy aside and shouted from the couch.

“Giant frozen woodchuck, dummies!”

The officers looked at Imogene, then at each other. Jimmy could only imagine what they were thinking. They had walked into a family of lunatics.

“A giant woodchuck, eh?” Lowe said. “Who’s that? One of Big Bird’s friends?”

Imogene wasn’t amused.

“No!” she said, hands on hips. “The one I see with Daddy!” She pointed in the general direction of the park. “You go get him! Go! Go!”

With that, she turned back to the television and began to suck her thumb. Elmo’s World had just begun.

Officer Lowe smiled almost to himself. “Frozen woodchuck, eh? Well, who wouldn’t be frozen with the winter we’ve had?”

He chuckled at his own joke, belly jiggling, leaving Garcia to take control of the investigation.

“So, Mrs. Weathers? You saw this whisker and then what?”

Jimmy’s mother began to pace the small living room. “It was all such a blur. Like I said, I was half asleep. But I did hear a rustling in the sheets. I thought Richard was just getting up to use the bathroom or to get a drink. But then I felt the whisker tickle my leg.” She paused. “And then I saw—” She broke off.

“Who?” Lowe said. “You saw who?”


Jimmy’s mother sighed. “I saw two front teeth.”

Though it was warm in the apartment, Jimmy felt a sharp chill.

“Front teeth, ma’am?” Garcia asked.

“Yes.” She paused. “Buckteeth.”

Jimmy shuddered.

“Woodchuck,” Imogene shouted over the theme song to Elmo’s World. She pointed wildly toward the window. “In park! You go!”

Moments later, with promises to follow up on any leads, the officers were gone. But Jimmy knew that the last place they were going was Central Park to investigate a woodchuck. Most likely they were headed straight to the precinct to have some more coffee and make jokes. And Jimmy had to admit that if he were a cop in the station, he would laugh along with everyone else. After all, the whole thing was ridiculous. People just weren’t kidnapped by thirty-foot rodents. Wasn’t it more likely that his father was simply out for a walk and his mom had seen things in her sleep? Maybe the tickle of that giant whisker was his father running his hand over her leg, saying good-bye? But what about the two buckteeth?

The more Jimmy thought it through, the more he felt that Imogene was right. Crazy as it sounded, the only explanation was that last night the giant woodchuck, very much unfrozen, had moved silently but swiftly out of the park, reached a humongous paw through the open window of Jimmy’s parents’ bedroom, and whisked his father away. Worse, it was clear that dadnapping by woodchuck was not a crime that the New York City police department took seriously. Which meant one thing. Jimmy drew in a deep breath, steeling himself for the challenge ahead: His father’s rescue was up to him.








THREE

Pods and Pawprints




JIMMY ALWAYS LOOKED FORWARD TO SUNDAY afternoons at his mother’s tea shop, when the neighborhood writers would read, dancers would dance, and inventors would show off their latest inventions as the customers enjoyed their drinks and pastries. The entire Weathers family had participated at one time or another. Numerous times his father had read from his children’s books. Once Jimmy and his mom had played the bongos while Imogene shared a short poem she called “Love Song to Potty.”

Jimmy had been looking forward to that afternoon’s event. A local performance artist named Captain Dan was set to recite the poetry of Walt Whitman while riding a unicycle and juggling four volleyballs. Obviously, in light of the terrible events of the evening before, Captain Dan was canceled. Moments after the police left, Jimmy’s mom called an old friend from college who worked as a private detective and talked her way into an appointment.

“I’m closing the shop today,” she told Jimmy after getting dressed. “You’ll have to watch Imogene. Just don’t let her sit in front of the TV all morning.”

With Elmo’s World over, Imogene had pressed play on the DVD player, turning on Mary Poppins. Jimmy could hear his sister singing along with Julie Andrews to “A Spoonful of Sugar.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I won’t.”

Emma gave Imogene a quick kiss and was out the door. The minute his mother left, Jimmy made a phone call of his own. Let his mom consult with a private eye. Jimmy didn’t need professional help to know where to start the investigation. Perhaps William H. Taft the Fifth wasn’t a detective, but he was the great-great-great-great-nephew of William H. Taft, the fattest man ever to serve as president of the United States. He was also Jimmy’s best friend.

“Hey!” Jimmy said when his friend came to the phone, then quickly brought him up to date on the events of the previous hours.

“Usual place,” William answered. “Half an hour.”

Jimmy underestimated the time he would need to get out of the house with a two-and-a-half-year-old. By the time he managed to pull Imogene away from Mary Poppins and get her dressed, he was running fifteen minutes late. Then, with one foot out the door, Imogene had insisted on taking a bag of Cheerios, a pair of sunglasses, a copy of One Fish, Two Fish, Red Fish, Blue Fish, and Jimmy’s broken Game Boy in her purple backpack. Finally leaving his apartment building, Jimmy turned down 100th Street, pushing Imogene in her stroller in front of him.

“Wait!” Imogene cried after a few steps.

Jimmy knew what was coming next. Imogene reached to her side and pressed a button. The small motor under her stroller turned over and began to rumble, kicking up dirt.

“Now push!” Imogene said.

Jimmy grabbed the stroller handlebars and began to jog down the street. Since the sidewalk sloped slightly downhill, it was hard to tell if the motor was helping them along or not. But Imogene seemed to think so.

“I go!” she shouted. “Go!”

A half block down, Jimmy saw the familiar sign for Emma’s Tea on the corner of Columbus. William was seated at one of four small round tables outside the shop, writing vigorously in a spiral binder. Before him was a book, bent at the middle and dog-eared. Next to the book was a bag from City Donuts. Considering how much William ate, it was no surprise that he was chubby, especially given that his great-great-great-great-uncle was so large, he had once gotten stuck in the White House bathtub.

“Yo!” Jimmy called.

Continuing to scribble, William did not look up. Jimmy brought the stroller to a stop, clicked off Imogene’s motor, then leaned into his friend’s ear.

“Yo!”

Still writing with his right hand, William held up an open palm with his left. Without missing a beat, Imogene slapped it.

“Yo! Yo!” she said. “Yo! Yo! Yo!”

Only as Jimmy moved to release Imogene’s stroller straps did William finally look up.

“Frozen woodchucks, huh?”

Jimmy nodded. He knew that William would take the news at face value, no questions asked. He was that kind of friend.

“Just one. And big, too.”

William whistled. Then he smiled.

“What?” Jimmy asked.

“You know me.” William nodded at his binder. There were pages covered with notes, arrows, and mechanical drawings. “Just thinking how my turbo-powered portable rocket engine can help.”

Jimmy grinned. Even though his uncle had been a president, William’s passion was outer space, not politics. In third grade he had spent a full year on a design for a telescope made primarily of discarded contact lenses (his father was an optometrist) that would allow the viewer (or so William had claimed) to locate an undiscovered strain of poison ivy on the third moon of Jupiter. All Jimmy saw when he looked through his friend’s telescope was a neon sign reading HOTEL/CHEAP RATES flashing atop a nearby building.

In fourth grade William had devoted hours to transforming a purple go-cart into a rocket ship designed to carry him and a group of select passengers to Anthador, a nearly invisible planet between Venus and Mercury. Once there he planned to rechristen it “Taftia” and, like his uncle, serve as president. “I’m not much of a leader on Earth,” he had told Jimmy. “Maybe I’ll do better on my own planet.”

But when his go-cart hadn’t made it more than five feet off the ground, let alone out of Earth’s atmosphere, William had lowered his sights. Fifth grade had been devoted to the construction of a rocket engine that could fit into any New York City yellow cab. “I don’t know about you,” said William, “but I like to get across town in a hurry.”


“Well, this might be your chance to use it,” Jimmy said. “If my dad
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