[image: OEBPS/images/image0002.jpg] 
The Adventures Of Blankie
 
Colfax Mann
copyright © 2021
All rights reserved.
For Casey
 
Our story takes place 25 years ago...
 
 
The Angel Code
The Angel Code Regarding Angels, Talking Animals, and Various Animate Objects:
 
Angels, talking animals, and objects abnormal,
These are the rules you must generally follow:
 
Talk and move only when alone with your child,
When angry, do nothing till your manner is mild,
 
When sad, don't lose faith, there's still hope on the Earth,
When happy, don't forget all the others who hurt.
 
In hard times the best way to keep it together,
Is remember you're there to make others' lives better,
 
In dark times find someone who has what you lack,
And if they can hear you you're on the right track.
 
Things are not ever as dark as they seem,
The magic you seek is in goodness and dreams.
 
 
Strange Dreams At Night
 
"BLANKIEEEEEE!!!" six-year-old Prisha Collins screamed, still caught deep in whatever nightmare she was dreaming. Blankie, awakened while covering her, shook her awake.
"Prisha, you're dreaming," he said gently. "You're dreaming Prisha." She opened her eyes and hugged him.
"Oh, Blankie, it was terrible!" she said. "A big spider in cowboy boots stole you. He hissed like wind. And he gave you to a duck on a train and the train took off before I could get to you. It was sooooo real. I lost you Blankie. I lost you."
"I'm right here," Blankie said. "It was just a dream."
"Was it? Mom says sometimes dreams can be warnings. Sometimes your sleeping self knows things."
"Well, I'm right here," Blankie repeated.
"Just promise me, Blankie, if we get separated you'll try your hardest to get back to me."
"I will. And I'd get back too. We both know that, 'cause as the Angel Code says..." and here Blankie began to recite the Angel Code, with Prisha quickly joining in:
 
"Angels, talking animals, and objects abnormal,
These are the rules you must generally follow:
Talk and move only when alone with your child,
When angry, do nothing till your manner is mild,
When sad, don't lose faith there's still hope on the Earth,
When happy, don't forget all the others who hurt.
In hard times the best way to keep it together,
Is remember you're there to make others' lives better,
In dark times find someone who has what you lack,
If they can hear you you're on the right track.
Things are rarely ever as dark as they seem,
The magic you seek is in goodness and dreams."
 
"Oh, Blankie," said Prisha as they finished the Angel Code. "You and your code. You make it sound like it's so easy."
"Why wouldn't it be? If we get separated, all I have to do is have goodness, which I do, and a dream, which would be for us to be together. Easy peasy. That's the Angel Code in a nutshell. I'm sure of it."
"I don't know," said Prisha. "When Grandma died my feelings were bigger than I was. Dad said there isn't always a formula to make it go away. Some things just happen and hurt. But we go through it together. That's all. That's the only kind of formula, he said – hurting together. I'm scared of moving to Denver, Blankie, and it's only a couple days. I don't want t go through it without you. That would hurt too much. Don't disappear on me." Prisha hugged Blankie even tighter for a moment, then held him out.
"I'm right here," Blankie said again, "and if anything happened we'd get right back together. Don't worry."
"Okay. But do your safety check please." 
Blankie hopped down and looked in the closet. 
"No make-believe monsters in here," he said.
Then Blankie looked under the bed.
"No make-believe monsters under here either." Blankie jumped back up and covered Prisha.
Soon they were both back asleep, Blankie sure and secure in his blankety-goodness, Prisha still uneasy, even in her rest.
 
 
A Parade To Forget
 
"Parade Day!"
Prisha and Blankie woke to Prisha's mom shouting this happy news. Blankie jumped up, ready to go, while Prisha yawned and rubbed her eyes. Despite her sleep, she still looked troubled.
"You think my dream was real, Blankie?" she asked even before she seemed completely awake.
"I don't know," he answered, "but I'm right here still, no spiders, no ducks or trains, and even if something happens, I'll get back. Angel Code."
"I hope so. We move in a couple days. Be careful, Blankie, okay?"
"I will. Let's go down to breakfast."
Blankie lay still on Prisha's shoulder all during breakfast, listening while Prisha told her mom and dad of her dream. 
Soon after eating Prisha and her mom got dressed to go downtown to Main Street for the All Schools Day Parade. The parade was the biggest event of the year for McPherson County, and Prisha had been to all six of the parades held since she was born, though she didn't remember the first three. Prisha and her mom both put on jackets, for even though it was May the air was cold, as it had been for several weeks. In fact, the whole Midwest had been suffering through one of the coldest Springs in years.
As they left the house Prisha was carrying Blankie, and when they reached the front sidewalk Cody and his little sister Chelsea, Prisha's friends from next door, rode up on their bikes. 
"Goin' to the parade, Prisha?" asked Cody.
"Yeah. Wanna come with us?" Prisha asked.
"My mom's taking us down in a while,"  Cody said.
"Maybe wihl shee you down dare," added Chelsea, who was not yet five.
"Yeah, see you down there!" shouted Prisha as she and her mom started down the sidewalk.
"Hopefully we'll see ya down there!" Prisha's mom hollered back.
When they reached the parade route Prisha and her mom made their way through the growing crowd on Main Street to find a good place. As they were searching for a spot a cold wind started to blow.
"Button up your coat," Prisha's mom told her as they walked. "That wind is getting colder."
"Mom," asked Prisha as she put Blankie beneath her arm and fumbled with her buttons, "Do you think my dream was real?"
"Probably not, Dear," her mom answered. "Spiders and ducks and trains? No. It was probably just a nightmare. I have them too sometimes." Prisha's mom looked at Prisha and saw she was still struggling with her buttons.
"Hold on," she said, stopping Prisha and walking around in front of her. Just then a gust of wind hit them and they squinched their faces against the cold. "Let me help you with those buttons. Here," she said, taking off her gloves and sticking them out to Prisha. "Hold these please."
Prisha reached out to take the gloves from her mom, and at that exact moment something happened, an event that would forever affect the destiny of Blankie and the whole Collins family. At the very moment Prisha reached out for her mother's gloves, a mean ol' gust of Kansas wind burst down the street, snatching up loose paper and throwing it into the air, ruffling people's jackets and dresses and trying to steal their hats. 
Most of the people gathered for the parade saw the wind coming and quickly wrapped their jackets tightly around them with one hand while holding their hats on their heads with the other. But Prisha wasn't so fortunate. Standing there with Blankie under her arm and her mother's gloves in her hands left her easy prey for the wind. Before she knew what was happening, that mean ol' wind had snatched Blankie from her grasp and thrown him high up into the sky.
"Aaaaaaughh!" Blankie screamed, though only Prisha and a few other small children heard him.
"Mom!" yelled Prisha, yanking away and pointing toward the sky. "That wind took Blankie!"
Prisha's mom immediately realized what had happened, grabbed Prisha by the hand, and began running after Blankie, parting the crowd on Main Street.
"Maybe we can catch him where he lands!" she shouted as she pulled Prisha along. The wind carried Blankie straight down the street above the parade route, high over the heads of the people. Most of the crowd saw what was happening and watched Blankie's every move as he struggled against the wind. Some parade-goers even cheered. 
Now, almost everybody in McPherson County knows the All School's Day Parade begins when a jet from a nearby military base flies low, right over Main Street. Even Blankie knew this, so he wasn't surprised when that jet came roaring down on him. Blankie wasn't surprised, but the sound of the jet scared that mean ol' wind right away. As soon as the wind dropped Blankie the jet roared past and Blankie became wrapped around the jet's right wing. The crowd cheered, delighted with what they had witnessed. It was the most exciting beginning they had ever seen for an All Schools Day Parade. 
Most of the county saw Blankie "hitch a ride" with that jet, as the town's afternoon paper later described it, but what the crowd didn't see were the tears rolling down the cheeks of a broken-hearted little girl who had just lost her best friend and playmate.
Prisha's mom grabbed and hugged Prisha, then kissed her on the forehead.
"We can get you a new blanket," she said, trying to cheer Prisha.
"It wouldn't be Blankie," was all Prisha could say. Her mom lifted her up and Prisha cried on her shoulder. They didn't even stay for the parade.
 
Love Doesn't Die Easy
 
Love doesn't die without a fight, however, and Blankie did not just give up and let the jet take him to who-knows-where. But when Blankie finally unwound himself from the wing of that jet and began to float down, a flock of obnoxious Canada Geese, flying in a V-formation, spotted him.
The only geese Blankie knew of lived in the center of town in Lakeside Park, eating the grass and begging for handouts, and he figured that these were those geese and that the geese were flying back to town after feeding in a field. Maybe they were hoping the parade would be over so they could scrounge any trash left behind.
"'What's that?" a chunky bird named Byron asked an even heftier bird flying next to him. Byron was talking about Blankie.
"'What?" asked Hal, the larger bird. Then he spotted it, the pretty blue and white blanket drifting downward near the edge of town.
"That," said Hal, "is mine!" With that declaration Hal dove down and beak-snatched Blankie out of the air to keep for himself. Then he separated from the flock so he wouldn't have to share his prize. Byron followed him.
"Whatcha gonna do with that thing?" asked Byron.
"Twuvling nust!" replied Hal, who couldn't speak well with Blankie in his mouth. He had tried to say "traveling nest."
"Mind if I share it with ya'?" asked Byron.
"Yorbuffsdoobug!" answered Hal, and it was a good thing Byron couldn't understand him this time.
Hal landed in a field on the edge of town and Byron followed him down. Turning away from Byron, Hal threw Blankie over his back and walked off into the field to fill his gut. Byron followed close behind him. When Hal was done eating he expelled several noxious belches, tossed Blankie on the ground, and plopped his rear end down right on Blankie's face.
"Oomph!" exclaimed Blankie as Hal squished the air out of him, but the gander took no notice. Byron squatted down on the ground nearby, staring at Blankie with growing curiosity.
"What's those spots on it?" Byron finally asked, motioning to the meteors on Blankie.
"I don't know," said Hal. "I think may be comets, or meteors, or something."
"Look like hairballs to me," said Byron. Blankie frowned as best he could with his face smashed.
Hal grunted, then tucked his head beneath his wing. Byron did the same, and soon both big ganders were snoring. 
Blankie knew that if he had any hope of not spending the rest of his life as Hal's seat cushion he would have to make his move now. So he gently wriggled from beneath the beast, a fraction of an inch at a time, and when he was finally free he stole away, tip-toeing on two of his corners. He hadn't gone far, however, when he heard a great commotion from where Hal and Byron had been sleeping. Hal had awakened, and he was now blaming Byron for stealing his blanket.
"Move that oversized flotation device you call a rear end off of my blanket! Hal screamed at Byron. Before Byron could even protest Hal plowed into him headfirst and rolled him over. There was no blanket under Byron.
"I didn't take your blanket ya flyin' refrigerator!" said Byron. 
Blankie knew they would soon come looking for him, so he quickly scanned his surroundings for a hiding spot. He saw off in the distance what looked like the silhouette of a stationary train. It was his best hope. He began running toward the train, and as he did Hal and Byron caught sight of him.
"There he goes!" yelled Byron, pointing a wingtip toward Blankie. The two birds, after a rough, bouncy run, took to the air. Once they were aloft Blankie knew he had little chance of outrunning them, and in only moments, while he was still a good distance from the train, Blankie heard the beating of their wings and Hal crying "Get Him!"
Hal and Byron dove down on Blankie. Hal missed as Blankie leaned away from the attack, but Byron connected and sent Blankie sprawling. Blankie immediately jumped back up and resumed running toward the train. Again a blow from one of the birds sent him rolling, and again, he was right back up, dodging their beaks and running for the train.
Now the train was beginning to move and Blankie knew he had to hurry. He ran maybe ten more steps before another blow hit him, sending him flying and landing him on his back.
Blankie looked up from the ground and saw the two large birds circling, coming in for one last attack. He turned toward the train and saw it was gaining speed. Blankie jumped up and began running again, this time on all fours, like a dog. He was traveling faster, but still not fast enough. When both birds hit him at the same time the force of the blow sent him rolling even faster than he'd been running, straight toward the wheels of the train. It was a flat-out miracle that Blankie cleared the wheels and an even bigger miracle that Blankie stopped rolling between the two railroad tracks, directly underneath the moving train. Hal and Byron landed right next to Blankie, separated only by a wall of rolling wheels. The two big birds couldn't follow him under there. Blankie smiled triumphantly at his pursuers, then reached up and grabbed a cable hanging from the underside of a boxcar.
"Bye-bye Birdieeeeeeeeeeees!" he yelled as he was yanked away. Blankie then climbed up above an axle where he was safe enough to rest and curled up in a corner.
There he fell asleep, exhausted, and dreamed of Prisha.
 
That night, back in McPherson, Prisha couldn't sleep. Without Blankie to cuddle and keep her warm, plus patrol the room at night, she was simply too frightened. So she called out to her parents.
"Dad, Mom, I'm scared." Prisha wanted so much to be a big girl, to be brave like a grown-up, but nighttime without Blankie was just too scary. Her mom and dad let her sleep in their room, and though Prisha still missed Blankie, snuggled between her parents she knew she was safe and could go to sleep.
"Do you think I'll get Blankie back before we move to Denver?" she asked before drifting off.
"I don't think so, Sweetheart," said her dad, as her mom stroked the side of her head.
"If you like, we can go to the store and get a new blanket tomorrow," her mom reminded her, then gave her a kiss on the cheek.
"It wouldn't be the same," said Prisha. "I love Blankie."
"We know dear," said her mom. "But we'll just have to do the best we can, and hope that wherever Blankie lands, some other little girl will pick him up. Now go to sleep dear." 
Prisha's dad reached over and turned out the light, and Prisha was silent for several moments.
"My dream came true," she said, breaking the silence.
"Well, dream about Blankie coming back," said her dad. He immediately wished he hadn't said it. It seemed so cruel.
"I'm sorry Prisha," he said. "I shouldn't have said that."
"It's okay, Dad," she replied. "It might be a good idea." 
A New Day Dawns
 
The next morning Blankie woke up in a strange place full of new, different noises. Blankie was scared by the weird screeching and clanking sounds, and by the unusual, dirty smells. Somehow he knew he wasn't in Kansas anymore. The train had stopped and it was daytime, but Blankie was almost too afraid to climb down from his safe place and see what was out there. So Blankie did what many do—he returned to something he believed to be true about life, something that would comfort him. Blankie recited the second half of the Angel Code.
 
"In hard times the best way to keep it together,
Is remember you're there to make others' lives better,
In dark times find someone who has what you lack,
If they can hear you you're on the right track.
Things are rarely ever as dark as they seem,
The magic you seek is in goodness and dreams.
 
"Goodness and dreams," Blankie repeated. "Be good, and my dream is for Prisha and I to be together, so it'll all be fine. Thank you Angel Code."
 
Blankie jumped down and peered between the wheels of the train. He was in a train yard with a lot of construction going on around it. Blankie climbed to the top of the boxcar he'd ridden to take a better look at his situation. From the top of the boxcar he looked up and saw tall buildings nearby, and figured he was on the edge of a downtown area somewhere. Then he spun around the other direction and saw a mountain range. "Denver?" he immediately wondered. He had visited Denver several times with Prisha's family, and this sure looked like Denver and its mountains. There was a way he could be sure. 
Blankie began running down the line of connected boxcars, stopping occasionally to look back toward the downtown skyline. He had to run back along many boxcars before he found the angle he needed, and from there Blankie saw what he was looking for: The Cash-Register Building. That was the name people had given the high-rise building whose top was shaped like an old-fashioned cash register. Now Blankie knew he was in Denver.
"Great!" Blankie thought. "My problems are over. Thanks Angel Code! I can just wait a couple days until Prisha moves here and catches up to me." How fortunate Blankie felt, but for only a moment.
It hit Blankie as hard as that gust of Kansas wind had: He didn't know where in Denver Prisha was going to be. He'd never find Prisha in a city this size. If he didn't get back to Kansas, and quick, he'd never see Prisha again. Blankie now knew he had to find a way back home or life as he knew it, snuggling next to Prisha at night and traveling all over in her arms, would never be again.
Blankie hopped down from the train car and looked for a way out of the railyard. He followed the tracks toward the tall buildings for quite a distance before he found a way to get to street-level, and soon Blankie found himself in front of a baseball stadium. From there Blankie began zigzagging up one street and down another, away from the mountains, in the general direction of Kansas. Caught up in his worry, Blankie saw nothing but the pavement before him, until suddenly he froze in place, overwhelmed by a sense of dread. Blankie had seen something, something that sent a chill up his spine, though he had only caught it in the corner of his eye and hadn't been able to identify it. Yet something in his subconscious recognized what it was, and was now sending signals to the rest of his body. "Beware!" the signals screamed. "Beware!" But of what? What was it?
He looked around several times, at each building, then finally at the ground. That's when he saw it for sure—a dark shadow was sliding silently across the ground. Blankie looked up. Crows! The crows saw him just as he spied them and the chase was on. Blankie took off through a parking lot, then ran toward an alley with the crows nipping at his heels. Just as one crow was about to grab him Blankie dove beneath a dumpster. The crows rose back up into the sky.
"Whew," Blankie sighed in relief, and then "Phew," noticing the rotten aroma under the dumpster. He peeked out and saw the crows overhead, circling like vultures. Blankie had always liked birds, probably because Prisha did, but when he got back to Kansas he was gonna have to straighten that girl out. For now, though, he had the task of not becoming a nest for the second day in a row. Blankie had already had it with bird butts mashing him.
Blankie now understood this city was not going to be a safe place for an orphan blanket. He knew he needed a friend, a person to keep the crows away. But how could he find one? He knew few people besides children can hear animals, and even fewer can hear blankets and angels. To just stop somebody and speak to them would violate the Angel Code since he wasn't alone with Prisha, and yet the Angel Code also said something about finding someone to talk to. 
"In dark times find someone who has what you lack,
If they can hear you you're on the right track," Blankie recited. 
But how? How would he find someone that could hear him? The Angel Code said nothing about that.
By the looks of the alley, this was not a place he would find someone who could hear him, and with the crows circling above, all Blankie could do was wait. As he waited Blankie thought about the last part of the Angel Code: The magic you seek is in goodness and dreams. 
From beneath the dumpster Blankie peeked up to the sky.
"Please let there be magic," he said.
 
As the morning passed into afternoon Blankie could tell the alley was a thoroughfare for transients and street people. More than once several men gathered near his dumpster to share a bottle of liquor, and though Blankie wanted to escape from his hiding place and his nearness to those scary men, each time he peeked out the crows were still watching. Finally, late in the afternoon, tired from all the stress, Blankie fell asleep beneath the dumpster.
 
Alley Men
 
When Blankie woke up it was dark out and he was cramped and grumpy. He looked out from beneath the dumpster, scanned the area, and after a minute or two he was certain the crows were gone.
Delighted, Blankie jumped from beneath the dumpster and began running up the alley to get far away as quickly as possible. He took only a few steps before he had to stop and look around at the sights the alley contained. There were men lining the alley, sleeping. They were just lying there, up against the backs of the buildings all up and down the alley, some uncovered, most snoring, and all dirty. To Blankie it was a shocking sight. 
All Blankie had ever known was the comfort and safety of life with Prisha, and the thought of these men out here bothered him. Why were they out here? How could they stand it? It was May, but it was cold. Blankie began slowly walking up the alley, examining each man while keeping his distance. Blankie wanted to run away, but somehow he couldn't, so he kept looking. He viewed a man whose shoes had holes in the bottom. Then the next man, whose pants were torn clear down the back. And then the next man, who not only didn't have a blanket, he didn't even have a coat. 
"No coat?" thought Blankie. "He'll freeze." 
Right then Blankie's instincts took over. Driven by his inborn desire to cuddle and warm people, Blankie cautiously walked closer to the man and peeked over the man's back to get a look at his face. The man had a kind but ragged face. He hadn't shaved in weeks, and his mouth was open far enough to show the dark, empty spaces between his remaining yellow teeth. His hair was a filthy white and he wore a dirty T-shirt and soiled jeans rolled up at the ankle. Worst of all, he was shivering. The only clothing he wore that was suitable for this cold of a night was a scarf, and though he'd tried to wrap the scarf around himself enough to keep warm, most of his body was still uncovered. 
There was only one thing Blankie could do. He got right up next to the man, jumped up and floated down to cover the man. The instant he did so the man grabbed Blankie's corners and pulled Blankie tighter around him. Then the man smiled, mumbled something, and stopped shivering. Blankie smiled too. It felt good to help the old man.
Blankie lay there a while, thinking of Prisha and remembering some of the good times they had together. As he remembered he moved his eyes around himself to see as much as he could of the men there. What a difference their lives were from Prisha's, he thought, and Blankie was moved to make up a quick song about the men in the alley. Then, despite his lengthy nap that afternoon, he fell back asleep.
 
Earlier that day Prisha's mom had taken Prisha to the mall in Salina to get a new blanket and some shoes, but Prisha had decided against a new blanket.
"I'm hoping I'll get Blankie back," she told her mom, "and it feels like a new blanket is giving up hope." After they returned from the mall Prisha was playing in her room when she overheard her parents talking.
"I think it might be good," she heard her mom telling her dad. "Maybe now she'll let go of Blankie. She is going to be in first grade now."
"I agree," said her dad. "It would be nice to see her going places without dragging a blanket along. When we decided not to force growing up on her, I never thought she'd drag a blanket around this long."
"Still," her mom said, "it is kind of like Blankie is part of the family."
"But little girls grow up and leave their toys behind," her dad answered. "I only hope she keeps her heart like it is now."
"Me too," said her mom. "She's such a sweet kid, even if she does talk to her blanket all day and night." Prisha heard them softly laughing.
That evening the family did some packing: They put many of the things they didn't need everyday into boxes. When Prisha went to bed she took Teddy with her, but Teddy didn't hug back like Blankie did. Then she looked up at the ceiling and prayed.
"God," she began. "Please bring Blankie back to me. But if you don't want to, please give him to a girl who needs him and who will love him and take care of him. And Please help Grandma to sleep well tonight. You know how her arthur-itis hurts her. And thank you for Mommy and Daddy. Amen."
Soon Prisha's dad came in and read her to sleep.
 
Strange Places
 
Adrian Harper woke in an alley he knew well, but covered by a blanket he had never seen. He sat up, looked down at the blanket, and mumbled "social worker musta done it." Then he held the blanket out at arm's length to examine it.
"No, this is a child's blanket," he said. "What little angel could have put this here?" He twisted and turned Blankie, getting a good look at him. "Where did you come from, huh?"
"Kansas," answered Blankie.
Adrian dropped the blanket and jumped to his feet, raised his fists and yelled "What? Who said that?" He looked around, but there was no one nearby in the alley. Most of the other men were gone.
"I did," said Blankie from the ground beneath him. Adrian looked down at Blankie, then up toward the sky.
"God, I'd quit if I could," he announced skyward. "Blankets are starting to talk to me."
"It's not your imagination," Blankie said, and hopped up on two corners. Adrian looked back down. "I am talking to you."
"But blankets don't talk," said Adrian. "Or walk."
"Not in the world of adults, maybe, but in the world of children we live."
"But I'm not a child."
"Maybe your soul is like..." Blankie began to answer, then stopped himself. He thought a moment. "You know," Blankie said, "the Angel Code might have an exception.
"The what?" asked Adrian.
"The Angel Code Regarding Angels, Talking Animals, And Various Animate objects. It kind of has an exception."
"The who has a what?" said Adrian.
"The code talking blankets go by. It has an exception."
"Look here little fella," said Adrian. "A talking blanket IS an exception."
"No, the code," replied Blankie. "First the code says to never talk or move unless you're alone with the child you're there to help, then it says this:
'In dark times find someone who has what you lack,
If they can hear you you're on the right track.
Things are rarely ever as dark as they seem,
The magic you seek is in goodness and dreams.'"
 
Adrian looked confused. "Magic in dreams and goodness? What's that s'posed to mean?"
"It doesn't say exactly. But I have an idea."
The two were quiet a moment, then Adrian shook his head.
"Well Blankie, I don't know about goodness and disaster codes and all that, but I do know I'm forgetting my manners." He stuck out his hand. "Adrian. Adrian Harper." Blankie shook Adrian's hand with his top right corner.
"Blankie. Blankie Blankie. "
"'Who named ya?" asked Adrian.
"A little girl named Prisha. I live with her."
"Did she put you on me last night?"
"No," said Blankie. "I saw you shivering and knew you were cold, so I covered you up. You smelled like liquor. I think you were too drunk to notice."
"Sorry. Can't say I'm proud, but I'm alive."
"Is that why the rest of the men were sleeping in the alley too?" asked Blankie. "Because of liquor?"
"Blankie..." Adrian said. "I can't believe I'm saying this to a blanket. Blankie, life is never what it seems on the surface. I gave up trying to figure out why things happen a long time ago. All I know is people have dreams, but they also have faults. When their dreams fail, their faults come out. All those men you saw sleeping there, they all probably dreamed big dreams for their lives a long time ago. Now they sleep in alleys."
"Did their dreams let them down or did they give up on their dreams?" asked Blankie.
"You're a pushy little fella," replied Adrian. "But who's to say? Like I said, life is never what it seems on the surface. You try to be happy, but end up drunk. But that's not all of us. A whole lot of us out here are just sick. Sick in the head too. It's a tough world. But how did you end up in this alley, my friend?" Blankie began telling his story and Adrian sat down against the wall to listen.
 
"So you see," concluded Blankie, I have to get back to Kansas before Prisha moves, or I'll never see her again."
"It'll take money to get back to Kansas," said Adrian.
"How do I get money?"
"Work."
"Work?" asked Blankie. "I'm a blanket."
"I know. It'll be tough," said Adrian. 
"Can you help me find work?"
"I've got an idea or two," said Adrian. "But we have to have a deal first, okay?"
"Okay."
"Blankie, it's too cold out to be May. I traded my coat to a guy for half a bottle of vodka a week ago, and I've been freezing my tail-end off ever since. I could use you to keep me warm at night, at least until you have the money to go home. Plus, I like your company."
"And I need someone around to keep the crows away," said Blankie.
"Yeah, I'll keep the birds off ya. So while I help you find work, you belong to me, okay?"
"Okay," said Blankie. "But one thing. Isn't there anyone in Denver who would give you an old coat?"
"Sure, there are lots of good souls out there who'd probably give me the shirt off their back. But Adrian Harper don't like to be beholden to nobody. Most of the time if you take their help, they expect you to shape up. And even if they don't, if I take their help and don't shape up, I feel guilty. Now let's go get me some grub and you some work. Oh, and one more thing Blankie," Adrian added. "What are those spots on you? Hairballs?"
"No, they are meteors thankyouverymuch," said Blankie.
Adrian stood, put Blankie over his shoulder, and began walking. Blankie told Adrian a little about Kansas as they traveled along, and soon they reached a mission on the edge of downtown. There Adrian was given a seat at a table, a sandwich, and a bowl of soup, which he quickly slurped down. Adrian seemed to know all the men at the mission, most of whom looked every bit as ragged as he did, and Blankie saw that Adrian was probably the best-liked man in the building, especially by the workers. When Adrian finished eating Blankie began to question him.
"All these men in here," he asked from Adrian's shoulder, "are they all drinkers, like you?"
"A lot of 'em are, or were," answered Adrian. "Some are crazy. Some just have nowhere else to go."
Adrian turned to talk to some men, and Blankie watched as Adrian joked and smiled. When Adrian was quiet again Blankie resumed his questions.
"How do you know all these men?" he asked.
"Oh, been coming here for years. We've probably shared a thousand meals."
"How come you'll take food but not a coat?" asked Blankie.
"Food I need. A coat I can do without."
"It all seems the same to me," said Blankie. "I think you come here because these people are your friends. I think you need that more than the food."
"Mmmmph," Adrian snorted. "C'mon, let's go get you some work." He picked up his tray and cleaned his place. "And remember," Adrian reminded Blankie as they left the mission, Blankie on Adrian's shoulder, "life isn't always what it seems on the surface."
 
A Bet
 
Outside the building Adrian and Blankie stood against the wall, Blankie hanging over Adrian's shoulder. Blankie saw another building across the street, this one with an outdoor courtyard protected by an iron gate. Women and a few children stood around in the courtyard, the women smoking cigarettes and talking, the children mostly just looking sad.
"What's that building?" asked Blankie.
"Same thing as this one," replied Adrian, "but mostly for women and kids."
"Are they drinkers too?"
"I don't think so. At least not near as many as the men."
"'Won't people help them?" asked Blankie. "Since they aren't drinking?"
"People do or they wouldn't have that building over there," replied Adrian.
"But what about their own homes, like Prisha has?"
"Blankie, life is not as simple as all that. You can't just magically make homes appear."
"What would be so hard about that? Why can't you just build a person a house?"
"Listen, you just don't understand. They say people got to earn their homes, or they won't appreciate them. Problem is, jobs we can get are never gonna pay enough for a home. It's a Catch-22. Folks give up. Use. Drink. Then nobody wants them to have a home, at least not near them."
"Catch-22?" asked Blankie.
"Look," said Adrian, "I told you you wouldn't understand."
Blankie was silent a few seconds before answering. "I think I understand better than you do Adrian. You're going to help me find work because you need me to keep you warm at night. But I covered you last night because you were cold. That much I understand."
"Oh, I see," said Adrian. "You're one of those fellas who thinks he can fix the world with love. Ha! Maybe in theory, Blankie, but in practice it just don't work."
Blankie thought a moment. "Well, yeah, I guess. That's kind of the Angel Code. But maybe not fix the whole world, just my little part. I think that's what the Angel Code means about magic in goodness and dreams."
"You and that code," said Adrian. "What is the code?" Blankie was only too happy to recite it for him.
 
"Angels, talking animals, and objects abnormal,
These are the rules you must generally follow:
Talk and move only when alone with your child,
When angry, do nothing till your manner is mild,
When sad, don't lose faith there's still hope on the Earth,
When happy, don't forget all the others who hurt.
In hard times the best way to keep it together,
Is remember you're there to make others' lives better,
In dark times find someone who has what you lack,
If they can hear you you're on the right track.
Things are rarely ever as dark as they seem,
The magic you seek is in goodness and dreams."
 
"So that's your code, huh?" said Adrian. "Do-gooding? Magic? Well then get ready for the biggest jolt of your lifetime Blankie, 'cause you ain't seen this side of life yet. Living up in Kansas with a nice family and all. So check this out: See that little girl over there in the yard?" Adrian pointed to a girl about Prisha's age. She wore an old, light-blue parka and stood silently, staring at her feet.
"Yeah, I see her," Blankie said from Adrian's shoulder.
"She and her mom came in several days ago. Her mom has a disease that doesn't go away, and she's too sick to work. She's gonna die, and then that little girl is gonna be all alone. How you gonna goodness and dreams that mess away?"
"It could be done," said Blankie. "I'm not sure how, but it could be done."
"You really think you can love her mom healthy? What are you gonna do? What can you do? You gonna cover her up like you did me? That ain't gonna help. You're a cracked-brained blanket, that's what you are. You really think by caring enough her mom will live?"
"Maybe not. But by caring enough the girl will. She'll at least live more than you are."
"Sounds like a bet to me!" said Adrian. "How about this? Before you go back to Kansas, I say you can't make any kind of difference in that child's life that will prove to me that her life will end up any better at all than it is now. Ever." Adrian's voice stressed the challenge. "You prove to me that your caring will make one bit of difference in that girl's happiness. Just go ahead and try." 
Blankie looked over at the girl. Everything Prisha was, she wasn't. The constant life and energy that Prisha emitted were missing from this poor child. Blankie thought he should think about it before betting, but the only thing he could think of was how odd it was that Adrian, who was so friendly to everybody at the mission and who seemed to be the last person who would be saying caring doesn't matter, was now so negative.
"Okay," said Blankie. "It's a bet. But first things first. How am I gonna get back to Kansas?"
"On a bus," said Adrian. "'While you're working today, I'll find out how much a ticket is. I'll ride with you and hitchhike back to Denver."
"Okay. So where's my job?"
"Coming right up." Adrian walked over toward another man who was leaning against the wall of the mission. The man was tall, with wild hair and a beard, and was wearing worn jeans and a long-sleeved shirt.
"Bryan!" Adrian said to the man.
"Hey, Age," said the man. "What's up?"
"I need a favor, Bryan."
"Depends on what it is dude." Bryan was cautious.
"'Well, I got a friend who needs a job. I thought maybe you could get him a job as a Visibility Technician."
"A what?" asked Bryan.
"You know, what you do over on Broadway," said Adrian.
"Oh, oh yeah. Okay. So where's your friend?"
"Right here," said Blankie. Bryan's face lit up as he stared at Blankie.
"A stinkin' talkin' blanket, man!" What the hey! Where'd you get that thing?"
"Kansas. It's a long story," said Adrian.
"l need the money to get home," Blankie interjected.
"He talked again!" exclaimed Bryan while backing away, pointing and nervously laughing.
"It's rude to point," said Blankie. Bryan stopped laughing and dropped his pointing hand.
"Yeah, man. Right. Sorry dude."
"It's all right," said Blankie. "Now about the work..."
"You ever been a.... what did you call it, Age?" asked Bryan.
"A Visibility Technician," answered Adrian.
"Yeah. You ever been one of those?" Bryan asked Blankie.
"No, but I'm a fast learner. I've been a tent, a sleeping bag, and a magic carpet for Prisha."
"Prisha?" asked Bryan.
"That's the girl he lives with in Kansas," explained Adrian. "So, can you take Blankie with you while I go down and find out how much a bus ticket is?"
"You bet, Age," answered Bryan. "I'll see you back here this afternoon, okay?"
"Thanks, friend," said Adrian, putting his hand on Bryan's shoulder. Then Adrian whispered something to Bryan and Blankie jumped over toward Bryan's shoulder, landing instead on his head and covering up his face.
"Man!" said Bryan, trying to rip Blankie loose from his head. "What you tryin' to do, smother me?"
"Sorry," said Blankie, and he meant it. He thought he would like Bryan. Bryan didn't smell like booze.
"C'mon, let's go short dude!" said Bryan.
"Let's go!" Blankie began to relax on Bryan's shoulder.
"And hey, Blankie," Brian added. "Where'd you get those cool hairballs?"
"Those are meteors! Is everybody around here blind or something?
 
On The Way To Work
 
Blankie and Bryan traveled several blocks then went into an alley. About halfway down the alley Bryan knocked on a wide, wooden door. When the door opened the smell of good food came drifting out, and a short, friendly man greeted them.
"Hello, Bryan!" said the man.
"Hey Reynaldo!" answered Bryan. "Came to get my buckets."
"C'mon in, Amigo," said Reynaldo, and Bryan and Blankie entered. Blankie saw they were in the back of a small restaurant.
The two men visited a while, and as they did Reynaldo kept an eye on Blankie. Finally, when he could stand it no longer, Reynaldo spoke up.
"Bryan, why are you running around with a little kid's blanket? Is everything okay?"
"Oh!" laughed Bryan. "Everything's okay, Blankie just needed a job." 
Reynaldo raised a bushy eyebrow. "Let me get this straight," he said, smiling. "The blanket- uh, Blankie, needs a job? Are you trying to make a fool of me amigo?"
"No." Bryan was embarrassed.
"I need to get back to Kansas," said Blankie.
"The blanket! It talked!" exclaimed Reynaldo, taking a step backward. "Bryan, how... What are you doing with a talking blanket?"
"I don't know dude. Age gave him to me that way. And I told you I'm puttin' him to work. I'm gonna give him half of everything I make today. And longer if he needs it."
"Come, sit down in my office and explain this to me." Reynaldo led Bryan and Blankie to his small office, then disappeared into the kitchen for a few minutes. He returned with a plate of food for Bryan.
"Thanks, man!" said Bryan. Reynaldo smiled. Bryan ate while Blankie told them his story. When he was done, Reynaldo whispered something to Bryan and Bryan nodded.
"Blankie," said Reynaldo, "if things don't work out with Bryan, maybe I can find something for you to do around here." 
Blankie thanked him, then the three got up and went to the back room. Bryan hung up his jacket so he wouldn't have to take it with him, then retrieved two buckets which he filled with water and soap. Reynaldo held the back door open for them when they left.
As they headed off Reynaldo called from his back door. "Bryan, if you ever get tired of street life, remember, I could always use you around here."
"Thanks for the offer friend," Bryan called back, and he and Blankie headed down the alley carrying the buckets. Blankie rode quietly on his shoulder until they reached the corner.
"You gonna take it?" asked Blankie as they turned.
"Take what?" asked Bryan.
"The work."
"Oh, at Reynaldo's. Naw dude, he always offers."
"Why don't you work for him? He's a nice man."
"I like it better on the streets."
"Oh. You like to drink. Like Adrian."
"I don't drink," said Bryan.
"Then why do you live like Adrian does if you don't have to?" Blankie asked him.
"I don't live how Adrian lives. I just don't live how Reynaldo lives either."
"Is Reynaldo doing something wrong?" asked Blankie.
"No," said Bryan. "But I can't do that routine. Look, dude, I really don't want to talk about it."
"About what?"
"About the war."
"What war?" 
"I said I didn't want to talk about it," Bryan reminded Blankie.
“You brought it up, not me.” This made Bryan think a moment.
"Well," Bryan finally answered, "about twenty-five years ago I went to fight in a war. After that, it's hard to come back and find anything important about waitin' on tables."
"What does all this have to do with working at Reynaldo's?" asked Blankie.
"Well, like I said, after you spend enough time fearing for your own life while you try take someone else's, it's hard to come back and find a reason to do something as trivial as keeping someone's coffee full. What's the use dude? One day everything's so important that you kill and die for it, the next day they want to give you a mop. That's no reason to get up in the morning." They walked a bit as Blankie pondered what Bryan had said. Then they turned another corner, and when Blankie thought he understood a little better, he spoke.
"But it's twenty-five years later," he said. "Does Reynaldo know why you won't work with him?"
"Yeah, he was in the war, too. That's why he looks out for me and lets me keep my buckets there. He knows I don't need much to live, just a few bucks and a warm spot when it's cold."
"If that's living," said Blankie.
"C'mon, Blankie." Bryan was getting irritated. "Cast not the first stone dude, even if you're a flippin' blanket. What's there to do the work routine for, huh? So I can have my own place? People with their own homes jump off bridges every day."
"I don't think it's a job that Reynaldo's offering you," said Blankie.
Bryan set the buckets down for a second to rest and make a point. "What do you mean Reynaldo's not offering a job?" he half-shouted. "You heard him yourself." Then Bryan picked up the buckets and was back on his way.
"No, you didn't hear him," answered Blankie. "All you heard was the job, but I heard something else."
"What did you hear? You're a flippin' Blanket."
"Who do you love, Bryan?" asked Blankie. "I love Prisha, and I'd die trying to get back to her. I hear Reynaldo offering you friendship. Not just a job. But all you hear him offering is a mop. I could have curled up and died under that train in the train yard, but I didn't, because there's somebody I want to live to see again. But if I had curled up and quit, I don't think I'd have been any more dead than you or Adrian." They arrived at a busy corner on Broadway and Bryan slammed the buckets down.
"You're an opinionated little blanket, aren't you?" Bryan was even louder now. "I lived through the toughest fighting in 'Nam, man, so don't tell me who's dead." Now Bryan was flat-out shouting. "You think you..." Just then Bryan realized he was drawing stares, yelling at a child's blanket hung over his shoulder. That would not be good for business. He blushed and Blankie went on quietly.
"Bryan, did you die there too? You probably haven't lived in all these years. Who do you love?"
"Most of 'em are dead Blankie. You're just another do-gooder who thinks love can change the world. Age whispered to me about you. He warned me. But it won't bring back one person who died over there."
"Reynaldo would bring you back—if you'd let him."
Bryan paused for a moment.
"Blankie..." he said. "Dude, you think you know it all. Do you even know what a Visibility Technician is?" Bryan was standing over the buckets, reminding Blankie of the job he’d been hired to do.
"No," said Blankie.
"It's a rag!" yelled Bryan, then dunked Blankie in one of the buckets. He then held up in one hand Blankie, who was coughing and spitting out the soapy water, and a squeegee in the other. "I try to get people to pull over so I can do their windshields for money." He turned toward Broadway.
"Windshields!" Bryan yelled out toward the traffic. "Windshields!"
 
Blankie's First Job
 
"Windshields! Windshields!" Bryan continued yelling to the traffic on Broadway, hoping to get someone to pull over. Every so often a driver would pull into the "No Parking" area Bryan worked and Bryan would run to the front of the car and scrub the windshield with Blankie, then use the squeegee to remove the excess cleaning solution. He was usually given a dollar or two. It wasn't hard work, really, thought Blankie. Just wet and dirty. At first, with the warm water, Blankie was almost enjoying himself, but as time went by the water grew colder. And then came the rusty old car whose windshield nearly ripped Blankie to shreds.
Bryan saw the car almost a block away and immediately noticed the condition of the windshield. It was so bad he considered quitting before the car got close enough, but since he was sharing his profits he decided not to quit early. As the car came near the driver, an elderly woman with white hair and thick glasses, made eye contact with Bryan and waved. He would have to wash her windshield.
As the car swung into the illegal parking spot, Bryan saw what the mess on the roof and windshield was. The lady had parked the car under a tree in which many birds perched. Many, many birds. And the full extent of the aerial bombardment the car had endured became clear when it stopped right next to him. The car was covered with hard, sharp, tiny white mountains.
"Do your windshield, ma'am?" Bryan politely asked. Blankie had not yet seen the condition of the window.
"Oh, please, mister, yes! I can hardly see! I didn't move the car all winter, and this is my first trip out this year." Blankie heard this and began to turn to look at the windshield, but before he could see what was coming Bryan dunked him in the bucket. A moment later Bryan pulled Blankie out of the bucket, wrung him a little, then moved toward the windshield to begin. It was then that Blankie saw what was coming.
'AAAUUUGGGHH! BIRDPOO..." he screamed, but before he could finish Bryan mashed his face into the filthy windshield. As Bryan scrubbed, some of the spots made more recently began to smear on Blankie, while the other, more weathered spots grated on him. It was like being dragged over pointy rocks with mud in between them.
"Ow ow ow gross! Ow gross! Ow ow ow gross!" Blankie hollered as Bryan dragged him back and forth across the windshield. Then Bryan picked him up and dunked him in the bucket again. When he lifted Blankie out to wring him, Blankie saw that the job was not even close to being done. It took all his might, but he wriggled and wrestled and wrested himself free, falling to the street.
"I quit!" Blankie yelled at Bryan as he jumped to his corners and began running away. Bryan was shocked. He turned to the little old lady.
"I'm sorry, ma'am," Bryan told the driver, "but I dropped my rag and it blew away."
"There doesn't seem to be any wind," replied the little old lady. "And my windshield is worse than before. Can't you finish somehow? Please? I can't see." Bryan knew it would be dangerous to let the lady drive off like that. He knew he had to finish.
Frustrated, Bryan ripped off his shirt and finished the job with it, mumbling bad things about Blankie as he scrubbed. As he worked several catcalls came from passing cars, and a few people whistled, but Bryan kept right on scrubbing and cursing Blankie.
When he was done the elderly woman was grateful. "Here's five for the windshield," she said, handing him a five-dollar bill, "and ten more for the show Sonny!" as she handed him more. Bryan smiled in embarrassment and thanked her, then picked up his buckets and got out of there quick as a flash.
A Grate Evening
 
Blankie was cold, wet, and angry when he arrived back at the mission. He found Adrian leaning against the front wall, smelling like liquor.
"Blankie! How was work?" asked Adrian, obviously happy to see him. But Blankie wasn't pleased.
"Visibility Technician my foot!" said Blankie.
"You don't have a foot, Blankie," said Adrian. "So, how much money did you make?"
"Nothing."
"Nothing? Didn't you work? Why are you all wet then?"
"I worked," answered Blankie. "And I quit. I'd have died if I spent any more time as a Visibility Technician. Why didn't you tell me up front what it was?"
"I told you, Blankie, life ain't always as it seems on the surface." This made Blankie's blood boil.
"I want to get back to Kansas," Blankie said, "and I have to be alive to do so." Suddenly he remembered what Adrian was supposed to do that day. "Did you find out how much a bus ticket is?"
"Seventy-five dollars to Salina, Kansas, which leaves you exactly seventy-five dollars short."
"Don't remind me," said Blankie.
"I can get you a job tomorrow if you want," Adrian said encouragingly.
"No, thanks though. I think I've already found one."
"Where?"
"At Reynaldo's."
"Oh," said Adrian. "Reynaldo is a good man. Probably wants you as a Victual Platform Overgarment. Does this mean you're backing out on our deal?
"No," answered Blankie. "I'm still yours until I leave. I keep my promises."
"What about our bet? Whatcha gonna do about the little girl?"
"'Wait."
"How you gonna change her life by waitin'?" Adrian demanded.
"Well, I'm not sure. I'm pretty sure I'm in that last part of the Angel Code Regarding Angels, Talking Animals, And Various Animate Objects, looking for magic in goodness and dreams. You're helping me, and I have goodness and dreams. I can't see how it works out, but I know it will."
"Blankie, you're crazy," said Adrian. "And if you say 'Angel Code Code of blah blah blah' one more time I might dunk you in a bucket myself. I still say whoever heard of a blanket changing a little girl's life by waitin'? But I like you anyway Blankie. Yes, I do."
"Thanks, Adrian, I like you too."
"Call me 'Age,' will ya?" Adrian picked up Blankie and put him on his shoulder, and felt how wet Blankie was still.
"I know a grate we can go dry you on," said Adrian. "We just have to be gone before any of the locals show up. They think they own it."
"Sounds good," said Blankie.
Soon they were at the grate, which was an air vent for a large building, and Adrian spread Blankie out on it, then sat down on it as well, leaning against the wall. The warm air coming up through the grate was not only drying Blankie but cheering him as well. He felt like talking.
"Do you have any family?" he asked Adrian.
"Yeah. I have a daughter who lives in Denver somewhere."
"You don't know where?" Blankie couldn't even imagine family not knowing where each other were.
"No, I don't," Adrian answered sadly. "And she doesn't want me to. She gave me up for dead. She said she couldn't live her life and raise a family and worry about me at the same time. I told her she didn't have to worry about me, but she said it was impossible not to. So she just acted as if I'd died. She even had a funeral."
"For you?" asked Blankie.
"Yeah. She even invited me."
"Did you go?"
"Yes and no. It was at the City Park Pavilion. I hid in some trees where they couldn't see me and watched. Or maybe they just pretended not to know I was there. She cried for me as if I'd really died. The kids cried too. Even her husband seemed a bit touched."
"What about you?" asked Blankie.
"Aw, shoot, Blankie. I cried too. Then I got drunk. As I said, I'm not proud, but I'm alive.
Blankie got up from the grate and rested his head against Adrian. "I'm glad you're alive, Age. I might not be without you. Thanks."
Adrian gathered Blankie up in his arms. "Thank you, Blankie," he said. The blue sky was streaked red, the air was warm on the grate, and the two were so comfortable there together that they fell asleep in each other's arms.
 
At that moment in Kansas, Prisha was helping her mom pack all the pictures from the walls. Prisha stood on a chair, took down a picture, and blew the dust off the top of the frame. The picture was one of Prisha as a baby, and she was holding Blankie. Prisha stopped and stared at it for a moment.
"I miss you, Blankie," she whispered as a lone teardrop slipped from one eye and rolled slowly down her cheek.
 
Fighting For A Friend
 
Pflumpfff!
Blankie and Adrian were jolted awake as a boot crashed against Adrian's ribs.
"Off my grill old man!" said the boot's owner, a big, surly, drunk man who then reached down and grabbed Adrian by the shirt and yanked him up onto his feet.
"You know better than to sleep here, pops," he said. He drew back his fist to punch Adrian and Blankie sprang at the big man, covering his head. The man released his grip on Adrian and began to tug at Blankie.
"Run Age!" yelled Blankie. Adrian started to run as the man threw Blankie to the ground at his feet.
"What the-!" said the man, looking around. He saw Adrian escaping and started to run after him. Before he took two full strides Blankie jumped again and wrapped himself around the big man's ankles, toppling the big man. who hit the ground hard and bewildered.
"What?!!!" he yelled, and Blankie let go of his ankles and jumped in front of the man's face, then pointed an angry corner at him.
"You leave Age alone if you don't want more of the same!" Blankie ordered. The man jumped up in terror.
"God help me!" he yelled. "A talkin' blanket!" Then he half-ran, half-stumbled off.
Adrian came limping back to Blankie, holding his ribs.
"You okay?" asked Blankie.
"Nothin's broke I think," said Adrian, and then he groaned as he sat back down on the grate. "Thank you for saving my butt Blankie. But I don't understand. How come that fool could hear you? Blankie started to answer but Adrian cut him off.
"Wait, I know," Adrian said. "It's that Angel blah blah blah swinging monkeys maybe some magic will happen Code, right?"
Blankie smiled at Adrian. "Seems you know as much about why anything's happening as I do Age."
"Well, it's all some convoluted rules if ya ask me. Let me rest a bit then let's get back to the alley before more trouble finds us."
A few minutes later Adrian stood and dusted himself off, then hoisted Blankie up onto his shoulder. They slowly retreated to the alley where they first met, and once there they sat against a wall, snuggled up to each other, and drifted off to sleep.
 
The next morning, bright and early, Blankie shook Adrian awake.
"Age, I've got to get over to Reynaldo's."
"Mmm hmmnt, firrrnm hmmm," replied Adrian as he went back to sleep. Blankie left Adrian in the alley to sleep it off and headed off to Reynaldo's Restaurant.
 
Blankie's Second Job
 
When Blankie arrived at Reynaldo's he grabbed an old pail from the alley and used it to knock on the back door. Soon Reynaldo answered, happy to see Blankie there. Blankie told him he had come for work, and Reynaldo invited him in.
 
"Age said you probably wanted me to be a Victual Platform Overgarment," said Blankie.
"A what?" asked Reynaldo. "I wanted you for a tablecloth." It took a moment before Blankie grasped that they were the same thing. 
Reynaldo described the job, and being a tablecloth sounded good to Blankie, especially at half the tips, so he jumped up and spread himself out on the nearest table. He made a beautiful victual platform overgarment.
All went well that day. Business was slow, and the worst thing to happen to Blankie was getting a few ice cubes spilled on him. Then came the evening rush. People, noise, and confusion were everywhere. In one hour three different families sat at his table, eating off his back, and then with hardly a moment's rest, a fourth family came. This family had an obnoxious young boy who continuously asked his parents "why?" To Blankie, who'd lived a sheltered life, it was the most annoying thing he'd ever heard.
"Put your napkin in your lap," the father told the boy.
"Why?"
"Don't drink all your soda first."
"Why?"
"Keep your legs out of the aisle."
"Why?"
"Don't hit your little sister."
"Why?"
On and on it went. 
"What a brat," thought Blankie. He could hardly stand to listen to it anymore. And then the little boy drove Blankie over the edge. Noticing Blankie, the little brat leaned over the table and studied the strange tablecloth.
"Why does our tablecloth have pictures of hairballs?" he asked. Blankie grimaced.
"Don't lean on the table," answered his mom.
"Why?" he asked. Then the little boy leaned farther out on the table and upset his vegetable bowl, spilling peas all around his plate.
"Ick," thought Blankie." "I'm gonna smell like peas now."
"You pick up those peas, young man!" said the boy's father.
"Why?"
"Because you're gonna be grounded till you're eighteen if you don't! I'm tired of it young man!"
The boy knew he was licked, so he took his fork, spied a group of peas, then with a swift downward stroke stabbed the peas against the table. Bang!
"Mmmmph," exclaimed Blankie, silently as possible. The boy stabbed some more peas.
Bang!... Bang Bang!
"Mmmmph! Mmmph Mmmmph!" Blankie was grunting as quietly as possible. The kid was picking up in pace and intensity, stabbing the peas with his fork.
Blam.....blam....blam...blam..blamblamblamblam! Finally, Blankie could stand it no more and he jumped upright on the table to face the kid. The family at the table screamed in surprise as food and dishes flew everywhere.
"You rotten little..." Blankie steamed."I ought to... You deserve to... Hmmmmph! AND THEY ARE NOT HAIRBALLS THEY'RE METEORS!"
Blankie jumped down from the table and ran to the back door. "I quit!" he yelled to Reynaldo as he left. The boy's parents, who couldn't hear Blankie, thought the boy had yanked the tablecloth out from under the food. They immediately paid their bill and took the young man home to straighten him out. As his father drug him out the door the boy was crying and babbling about a talking blanket being mad at him, but this nonsense in no way curbed his father's wrath.
 
It was almost dark when Blankie found Adrian in front of the mission, again smelling like liquor. Blankie leaned against the wall next to Adrian.
"How'd it go?" Adrian asked Blankie, his voice slightly slurred from the liquor.
"Don't ask," Blankie replied.
"How much did you make?"
"I'm still seventy-five dollars short."
"'Well, you're no closer to Kansas and she's no closer to Heaven," said Adrian, pointing across the street. Blankie looked and saw the little girl outside in the mission's courtyard. She looked sadder than ever, shuffling her feet, head down, hands in her pockets. It seemed as though she was just wasting time until the next bad thing happened to her.
"If you can't save yourself," said Adrian, "at least try to cheer her up. You don't want to lose at everything do you?" This infuriated Blankie.
"Sometimes you're a real jerk Age," he said. "Besides, it's not time yet. If it was time it would already be happening. I think."
Adrian, for the first time, could sense doubt in Blankie's voice.
"Don't bet on it," he said. "I've dreamed a lot of dreams that never came to pass."
"So what. Do you even still dream any of those dreams then?" said Blankie. 
"No, I gave up foolish dreamin' years ago, Blankie."
"Well, that's probably why they didn't come to pass."
"Say all you want, short stuff, but I still don't see you getting any closer to home. You dream of a home far away. I've learned to make this my home." Adrian gestured to the streets around him. Blankie had had it.
"Just strap me down and pour liquor down my throat and I'll call it Heaven," said Blankie. 
"Maybe so," said Adrian, "but I ain't seen you offerin' nothin' better."
"Not yet, Age, but I'm not dead yet, either," said Blankie, starting to sound like his old, determined self. At hearing this Adrian looked as though a thought had knocked on the doors of his mind.
"Do blankets die?" he asked.
"Yeah, the same way as people. We get old or sick. And just like people some of us give up hope. If you couldn't fail, why would anything matter?"
"Blankets give up hope?" This seemed to interest Adrian.
“Yeah," said Blankie. "They stop dreaming, stop caring, stop loving. They go sleep in alleys and drink, and hide from the rest of the world. Now, should we hit the alley as friends or enemies Age?" Adrian looked down at the ground.
"Blankie," he said, "you can't say anything to me I haven't said worse to myself. You're not gonna hurt me. No, I'm so far down I can't be hurt anymore."
It was at that moment Blankie began to realize that Adrian might actually be on his side. Possibly... Whether Adrian knew it or not, maybe he wanted Blankie to be right. If Blankie was right then there was hope for the world after all. Maybe.
 
A little later that night, beneath the evening stars which hung in the chilly May sky over the mission and the alley, Blankie covered his friend Adrian and asked him a question.
"Age, did you always drink like this?"
"Like this? No. But I pretty much always drank. Wasn't a big problem till I had nothing to live for."
"What happened?"
"Long story. Goodnight."
"Age, what happened?"
"I was a teacher. Alright?"
"What happened?"
"It just beat me down, that's all. The poorest kids in Denver, the stupid ideas of the administration, people not caring, lousy parents. Fights over money. Testing. Over and over. Year after year. Nothing changes no matter how much you care. In fact, it gets worse. Blankie, I became so aware of it all, that all this suffering was so easy to avoid, but we wouldn't do it."
"Do what Age?"
"What you're tryin' to do now. Blah blah goodness and dreams and magic. It doesn't work. I tried it. Anyway, I got tired of looking at it and quit and started drinking more. Went downhill from there. Just couldn't stand to see it anymore."
"What were you tired of looking at?"
"Man's inhumanity to man, Blankie. It's so simple. That's the root of all our problems, you see that being a teacher. But people want to pretend the problem is something else so they don't have to be better. It's him or her, it's this group or that group. Blame anybody else, but don't change. I tried to be better, Blankie. I tried. It just doesn't work, though. Now I just don't want to see it or feel it anymore. If that's all there is I'm better off drunk out on these streets."
"Wow," Blankie thought. "There is so much more to Age than I thought." Now Blankie felt a little guilty, even a little wrong in how he had been looking at things, and at Adrian. Had he been really simple, really black and white, in his judgment of Adrian? Yes, he answered himself. He hadn't sought to understand why Age was in the alley so much as he'd condemned Age for being in the alley.
With that, a new idea, a new motivation, emerged in Blankie. Blankie now wanted to succeed not just for himself, and not just for Prisha, but for Adrian as well. And considering this, Blankie decided he'd better lighten up on Adrian.
"Age., uh... Sorry for gettin' mad at you," Blankie said apologetically. Then he added, "You know, if I didn't know better I'd say you want me to win the bet. Do you Age?"
"If I do, it's only for her sake," said Adrian, motioning with his head toward the women's mission.
"Age," said Blankie, "will you help me find a better job tomorrow, please?"
"Of course, friend."
Soon they were both asleep, each made warm and secure by the presence of the other.
 
That afternoon in Kansas Prisha had helped her dad clean out the garage. They had taken loads of old, useless, and broken stuff to the dump. It was amazing, at least to Prisha, how much stuff they had been through. Some of what was going to the dump had at one time been purchased new, during Prisha's short lifetime. And now it was just trash. Most of the rest of it was left from remodeling their basement. 
 
That night at the women's mission the sad little girl shuffled around the courtyard, her heart breaking, feeling as if there were no place in the world for her, no special spot to call home. She had little more than her mom and the clothes she was wearing, and she was getting very worried about her mom. Though no one had said anything to her, she knew from all the nurses' and doctors' visits that her mom was pretty sick. Earlier she'd heard them talking about moving her mom to a hospital. Her mom fought it. "No. Angela..." her mom had said. "Angela needs me."
 
A Sign of Hope
 
Blankie woke up early, but since he needed Adrian's help to get his next job, he couldn't do anything but wait for Adrian to wake up. For the next two hours Blankie listened to Adrian snoring and watched the other men in the alley wake up and get going.
"Where do they go?" he wondered to himself.
"Nowhere," was the answer he heard in his heart. One man, apparently thinking he could get himself a free blanket, walked over to Adrian and reached down to swipe Blankie.
"Don't even try it!" growled Blankie, and the man fled. Blankie was beginning to fit right in with the street people.
Eventually Adrian came to life, and as soon as he sat up Blankie asked him about the job.
"Oh," said Adrian, smacking his lips. He thought for a second before speaking.
"It's as a Traveling Debris Repellent. I have to call an old friend first." The two of them got up and went to use the payphone outside Reynaldo's. When they got there Adrian made a call, talked for a bit, then hung up.
"What do we do now?" asked Blankie.
"We wait. Charlie'll be here soon." Just then Reynaldo came out of the restaurant.
"Blankie!" he said, happy to see him. "What happened last night?"
"I'm sorry Reynaldo, but that little brat was stabbing me with his fork. I couldn't stand it any longer. I was going to come to apologize to you after work today."
"It's okay," said Reynaldo. "That boy has been coming here and misbehaving for some time now. Maybe he'll learn a lesson from it."
"Still, I'm ashamed of the way I acted, storming out and all," said Blankie.
"Wait, let me get this straight," interrupted Adrian, "Blankie, Mr. Love himself, stormed out in anger?" Adrian laughed at the thought. This hurt Blankie's feelings.
"A man is not defined only in his weak moments," said Reynaldo, "but in his greatest moments as well. I'd much rather see a hopeful man, or a hopeful blanket, mess up and apologize, than watch a steady man who never gets angry but also never reaches for his stars. I know that someday we'll see Blankie in better times, too. There's no quit in this little guy." Reynaldo winked at Blankie. 
Adrian was silent. 
Right then Bryan walked around the corner and the three at first did not even recognize him. Bryan had shaved and cleaned up, and his wild hair was tamed. Well, somewhat tamed.
"Hey Blankie!" Bryan yelled, then realized he had just yelled to a blanket. He looked around to make sure no one had seen him. Blankie was a little nervous, thinking Bryan would be mad at him, but the way Bryan looked made Blankie hope for something better. Bryan walked up to the others, who all greeted him.
"Hey, Blankie," Bryan said, check out the new duds dude." He modeled his 'new' denim shirt he'd bought at the second-hand store. "I had to finish that old lady's bird-mobile with my shirt, but she gave me enough for the job to buy this, plus I had enough left over to buy these new work shoes." He pointed down at his feet to a pair of nice second-hand shoes.
"Work shoes?" asked Reynaldo, raising his thick eyebrows.
"Yeah," said Bryan. "I hope the job offer still stands."
"Of course it does mi amigo!" bellowed Reynaldo. "I've been praying for this day a long time!" He grabbed Bryan and hugged him. Bryan didn't know how to react, but after a moment he raised his arms and hugged Reynaldo back. Then Reynaldo put his hands on Bryan's shoulders and held him out at arm's length.
"What made you change your mind?" he asked.
"Oh, a short, little dude who pointed out to me how bad I needed to work here."
"You can work anywhere in town," said Reynaldo. "You're a smart man. But here, here you have friends."
"I know," Bryan said, then looked down. "I know." Then he excused himself and went inside the restaurant.
"Blankie, you are incredible," Reynaldo said with a triumphant smile after Bryan went inside.
"Well, I know one little girl who might not think so," said Adrian. Blankie looked at him.
Reynaldo said, "Age, you're getting grumpy in your old age." Then he too went inside.
"Sorry Blankie," said Adrian. Just then a taxi pulled up in front of Reynaldo's. The driver was a neatly-bearded, older man with a kind and concerned face.
 
Blankie's Third Job
 
"Charlie!" Adrian hollered to the cab driver. "Good to see ya!"
"Hey Age," Charlie asked through the open passenger window. "Where's this special friend of yours who needs a job?" It made Blankie happy to know Adrian had referred to him as a friend.
"Right here," said Blankie.
"Adrian," Charlie asked, concern in his voice, "Did that blanket on your shoulder just talk?"
"Amazingly so, yes," answered Blankie.
"Pretty good, Age," said Charlie, a touch of humor in his voice. "A ventriloquist, eh? You're a man of many talents."
Blankie jumped down from Adrian's shoulder and landed on his lower corners with a "Ta-da!" Then Blankie added, "Not as talented as I am!"
Charlie's eyes grew wide, his chin dropped, and his foot hit the gas pedal. Smoke rose from the cab's tires burning the pavement and in seconds the cab was squealing around the corner and gone.
"I think I scared him," said Blankie, looking back up at Adrian.
"He'll be back," assured Adrian. And sure enough, a minute later the cab came around the corner and screeched to a stop.
"Age!" said Charlie through the open window. "What are you doing with that thing? Get in here before someone sees you!" Adrian picked up Blankie and they hopped into the front seat next to Charlie.
"Uh, hello. I'm Charlie," Charlie said as he extended his hand. "Charlie Little." Blankie extended a corner and shook Charlie's hand.
"I'm Blankie," he said. "Blankie Blankie." 
"Good to know ya, Blankie Blankie," said Charlie, still not totally at ease. Blankie and Adrian then explained Blankie's situation and all they had been through together in the past several days. When they were through, Adrian asked him about a job for Blankie.
"I was thinking you could use a 'Traveling Debris Repellent,'" he said.
"A what?" asked Charlie.
"I think Age is trying to prove a point here," said Blankie. "He's trying to convince me that life is not always what it appears on the surface. He's trying to show it by giving fancy names to simple jobs. I think he's trying to say that's all I'm doing, that there is no use in trying to change the world. Right Age?"
"Tilting at windmills, Blankie. Tilting at windmills. Call it whatever you like, life still stays the same. Dull and painful."
"So what's a 'Traveling Debris Repellent' anyway?" interrupted Charlie.
"I think he means a seat cover," answered Blankie.
"You want me to drive around all day with a talking blanket under my rear end?" asked Charlie. "No way!"
"No, in the back seat," said Adrian.
"'Well, that I can handle," said Charlie, calming down. "How about for half the tips?"
"Sounds great to me!" said Blankie, and he jumped over into the back and covered the seat as best he could.
"Thanks," said Adrian. "Bring him back to the mission this evening, okay?"
"My pleasure," said Charlie. Adrian got out, and Blankie and Charlie were off to work.
"Finally!" thought Blankie. "I can make some money!"
 
Several hours later the job was going great. Blankie tried to make the passengers as comfortable as possible, and several people even commented on how cute it was to have a child's blanket for a seat cover. But then a lady with a large, flowery hat and lots of jewelry got into the cab and commented about Blankie, and Charlie couldn't help but make the conversation more interesting. 
"It's my granddaughter's blanket," Charlie told the lady when she asked about Blankie. "She sends her blanket with me each day since she can't be with me out here, just so I have something to keep me thinking of her."
"Oh, how sweet," the lady exclaimed. When Charlie dropped her off she gave him a five-dollar tip and told him to buy something for his granddaughter. This sparked a greedy streak in Charlie and gave him an idea. The next customer was an older fellow with a cane and hearing aids.
"That's my son's blanket," Charlie sighed to the older man, sounding as sad as he could. "He's disabled, and since he can't come out to ride with his dear old dad, he sends along his baby blanket from when he was little." Charlie let out another mournful sigh. As the man exited the cab he handed Charlie a ten-dollar tip with a tear in his eye.
Charlie was on to something.
"That's the old baby blanket of my niece," Charlie told the next passenger, a lady with groceries. "She's a missionary in China and she hasn't been heard from for eight months. It's all I have to keep my hope alive." That lady handed him twenty dollars on the way out.
Then the stories got wilder.
"That blanket belonged to the royal family of Kenya, the 'Kenyans,'" Charlie told a young couple. "Mr. Kenyan's little boy's dream was to live in the Rocky Mountains someday, but sadly, he was dragged off by lions before he ever had the chance. When I heard about the tragedy, I called to ask what I could do, and they sent me his blanket so that some part of him could live here. I'm trying to make enough money to build a monument so the young prince will never be forgotten." That got him a fifty.
The next fare was not the average customer. What hair he had was orange and cut Mohawk style—bald on the sides with a long stripe running down the middle—and almost every visible part of his body was either pierced or tattooed. Charlie figured this guy to be an easy mark.
"It's the blanket of my little neighbor boy, Tyler. Tyler was abducted by aliens." The man with the orange Mohawk just stared at Charlie. Charlie went on. "Yeah, they're going to turn Taylor into a talking turnip if we don't come up with a thousand dollars by Tuesday."
"You said 'Tyler,'" said the Mohawk man. Charlie was busted, but he quickly thought up a lie.
"Taylor," replied Charlie. "Tyler Taylor." The Mohawk man just stared at him.
When Charlie dropped him off the Mohawk man jumped out of the cab and ran off without paying.
Next Charlie picked up an elderly couple.
"It's the blanket of my poor, little, blind grand-nephew Bart," he told them. "A doctor in Switzerland said he can fix Bart's sight, but who has money to go to Switzerland? We searched all over the States for someone who would do the operation, but it's not an operation that anyone in the United States can do yet. If the operation isn't done in the next year, Bart will be blind for good."
That netted Charlie one-hundred dollars, which the couple gave him as they blew their noses and wiped their tears. Charlie's stories had earned so much that half the tips would be more than enough to buy Blankie's ticket, but Blankie could stand no more.
When the caring souls got out of the cab, Blankie sat up.
"Don't you have a conscience Charlie?" he asked. Charlie looked at him in the rear-view mirror.
"I'm a cab driver, not a priest."
"Priest or not, a lie is still a lie, Charlie. Take me back to the mission, please."
Blankie was proud he had stood up for what he believed, but even though his actions were noble, a wave of sadness swept over him. Charlie offered him his half of the tip money but Blankie wouldn't take it, so Charlie just dropped him off at the mission and said "goodbye."
 
 
Calling It Quits
 
When Charlie dropped Blankie at the mission Adrian was not there yet, so Blankie lay against the wall and looked over at the women's and children's mission. The little girl was outside and, as usual, she was wandering aimlessly in the courtyard.
"I wish I would have met her before I met Adrian," he thought. "I'll never be able to get back to Kansas in time to see Prisha again anyway. At least then I could have lived with a little girl instead of an old drunk. And now I belong to Adrian." As Blankie was watching the little girl painfully pass the time, Adrian walked around the corner. Blankie noticed that for once, Age did not smell like liquor.
"Blankie!" Adrian greeted him. "What are ya doin' back so soon? You quit again?"
"Yeah," answered Blankie. "As much as I hate to admit it since it makes you so happy to see me fail. Charlie was cheating the people. I can't live like that."
"I don't take any particular pleasure in seeing you fail," said Adrian. "In fact, I've got another idea for a job for you tomorrow, as a 'Regurgitation Station.'"
Blankie looked down at the ground. "No more jobs, Age. It won't work. I wanted to prove to you that life could be better, that the Angel Code worked. I trusted goodness and dreams to make magic, that doing what is right would open doors, or whatever. I trusted the Angel Code. But I haven't even had a chance. The harder I try, the more things fall apart. There's no magic, just pain. You're right, Age. I think. And honestly, maybe you've been kinder to me than I've been to you. Sorry."
"Are you sayin' you're quittin'?" asked Adrian. Blankie looked up at him.
"Yeah, I guess so. I still believe what I believe, though. Kind of. Just not for me. I still think you're looking on the wrong side of things. You keep talking about how terrible life is, how it wouldn't give you your dreams or whatever and so now you're the way you are. I still think you'd be a whole lot happier if..." Blankie paused. "Well, none of what I believe has made any difference anyway. Not for Prisha, not for that little girl. It doesn’t work. There’s no magic in dreams or goodness, Adrian. It's a lie, for me. Maybe for someone else... But you were right. Even though I thought you wanted me to be right."
"Well, about our bet..." Adrian began, but Blankie interrupted him.
"The bet's over Age. You win. In spite of all I believed, everything that's happened has only proved you right. Maybe I just need to do like you did—quit dreaming of something better and just accept everything as it is. Maybe you're right, maybe the world's not set up for dreamers. I don't think I can ever be content in a world like that. Maybe that's what happened to you. But you win. I belong to you now. I'll never get back to Prisha, and I see no way in Heaven or on Earth that little girl's life can improve. Not one bit. Especially anything involving me." Blankie looked back to the ground, beaten. They were both silent a moment, then Adrian spoke.
"I see a way," he said. Blankie looked up at Adrian.
"What are you talking about?" he asked.
"I'm saying that you've been right all along, Blankie. I'm sorry you had to go through all this just for me to see it again, but I see it again. You're right. You win."
"What are you talking about, Age?" Blankie asked again.
"Blankie, there's something you know nothing about yet. Grace. You have your Angel Code and all, but people, us, our magic is called grace. It usually comes through other people, and usually when you expect it least. Sometimes you gotta really blow it before you see grace again. I did. You've been grace to me, Blankie. I thank you for that. You've been my magic."
"What do you mean Age?" Blankie asked.
"C'mon," said Adrian, picking Blankie up and putting him on his shoulder. "Blankies don't belong with old drunks, they belong with little girls."
With that, Adrian walked over to the fence of the women's mission and called to the little girl. She was afraid, but one of the counselors, a tall woman who was outside smoking a cigarette, said, "That's Adrian. He's all right, Honey."
The little girl approached the fence cautiously. When she got there Adrian smiled.
"I have a present for you," he said, handing her Blankie. For a second she didn't take him, and during that second she looked deep into Adrian's eyes as if judging his soul. Then all at once she scooped Blankie out of his hands and smiled. A tear rolled down Adrian's cheek.
"He's a good Blankie and a special friend. Take care of him, okay?" The little girl nodded. Adrian turned and started walking back over to the mission.
The little girl watched Adrian leave, then squeezed Blankie as hard as he'd ever been squeezed. Then she held him out so she could talk to him.
 
Angela And A Dream
 
"What's your name?" the little girl asked Blankie.
"I'm Blankie."
"Hi, I'm Angela."
Blankie smiled. "You were named after the angels," he said. Angela smiled at the thought.
"C'mon. I'm gonna show you to mom!" Angela exclaimed, then turned and ran into the building. Once inside she ran up a flight of stairs and down a long hallway to a room where a woman was sleeping. Angela shook the woman awake.
"Mom! Look what a nice man gave me." Angela's mom turned over and opened her eyes. Blankie could see how tired she was.
"Oh, neat, Angela," her mom said. "A blanket. But what are those brown pictures on it? Hairballs?" Blankie looked disgustingly at Angela. Angela smiled.
"I think they're meteors," she said, and Blankie smiled. "His name is Blankie. We'll go outside and play so you can rest and get better, okay?" Angela's mom's eyes looked sad.
"You do that sweetie," she said. 
 
The two went outside and played, then sat down in the courtyard to talk. Blankie told Angela all about Kansas and all he'd been through trying to get back to Prisha. By the time they were done it was dark, and the two went upstairs to the room Angela and her mom shared. Blankie, though happy to be with Angela, still missed Prisha, and Angela had a heavy heart as well. They cuddled up on Angela's bed and finally fell asleep, both troubled.
 
At that moment in Kansas Prisha was helping her parents pack up all but their sleeping bags and bathroom things. She was tired because it was past her bedtime.
"Pick out two sets of clothes," her mom told her. "One for running around tomorrow and one for moving. You probably ought to just wear sweats when we move."
Prisha went to her room and set out the clothes she would wear. Then she sat down on her bed.
"C'mon, Blankie!" she said aloud. It sounded as if she were cheering for him. "You better make it home soon. We're leaving the day after tomorrow. Oh Blankie, I miss you." Just then several of the men from the neighborhood walked into her room. Joel's dad went over to her dresser. 
"Do you have the clothes out that you're going to wear?" he asked. To Prisha, Joel's dad sounded like a book. He was a nice man, but when he spoke he cared about every word.
"Yup," she answered. Prisha had no similar devotion to language, unless it was being graded.
"'We are going to take the dresser then," he said. "The bed as well. Everything will go but the sleeping bag. By the way, have you found that blanket of yours yet?"
"No," but he'll come back."
"I sure hope he does, but that jet was moving fast. Your blanket might have a long way to travel." The men smiled knowingly at each other as they lifted the dresser. Prisha watched them carry it out of her room.
After the men cleared out her room Prisha's mom came in with some pizza for her. When she had eaten the pizza, Prisha brushed her teeth, then got into her sleeping bag and fell asleep before her dad could read to her. 
 
Perhaps it was from eating pizza so late, or perhaps, as Prisha believed, it was a message, but that night Prisha had another dream. In her dream she saw Blankie flying an airplane up above some mountains. He flew over a village full of people with sad faces, and right when he was above them Blankie pulled back the bombing lever in the plane. Instead of a bomb coming out of the plane, a cloud of tiny silver stars descended on the people. The stars refracted the sunshine, causing rainbows of colors to sparkle on the ground below and the clouds above. The stars had a magical effect as they settled on the people, and the people's faces broke forth in smiles as they began to grow happy and dance around.
From there Blankie flew his plane over the mountains until he was approaching an ocean.
When he was near the ocean he pushed a button that sent him flying out of the top of the plane. The wind gently carried him down to the water, far, far from land. Blankie struggled to stay on top of the water, and as he did so the waves pushed him closer and closer to shore. Finally he was washed ashore, each wave pushing him a little farther up the beach until one wave washed him up against something. It was ankles. 
"Those are my ankles!" Prisha realized in the dream. She was now looking straight down at Blankie, who was too exhausted to look up. Suddenly she noticed that there were two sets of ankles Blankie had washed up against. Someone with skinny ankles was standing right next to her! Then she heard a baby cry behind her. She turned to look and saw a baby in a blue sailor's suit crawling along the beach. The dream ended and Prisha woke up in a sweat.
She jumped up off her sleeping bag and ran to her parents' room, where they too were on sleeping bags on the floor.
"Blankie's coming back!" yelled Prisha. Her parents sat up, startled. "Blankie's coming back! He's been doing something very important, but he's coming back to me! I know it!"
"How do you know, sweetheart?" asked her dad.
"I saw it in a dream! Blankie came back to me! There was someone I don't know next to me, but I'm sure it was Blankie. Oh, and there was a baby boy behind me, too."
Her parents turned and looked at each other, then back to Prisha.
"Good. Good, Squirrel," said her mom. "Now go back to bed, you've got a long day ahead." 
Prisha went back to her room smiling all the way. When she was gone, her mom turned to her dad.
"You think Blankie's coming back?" she asked.
"I wouldn't doubt it," he said. "She got the baby brother part right."
 
A Change Of Direction
 
The next morning Angela took Blankie down to breakfast with her. Many residents commented on how lucky she was to have such a neat blanket, but Angela felt sick inside. Blankie could tell something was bothering her. After breakfast Angela took Blankie out into the courtyard and sat on a bench in the corner.
"What's the matter Angela?" asked Blankie.
"Blankie, we need to talk," she said. "You can't stay here with me."
"Why not?"
"Because. You belong to Prisha. Her name is even written on you. You can't give up yet."
"But I'm out of options. I can't get back before she moves."
"Didn't you say that nice man had one more job for you?"
"Adrian? Yeah. But I haven't had much luck at jobs he finds me."
"I think you should give him one more chance. You can't give up yet, Blankie."
"But what about you, Angela?" asked Blankie.
"You said Prisha is moving to Denver. Maybe we'll see each other again. But whatever happens, I can't keep you if you still have a chance of getting back to Prisha. If you were mine, I would hope you'd come back to me." 
Blankie reached out and hugged her with all his might.
"Now I know why you're named after the angels," he said. "Thank you. I hope we'll see each other again soon."
"Me too," she said with tears welling up in her eyes. "Go for it Blankie! You can make it!"
Blankie hopped down from her arms, climbed over the fence, and ran across the street to the mission. He found Adrian sitting at a table inside, surrounded by other men. As Blankie came close he heard what Adrian was saying.
"...then he got that stubborn ol' Bryan to take a job at Renaldo's," Adrian told the others gathered around. "And I never felt better than when I gave him to that little girl whose mom is so sick."
"C'mon, Age," said a big man with long dreadlocks, "Talkin' blankets? Give me a break man."
"Ahem!" interrupted Blankie as he jumped up onto the table.
"Blankie!" greeted Adrian. The rest of the men gasped at the walking, talking, jumping blanket.
"No time to be discreet, Age," said Blankie. "I need that other job fast!"
"He's talkin'!" pointed one man.
"Ssshhh!" Adrian told the man. "But what about the little girl?" he asked Blankie.
"Angela won't keep me unless I try."
"What a sweet kid," said Adrian. "Even though her mom is dyin', she still isn't selfish."
"I'm not sure she knows how sick her mom is," said Blankie. All the men sighed. 
"Well, hold on Blankie, I'll call Charlie," said Adrian, jumping to his feet. "He can take you to the airport." Adrian ran to use the phone. While he was gone no one said anything, they all just stared at Blankie. Blankie thought he could have said 'BOO!' and sent them all through the roof. So he tried it.
"Boo!" he hollered.
"AAAAAH!" the men all screamed and jumped back. Just then Adrian came running back into the room.
"Blankie, we gotta hurry!" he said. "We don't have much time! C'mon outside!"
Adrian grabbed Blankie and ran to the front of the mission with all the other men following close behind.
"But I don't have money for a plane ticket!" said Blankie when they reached the sidewalk.
"You don't need money, Blankie," replied Adrian. "You're working your way there."
"As what?" asked Blankie.
" A 'Regurgitation Station,' remember?"
"Oh yeah! What's a 'Regurgitation Station?' I thought we were past playing games, Age."
"We are, Blankie, but if I told you what it was you might not go." This worried Blankie, but he had no time to question any further because at that very moment Charlie came skidding up to the curb.
"Get in Blankie!" he yelled. "I've got less than thirty minutes to get you to the airport and on a plane. It's never been done before, but if it can be done, Ol' Charlie can do it!"
"Amen!" yelled one of the men as Blankie jumped into the cab. Blankie turned to look at Adrian one last time and saw something he hadn't noticed earlier.
"Nice coat, Age!" Blankie said. Charlie stepped on the gas.
"I.. got.. it... from.... my.... friends.... at..... the....... miisssiiionnnn!!" Blankie heard Adrian yell as they sped away.
 
Charlie To The Rescue
 
Charlie was driving like a wild man, dodging in and out of traffic, racing to the airport.
"I may not be much on character, but I deliver in the clutch!" he said, swerving around a slower car.
"Thanks," said Blankie. "How do you know Adrian, Charlie?"
"He didn't tell you?" asked Charlie, keeping his eyes on the road.
"No."
"Age used to drive cab. Was one of the best. Good to passengers, good to have around the garage. Kept everyone's spirits up." They turned a corner, tires squealing.
"I thought he was a teacher," said Blankie.
"He was before he drove cab. Age is smart."
"What happened to cab driving?" asked Blankie.
"Booze," answered Charlie. "Never lost his license, just eventually couldn't hold a job. He lost everything. But in the last couple days I've seen a spark in him that hasn't been there for years."
"Age is my friend," said Blankie. It was all he could think to say. Charlie picked up the conversation.
"Blankie, there's something I've been meaning to ask you. Those spots on you, they're not hairballs, are they?"
"NO! They are not. They're meteors. Doesn't anyone know what meteors look like anymore?"
"Sorry," Charlie said, then changed the subject. "Blankie, you were right to walk out on me the other day. What I was doing was wrong. Sometimes it takes somebody doing right for me to see that what I'm doing is wrong. Thanks, Blankie."
"Thank you," said Blankie.
"I know it doesn't make up for what I did, but I gave the money to Ty Morgan's wife. Ty was hurt last week when someone robbed him in his cab. I told her the money wasn't from me."
"Someone robbed a cab driver?" asked Blankie.
"Yeah, happens a lot."
"Do you ever get scared, Charlie?"
"Oh, yeah. But at least I don't have a family to worry about. Like Ty." They sped around a bus.
"No wife?"
"No. She died in '88."
"How do you spend your time now?" asked Blankie.
"Driving. And movies. I've seen about every movie worth seeing. And I've got a big-screen TV."
"What about people?"
"I drive people around all day. Who wants to see 'em at night?"
"What a world," said Blankie. "A blanket is running around in a city where people sleep in alleys, where little girls with dying moms walk back and forth in front of shelters, where cab drivers get robbed...... And the blanket seems to be the only one who sees something wrong with this. Go figure." 
"You're not the only one, Blankie. Age used to talk just like that."
 
They sat in silence the rest of the way to the airport. When Blankie and Charlie arrived at the airport gate, Charlie spoke with a guard named Lloyd. Lloyd let Charlie drive out onto the Tarmac. Soon Charlie pulled up next to a plane which workers were filling with luggage.
"Okay," he said to Blankie. Once I've got you on the plane, you find a slot on the back of a seat and fold yourself up like an envelope and hop in, okay? This plane is going to Wichita, which is about an hour's drive south of McPherson. That's what Age said to get you on. So you gotta go north from the airport. Up one-thirty-five. How you'll manage that, I don't know. But you seem to have some kind of magic, so I'm betting you will.”
"Thanks for all you've done, Charlie," said Blankie, his appreciation evident in his voice. "And funny you use the word magic, Charlie..." Blankie wondered for a moment, then added, "Hey, help take care of Age, will you?"
"Of course, forever. Now, let's go." Charlie climbed out of the cab, carrying Blankie. He walked up to one of the men loading baggage on the plane.
"A little girl left her blanket in my cab," he told the man. 
"So?" asked the man.
"Well, I want to get it back to her," answered Charlie.
"There's no one on the plane yet," said the man. "Why don't you take it back to her inside the airport?"
"I was driving away when I realized she left it. I knew I wouldn't have time to make it all the way back through the airport. I thought maybe you would let me leave it sitting on the back of a chair up front where she would see it when she boards." 
The man stared at Charlie for a second. 
"How'd you get out here?" he asked.
"Lloyd let me through," answered Charlie, pointing toward the gate. "Lloyd knows me." Lloyd waved.
"Okay. All right. Go put it on the plane," said the man. "But I'm goin' in with ya."
Charlie and the man boarded the plane, and once inside Charlie left Blankie in plain sight on the back of the first seat, just as he'd told the man he would. Then Charlie and the man left the plane.
As soon as Blankie heard Charlie's cab pulling away he jumped up, ran toward the back of the plane, picked out a seat, then folded himself up like an envelope and jumped into the pouch.
 
 
A Choice And A Chance
 
Blankie hid in the pocket on the back of the seat just as the passengers began to board the plane, and much to Blankie's delight a little girl eventually sat in the seat facing him. The little girl had a bag of books, and even before the rest of the passengers were seated she was reading the books aloud to her mom, though her mom was trying to read a magazine.
Blankie was able to relax while listening to the little girl talk, and he noticed a growing sense of peace coming to him, a certain confidence that everything would be all right. Something about being around children gave him hope and encouragement he didn't find in most other places.
Soon the stewardess gave a lesson on what to do in case of an emergency. When she was done the plane began moving and the people grew quiet. As the plane picked up speed the little girl looked out the window, and when the plane lifted off the ground she let out an excited "Wow!"
"Mommy," she said, "it looks like we're moving so slow that we're gonna fall out of the sky! And it seems like we're goin' straight up!" Blankie felt good being close to such wonder.
When the plane was aloft for a while and the view no longer interested her, the little girl returned to her books. She read them for quite some time, then ran out of interest in them. She began exploring her surroundings. She started with the seat in front of her mom. She pulled down a tray that descended from the seat, then pushed it back up.
"That's for eating," said her mom, not looking up from the magazine she was reading.
The little girl removed all the contents from the pocket on the back of the seat. She grabbed several of the magazines to show her mom.
"Those are for reading," said her mom, still reading.
Then the little girl found something neat in among the magazines. It was a thick paper bag lined with plastic.
"What's this for?" she asked her mom. Her mom peeked around her magazine.
"That's for..." her mom caught herself and lowered her voice. "Uhm, that's a barf bag, honey. Some people get sick on planes."
"A barf bag!" thought Blankie." So that's what a 'Regurgitation Station' is! Adrian better hope I never see him again, I'll regurgitate his station!"
The little girl grew tired of exploring her mom's side and began to explore her own. She opened up the ashtrays which were no longer used, found some buttons that adjusted her seat, and found a footrest she could lower, though her feet couldn't reach it. Finally, she turned to the pocket Blankie was in.
"Mom look!" she said, pulling Blankie out. "This barf bag is different!"
"Mmm-hmmm," replied her mom, not bothering to look beyond her magazine. The little girl examined Blankie more closely, then unfolded him.
"It's not a barf bag, " she remarked quietly, somewhat amazed. "It's a blanket."
"Hi, I'm Blankie." Blankie introduced himself.
"I'm Caroline. Where did you come from? Do you belong to someone on the plane?"
"It's a long story," said Blankie. "Put me up close to your ear." She did, and Blankie told her all he'd been through. Caroline's mother, who could hear only Caroline's voice, told her to speak quietly several times, but she never lifted her eyes from the magazine to see what was going on. Eventually Blankie finished the story.
"So you see," he said, "I've got to get from Wichita to McPherson once the plane lands." Caroline turned to her mother.
"Mom, don't we go past McPherson the way home?" she asked.
"Yeah, honey. Why?" 
"No reason," said Caroline, and she returned her attention to Blankie. "My dad is picking us up at the airport. We live in Salina, so we drive right past McPherson. If I threw you out of the car, could you make it to Prisha's house?"
"I've made it this far," replied Blankie. "Thank you, Caroline." Caroline put Blankie into her book bag so her mom wouldn't see him. They were still able to talk, but Blankie's voice was muffled coming from inside the bag.
When they landed, Caroline's dad met them at the airport. They all hugged, and while they waited for their luggage Caroline told her dad all about their trip to her grandmother's. Soon their luggage came, and then they were outside, loading the car, and on their way. Blankie was excited, but it seemed as though time was slowing down, and each minute had become an hour.
After about thirty minutes they pulled into a truck stop in Newton.
"Do we need gas?" Caroline asked her dad.
"No," he answered, "but this place has the best pie in Kansas." 
Blankie waited in Caroline's bag while they went in and had their pie. The minutes now seemed like days to Blankie. By the time Caroline and her parents were back in the car Blankie felt he was about to explode from anxiety. He wanted to jump up and run anywhere, any direction, screaming as he ran. His thoughts ran back and forth, forth and back, faster and faster, from the joy of seeing Prisha, to the horror of finding her already gone, to dying before he even made it home. In some ways, dying seemed better than finding Prisha gone. He thought of how Angela or Caroline could have given him a good home. It would be awful to end up finding an empty house after passing up a new life that was already within his reach. All these thoughts came spinning, faster and faster until they seemed to be a scary noise roaring inside his head. 
Blankie thought for a moment: How easy it would be to just go home with Caroline, to not have to face the uncertainty of trying to chase his dreams. In fact, the scary noise inside his head seemed to demand he make this choice immediately and finally feel safe. No more crazy jobs, no speeding cabs, no geese, no crows, no sleeping in alleys. If he found Prisha already gone, all of these and worse could be waiting for him. All he had to do is stay with Caroline to remove the chance of ever going through such hard times again. A warm bed, a sweet child, trips to grandma's. The easy life. All would be well again. 
 
No, it wouldn't, Blankie somehow knew. Or why have dreams in the first place? Angela was right. Blankie could never belong to anyone else until he had done everything he could to find Prisha. That was his dream. He couldn't live with the 'what ifs' that would forever haunt him if he quit now.
Blankie shut his eyes and said quietly, "I know the Angel Code says there's magic in dreams and goodness. I think I’ve seen a little magic happen with Age and Bryan. Age told me their magic is called grace. Caroline is my magic right now, she's my grace. I've got to put my trust in that. My dream and my goodness are in trying to get back to Prisha, whether I make it or not. I have to try. That's all there is. I hope there really is magic. I hope." Then Blankie looked up to Caroline.
"I'm scared," he said.
Caroline stroked Blankie and said loud enough for her parents to hear, "Mom always says you can't focus on what scares you or you'll go batty, right mom?"
"That's right," said her mom. "I'm happy you remember that, Care Bear. Yeah, you gotta keep your eyes on the prize in this life. Everything else gets too scary."
Caroline said softly to Blankie, "She always talks about that. She says she survived cancer that way."
"Thank you," Blankie said. "I almost lost it. Eyes on the prize."
 
"McPherson, next exit!" Caroline shouted a few minutes later. Blankie's heart raced. Caroline took him out of her book bag and held him in her lap. She leaned down and put her face next to him.
"Bye-bye, Blankie," she whispered. "Good luck!"
"Thanks, Caroline, I couldn't have made it without you."
Caroline sat up.
"Mom, Dad– It's hot in here!" she trumpeted.
"'Well roll down the window," said her dad. She immediately did just that, then in one quick motion tossed Blankie out the window.
 
Showdown With A Gander
 
Blankie blew from the car window, bounced off the tail corner of the car, and rolled to rest on the pavement behind Caroline's dad's car. A loud roaring sound filled his head, which was still dizzy from the ordeal.
"Thunder," Blankie thought, and then another loud roar got his attention. He turned and saw an enormous trash truck bearing down on him.
"Aaaauuugghh!" cried Blankie as he rolled up into a ball. How horrible to die beneath the stinky wheels of a trash truck so close to home, he thought. He was dead center in the middle of the lane, however, so he was between the truck's front tires.
"VVWWOOOOOM!!!" The trash truck roared over him.
The wind that followed the truck lifted Blankie up and dropped him in the grass median between the two sides of the interstate. He quickly jumped up and ran across the other side of the interstate, through the ditch, then hopped through a wire fence into a field that bordered McPherson. There he stopped to catch his breath.
The thunder sounded again, and now rain began to fall. Big drops of rain. Prisha loves the rain, he thought. It was her least attractive quality. That and her thing for birds. Blankie did not want to get caught in the rain, especially in a field. He began running. If Blankie had looked up in the sky right then he would have seen the two silhouettes gliding above the next field over, but he was too preoccupied with trying to get out of the field he was in before the rain hit hard. The silhouettes were Hal and Byron, the two big ganders.
"Hey Hal," said Byron, spotting Blankie running across the field. "Look over in that field over there." He pointed his beak toward the field Blankie was running in. "Isn't that the nest that outsmarted you?"
"He didn't outsmart me, feather brain," said Hal. "You got in my way, or I'd have caught him! Geeettt Hiiimmmmm!"
With a loud war cry the two birds began their dive. Blankie heard their hollering, looked up and saw them, then broke into a full-out sprint for the nearest road. At just that moment the heavens opened and the rain started coming down in what seemed like bucketfuls.
"Oh, great," thought Blankie, "As if things weren't bad enough..."
Hal made the first dive at Blankie but Blankie's quick lean at the last second caused the clumsy bird to miss. Immediately after Hal passed, though, Byron plowed into Blankie and sent him rolling in the mud. The thunder cracked so loud that for a moment Blankie thought he'd been hit by lightning. When he realized he was still alive, Blankie jumped back up and began running again, though now he could not run as fast because of all the mud stuck to him. He looked back and saw the two birds circling for another dive.
"Get that moth-bitten mud sheet!" yelled Hal as they dove toward him.
Blampffulupppphh! The two birds crashed against Blankie and sent him sliding on his face in the wet mud. Blankie heard them laughing above him.
"He's ours!" yelled Byron.
"You mean mine!" replied Hal as they circled. Byron looked angrily over at Hal.
"You mean I'm out here in the rain for nothin'?" Byron squawked.
"Geeetttt Himmmmmm!!" yelled Hal, ignoring Byron and beginning to dive again. This time Byron didn't follow him.
Blankie struggled to get up and saw he was close to the road. He looked back and saw Hal in a full dive. Blankie tried to run to the road, but the mud was weighing him down so heavily that his run was at best a lumbering, struggling jog. The bird would surely get him this time, he thought as he trudged forward still looking back over his shoulder at Hal.
Poooft! Blankie hit something so hard it knocked him loopy for just a moment. When he realized where he was, he was looking up at a big, mean-looking bird diving in on him. He turned to see what he had hit and saw it was the cable anchor for a telephone pole.
Now, there are times in life when a human, or a blanket, comes to see that the only option available is to turn and face whatever assails them, and Blankie had just come to that point. So he reached down and grabbed hold of the anchor with one corner and squeezed with all his might, then turned toward the diving bird. There was fire in Blankie's eyes.
"Heeeere, Birdie Birdie!" Blankie yelled with defiance erupting in his voice. The next moment Hal hit Blankie and grabbed hold of Blankie with his bill, and Blankie, instead of trying to get free, instantly wrapped a free corner tight around Hal's head. Hal tried to lift Blankie up into the air with him, but he was only able to lift Blankie until Blankie was stretched tight between the Gander and the anchor. Something had to give.
The anchor, which was screwed into three feet of solid concrete, didn't give. Nor did Blankie's grip on the anchor, which was powered by the strength of his desire to see Prisha again. It all came down to Hal, who boomeranged around like a dog running out of leash and slammed into the mud. Blankie jumped on him and kept the gander's head covered as Hal rolled around in panic, gathering more and more mud with each jerky roll.
"Letmeupletmeupletmeup!" screamed Hal. "Let me UP!" Finally, when not an inch of Hal wasn't completely caked in mud, Blankie jumped off him. The big bird staggered to his feet, then opened his eyes. They were only little slits through the mud. There was now no chance that he could fly. Hal was at the mercy of one irate little blanket.
"Get him Byron…" Hal yelled skyward in a shaky voice, but it was just one more bad idea. Blankie looked up at Byron with the same fire in his eyes, and Byron saw it.
"Remember, he's yours, ya big fool!" yelled Byron as the thunder crashed, and he turned to fly off through the pounding rain. Blankie turned back to Hal. He knew Hal couldn't run as fast as he could, not now, not in this condition. He also knew there was no way Hal could fly. In fact, the once arrogant Hal now could not hide his fear as he stared back at the angry little blanket. The rain and thunder roared, though Blankie barely heard them. Without taking his gaze off Hal, Blankie reached down and picked up a cornerful of mud. Then he looked Hal square in the eyes.
"The next time you decide to pick on a poor, innocent piece of bedding," Blankie said, "I want you to remember this name: BLANKIE!" Blankie screamed his name as he threw the mud at the gander's face.
"AAAWWWUUEEK!" squealed Hal, and Blankie ran off to the road celebrating.
"Yeah! Yeahyeahyeahyeahyeahyeah! " he hollered.
 
The River
 
The storm was fierce. When Blankie reached the road at the edge of town he felt the full force of the wind. The mud, that horrible extra weight that made every step so difficult, and the soaking rain that stung his body, were all that kept him from being blown away from Prisha a second time. He had the thought that at the parade his life was simple and dry, and that made him easy prey for the wind. Now his life was hard and dirty and soaked, and he was tougher for it all. Blankie leaned into the wind and trudged on. 
On he fought, through the storm, through the exhaustion, through the pain, through the fear and doubt, closer and closer to Prisha's house. Several times thunder clapped so near that he fell to the muddy ground for safety. Though the rain had made him heavy against the wind, Blankie hoped the rain would stop. He'd seen the street in front of Prisha's house flooded several times before. If it was flooded now, he would have to wait for it to go down.
"Don't think about it," he said to himself. "Eyes on the prize. You're gonna see Prisha again."
Blankie hurried, stomping through the water, making himself thin against the wind, block by block through the town toward Prisha's, growing more and more determined with each passing block. The skies continued to pour rain down on him.
When Blankie was only several blocks from Prisha's house he discovered the very problem he had feared. The rain had flooded a street he needed to cross, and the water in it was flowing like a river. He thought it was probably too dangerous to try cross, yet he couldn't bear taking the chance of waiting out the storm. He simply could not wait a second longer and risk missing Prisha, if he hadn't missed her already. Blankie went to the edge of the water and stuck a corner in. It didn't seem to be moving too fast. He stuck his other corner in and began crossing. 
"Slush slush slush" went Blankie's lower corners as he waded through the shallow water. The water didn't seem to be too deep or powerful after all. Then Blankie came to the curb. It was under the dark water, so he couldn't see it, and when he stepped off the current immediately caught him.
"Whoooaaa!" he moaned as the water yanked his corners out from beneath him, and Blankie was on his way downstream. He managed to spread himself out on top of the floodwater, and this allowed him to travel down the temporary river like a small raft.
"At least it's flowing toward Prisha's," he thought as he floated along. "This isn't so bad after all!" He was now only a block away from Prisha's corner. He flowed under a car, bounced off another car's tire, then looked and saw that the water was turning and flowing right down Prisha's block. All he would have to do is get to the edge of the water when he passed Prisha's!
It was as Blankie was considering his good fortune that he first heard the roaring. He tried hard to see what was up ahead that was making the sound, but he couldn't see. The river was gaining speed, drawing him nearer and nearer the source of the roar.
Blankie looked all around, trying to understand why he was accelerating. Faster and faster he went, the roar growing louder and louder. Lightning lit the sky as the sound of the thunder and rain blended with the roaring sound. 
"Is a tornado coming?" wondered Blankie, and as he reached Prisha's corner the water jerked him in a hard turn. He was headed straight toward the corner!
"A STORM DRAIN!" Blankie screamed as he realized what was making the roaring sound. Water was being sucked underground through the storm drain on the corner! Even Blankie knew that once he was in the drain he had no hope. He would be swept miles away, underwater, and dumped into a flooded creek. Blankie tried to swim upstream, but it was no use. He was going to go down the drain. Suddenly his skinny body was twisted and he felt each bar of the sewer grate scrape against him as he was dragged over it and sucked down through the opening, disappearing beneath the water pouring into the storm drain. The storm continued to howl.
 
The End Of A Storm
 
The storm pounded the small town a short while longer and then began to slowly let up. The water level in the street dropped, the thunder and lightning moved off into the distance, and the rain finally trickled to a stop. Several minutes after the last raindrops splashed to the ground, the last of the water poured down the storm drain and the late-afternoon sun broke through the clouds. The clouds continued to part and the sunlight made its way across the ground; shining first on the oil refinery, then on past Kansas Avenue, then alighting on the library. The sunlight slipped across Main Street, slid over the grounds of Lincoln elementary, then sped across the street to Prisha's block and lit up Prisha's yard, then the neighbors' yard, then the sunlight reached the corner storm drain that had swallowed Blankie. When the sun shot its warming glow down inside that drain – plink, plink – two eyeballs opened and looked up through the grate into the hopeful brightening sky. Blankie had tangled a corner around the last bar of the grate and had held fast throughout the storm, choking and spitting as the flood water poured over him on its way underground. 
Blankie took a few deep breaths, grabbed hold of the grate with another corner, and held himself up while he untangled the corner that had saved him. Then, with all his strength, he pulled himself up from the storm drain. When he was out he crawled up onto the sidewalk and spread out there, flat exhausted. After resting a minute or two he looked up. He could see Prisha's house! He began crawling, inching his tired little body along the sidewalk, too beat to stand and walk.
He inched his way past the corner house, then past Cody and Chelsea's house. All he had to do now was cross the alley and he'd be at Prisha's house. Across the alley Blankie crawled, and thankfully no cars came because he was too tired to dodge them. He crawled onward to where the sidewalk reached Prisha's front walk, and there he stopped to rest.
Blankie was breathing so hard that all he could hear were his own breaths, and as he rested his breaths came slower and softer, until he could again hear the sounds of the neighborhood around him. He closed his eyes, and he was so exhausted he had to fight falling asleep. He thought he heard kids playing in the distance, but he was too tired to look. He heard the sound of squeaking, he thought. Something like a mouse. The squeaking was coming closer. "No," he thought again, "that doesn't sound like a mouse, that sounds like....”
"BIKES!" Before he could scream they were upon him. Cody and Chelsea had taken their bikes out after the rain to go scouting and survey the damage, and now they were but feet from Blankie's skinny, weathered body.
"Vrroooommm! Vroooommm!" went the bikes as they ran over Blankie. He looked up and saw the kids riding away. He was so dirty that they hadn't even seen him.
That was it. Blankie had had enough. Even though he was so tired he could hardly move, he decided that the world was too dangerous a place in which to stand still. So he started crawling up the walkway. Past the meter hole. To the porch. Up the first step. The second. The third. To the door.
"Ploof ploof ploof ploof." Wet blankets cannot knock loudly. He ploomped down on the doorstep and waited. And waited. And waited. Finally, Blankie dragged himself over to the window and pulled himself up to look into the living room. What he saw sapped the last of the strength from his limp, little body. Everything was gone! He turned and looked at the driveway. The car was gone! There was no moving van. Prisha had already moved to Denver! He was too late! Blankie dropped to the porch and stared up at the sky. Tears tried to come to his eyes, but he was too tired to cry. There, wet and filthy, with bicycle-tire tracks across his body, Blankie passed out.
 
What A Blanket!
 
A short time after the rain ended Prisha and her dad came walking up the sidewalk to their house. Cody and Chelsea saw them and rode over to them.
"When ya leavin', Prisha?" asked Cody. He knew the answer but asked anyway. He hated to see Prisha go.
"Tomorrow morning," answered Prisha.
"Has Bwankie come back yet?" asked Chelsea.
"No," said Prisha.
"I bet he wiwl," encouraged Chelsea. "Bwankie's a good bwankie."
"Yeah," said Prisha. "He was the best." Prisha's dad told the kids that Prisha could play later, then Cody and Chelsea rode off.
As Prisha climbed the porch steps ahead of her dad she saw a lump of something beneath the living room window.
"Blankie?" Prisha asked, and got over there quick. "It's Blankie Dad!" she yelled as she picked up and squeezed Blankie. "Blankie! You're back!"
Blankie felt himself being held and tried to open his eyes to see what was happening.
"'Wow," he thought, "I'm so delirious that I'm dreaming Prisha is hugging me. Maybe I'm dead."
"Oh, Blankie, you made it!" exclaimed Prisha, crying with joy. "I'm so happy to see you!"
"Could it be?" thought Blankie. His head was clearing. "Yes! Yes, it really is Prisha!" He hugged her back.
Chelsea and Cody had jumped off their bikes and were running for the porch. 
"Blankie's back! Blankie's back!" Cody and Chelsea were yelling together.
"Yes he is!" said Prisha's dad. "What a blanket!" Prisha held Blankie out to take a look at him.
"You have tire tracks on you!" said Prisha. "You must have had a rough trip!" All Blankie could do was smile and cry. Prisha pulled him close again. Then she held him out away from herself.
"Oooh Blankie, you stink!" she said. Blankie didn't care. He was so happy to be home. Just then Prisha's mom pulled up in the car.
"Blankie's home!" Prisha yelled to her as she got out of the car. She stopped, leaned on the car door, and stared.
"Well, I'll be..." she said, then came up onto the porch. "Can I see him?" she asked.
Prisha handed Blankie to her and she examined him.
"Yep, it's Blankie!" she announced. Then she smelled him. "Oooh Blankie, you stink," she too said. They all laughed, even Blankie.
That evening, after Prisha's mom brought Blankie back from the laundromat, she took him into Prisha's room and covered up Prisha on her sleeping bag.
"I guess your dream was right," her mom told her.
"Yeah, but what about the other person standing next to me? And what about the baby boy behind me?"
Her mom smiled. "I guess we'll just have to figure those things out, huh? Now get some sleep, honey. Tomorrow's the big day, and we're leaving early. Dad will be in to read to you in a few minutes." 
When Prisha's mom was gone Blankie turned to Prisha.
"Where were all of you?" Blankie asked. "I thought I was dead."
"Dad and I took the big truck to park it at the school, and get some food. We had to wait out the rain. It was bad. Mom had the car. Sorry we scared you. Do your safety patrol and you can tell me all about it. I was so sad, Blankie."
Blankie got up and checked the closet.
"No make-believe monsters in here," he said. "In fact, there's nothing in here."
Blankie checked under the bed, or rather, where the bed used to be.
"No make-believe monsters under here either," he said, then covered up Prisha again.
"Blankie, it's so good to have you home again," said Prisha. Then she looked up at the ceiling.
"Thank you for getting Blankie back home to me," she said. 
"The Angel Code worked, Prisha," Blankie said. "But they don't tell you it crushes you first, humbles you, makes you change, before the magic comes. It's like you have to become the Angel Code first. The Angel Code hurts. You were right, Prisha, it wasn't as easy as I made it sound."
"Tell me all about it, Blankie," Prisha said, her eyes wide with anticipation. "We can start now, then finish after Dad's done reading."
Two Girls And A Blanket
 
The drive to Denver was long. Prisha's dad carried Prisha and Blankie out to the moving van when it was still dark, and when Prisha and Blankie woke they were already hours away from McPherson and on the way to a new life. It was scary, thought Prisha, but at least she had Blankie with her.
They drove all day, and when there were only a few hours of light left they topped a hill at Airpark Road and suddenly there it was—Denver! Miles and miles of city. Prisha had been there only several times to visit, and now the thought of living in such a big place with so many people scared her.  Remembering Blankie turned her mind away from the unknown future ahead. 
The weather had been unseasonably cold leading up to the move, especially at night, but now it was beautiful out, and they rode with the windows down.
Prisha's dad stayed on the same highway that brought them from Kansas until he reached what seemed to be the middle of the city. Then he went through some tight turns and onto another highway, which he soon exited to a bridge that became a city street. They had been on the street only a few blocks when Prisha saw up ahead something she recognized.
"Look Dad, it's the mission." She knew this place, the old brick building with the "Jesus Saves" sign and all the sad-looking men standing around it. When Blankie heard the word 'mission' he immediately came to full attention. Could it really be? He looked out the window and saw that it was! It was the mission Adrian had taken him to! He looked across the street and saw the women's mission and the courtyard. And there, shuffling in the courtyard, with her head down and hands in her pockets, was Angela. Before Blankie knew what he was doing he had jumped from the window of the moving van.
"Blankie!" yelled Prisha. Her dad stopped the van, not wanting to lose Blankie a second time.
Adrian, who had been leaning against the mission wall, saw it all happen. He saw Blankie jump from the window of the big yellow van and run over to Angela, and he saw Angela grab up Blankie in a bear hug and squeeze him with all her might. He saw Prisha and her dad get out of the van and go in search of Blankie. Prisha's mom pulled up behind the moving van and waited with her car's hazard lights blinking. Adrian started walking over to the women's mission, slowly at first, then faster as his excitement grew.
"Blankie! Blankie!" yelled Prisha, looking around. Then she spotted him in the arms of the girl behind the fence. She ran over to the courtyard and a lady let her in, then she walked up to Angela. Her dad was still out on the sidewalk searching.
"You must be Prisha," said Angela. Blankie reached out from Angela's arms so that Prisha could hold him too. When both girls were holding him he pulled them a little closer together.
"How do you know my name?" asked Prisha.
"Blankie told me about you."
"Oh," said Prisha. "So you must be who Blankie was helping." Then it came to her.
"You're the other ankles, uh, the other person in my dream!" Prisha exclaimed. Just then Prisha's dad and Adrian arrived.
"Dad," said Prisha, "Blankie was in Denver all the time he was gone. And he stayed with this girl."
"'What's your name?" asked Prisha's dad, getting down on one knee so he could look her in the eye.
"Angela," she said meekly.
"So Blankie was with you?" asked Prisha's dad. Not only was he wondering how a blanket got to Denver and back, he was also wondering how he was going to resolve this mess. He would have preferred to give Blankie to Angela, but he knew how that would upset Prisha.
"Yes," answered Angela. Then she pointed at Adrian. "He gave him to me," she said, sounding like she was trying to stay out of trouble. Still kneeling, Prisha's dad turned his head toward Adrian.
"At the time I didn't see no way to get Blankie back to Prisha," said Adrian.
"But Blankie got back, Prisha's dad said. "Are you responsible for getting Blankie home to Prisha?" 
Adrian thought for a second.
"Yes, I guess you could say that," he replied. Prisha's dad stood and stuck out his hand, which Adrian took.
"I can't thank you enough, Sir," said Prisha's dad, smiling and pumping Adrian's hand. Adrian smiled. Both girls were still holding Blankie.
"Well, young lady," Prisha's dad said to Angela. "I need to speak to your parents. Are they around?"
"My dad is gone," said Angela. "But my mom's inside." Prisha's dad motioned to Prisha's mom, who turned off the car and came over to the courtyard. Prisha's dad took Blankie, then all of them, including Adrian, went up to speak with Angela's mother.
 
Epilogue
 
Almost eight months later, on Christmas Eve, there was a knock on the Collins' door. Prisha answered the door to an older man with a big smile and a sack over his back.
"You're not Santa Claus," she said.
"No, I'm Adrian Harper," said the man. "I'm the man who got Blankie back to you." He looked so much better now that Prisha hadn't recognized him. He was clean-shaven, well dressed, and he had a full set of white teeth.
"Oh! Come on in!" said Prisha, moving aside and closing the door behind him. Just then Angela came walking out of the kitchen carrying some cookies. She looked a little older now, but the main difference in her appearance was her smile. Adrian could immediately tell how much happier she was than when he had first seen her back at the mission. There was hope in her eyes.
"Hi Angela!" said Adrian. Angela ran over and hugged him.
"Hi Age!" she said as she squeezed him. "I missed you." Prisha's dad now emerged from the kitchen.
"Mr. Harper," said Prisha's dad. "Welcome."
"Please call me 'Age,'" said Adrian.
"If you'll call me Ty," said Prisha's dad. He turned toward a stairway. "Honey, come down!" he yelled.
Adrian looked around nervously as they waited for Prisha's mom, and when he could no longer stand the tension he spoke.
"Well, I just wanted to let you know," he said, "I'm driving cab again. Been sober since the day after you met me." Adrian's voice started to crack, so he paused and took a few breaths. Just then Prisha's mom came down the stairs holding a baby boy who was wrapped in Blankie. Adrian smiled at them and went on.
"When you decided to take Angela in, I realized that something a friend of mine was trying to tell me was true. I realized that life is what I make it. I saw that there is magic in goodness and dreams."
"Magic?" asked Prisha's Dad. 
"Yeah, it's in the code..." Adrian began, but Blankie shushed him with a voice that only Adrian, Angela, Prisha, and the baby could hear.
It was quiet for a moment, then Prisha's dad said, "Yes, there does seem to be something sort of beautiful happening. I don't know how, but it is."
"Yes, it is," Adrian said. "And it keeps happening. I volunteer down at the mission now, do whatever I can." 
Adrian looked over at Blankie as Prisha's mom and dad smiled and congratulated him. He could see at least one patch sewn on Blankie, but it was evident that Blankie was still enjoying life wrapped around that beautiful baby boy.
"Well, like I was saying," continued Adrian, "my friend was right, you do find happiness, even magic, in kindness. I guess I knew that all along. But as I began to let myself dream a little, doors started opening. You couldn't miss the magic! Anyway, I told our story to guys at the mission, and a bunch of us wanted to do a Santa Claus thing. We got some presents, gonna pass them out at the women's and children's mission tomorrow, but tonight we have a present for each of you." He reached into his bag and brought out a gift for each of them except for the baby boy.
"I'm sorry," he said, motioning to the baby. "I didn't know about that one."
"Devaj is perfectly happy with Blankie," said Prisha's mom. "Thank you, Mr. Harper."
"Age," he corrected her, and there was a momentary silence. Blankie used that quiet moment to call over to Adrian in a kind voice that only Age and the kids heard.
"All the magic began the second I met you, Age," Blankie said. "Thank you."
Adrian nodded his thanks, then announced, "Now if you'll open the door, the guys have a surprise for you. But remember, some of 'em ain't quite sober."
"Okay!" They all laughed, then Angela opened the door. There on the front lawn stood a bunch of ragged men.
"After I told them all you had done," said Adrian, "they wanted to make sure they sang here too. Hit it boys!" And they did:
 
Angels we have heard on high
Sweetly swinging o'er the plains
And the mountains in reply
Echoing their joyous strains
Gloooo-o-o-o-o-ooooo-o-o-o-o-ooooo-o-o-o-o-ooo-ria
In Excelsis Deo...
 
It was the worst singing he'd ever heard, Blankie thought, but it had never sounded more true.
 
The men from the mission finished singing, yelled a bunch of holiday greetings, then turned and headed down the walk with the Collins family standing in the doorway watching, Prisha and Angela in front. As the men rounded the corner from the walk to the street, Blankie heard one of them talking to Adrian.
"Age," the man said, "I know you said these people were a great family, takin' in that girl and all. But don't you think it's a little weird that they got that baby wrapped in a blanket with pictures of hairballs all over it?" 
Blankie could have just screamed.
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Chapters 1-6, Trail Of The Magi
Introduction - About Chipmunks
 
Dear Children:
 
Chipmunks are a lot like people. Though they come in many sizes and their external markings can differ somewhat, inside they are all very much the same. The hopes and dreams of chipmunks differ little from chipmunk to chipmunk—they all want to love, to be loved, and to have enough to take care of themselves—just like people.
Chipmunks also are like people in that they are omnivores. They are opportunistic feeders, dining on anything from bugs to nuts, berries to seeds, even flowers. They like to secure up a little store of food, a cache, just as we do in our cupboards, pantries, refrigerators, and freezers. If you watch a chipmunk long enough you will see it, cheek pouches full of goodies, running off to empty the contents of its cheeks into its cache.
Like us, chipmunks do not hibernate in the winter, although they do become lazier, sleep more, and come out only when the weather is quite nice, by winter standards. During these months it is their cache that sees them through.
There is another way chipmunks are like people, and this similarity is nothing chipmunks should be proud of. You see, like us, chipmunks almost always persecute any chipmunk who is different from the norm. A chipmunk born a runt will be chased and nipped at, ostracized, and sometimes even killed, as will a chipmunk born with any unusual markings.
This is a problem because Mother Nature is ever experimenting with life, trying to find stronger, more vibrant combinations, and though she fails almost every time, it is the relatively few successes that have made all the variety of life around us. And we, the ordinary, do not like that she is trying to improve upon us, just as those who came before us did not like it when she made us.
Even more, there are parts of us, other than just our physical bodies, which Life is also ever trying to improve. There are other opportunities for us to become better, higher beings, and unlike Mother Nature’s attempts to improve our bodies, which are pressed upon us without our consent, we are free to choose whether or not we will take part in these other methods of bettering creation.
Chipmunks too are free to choose whether to enter into this profound transformation. This is the story of two chipmunks who, driven by the pain of being persecuted for being different, decide to risk everything, even their lives, in a desperate chance at a better existence. But what constitutes a better existence? What constitutes a better life? Is it the circumstances in which we find ourselves, or is it something deeper—something within us? And do our circumstances create our inner state, or does what is within us create our circumstances?
Just as people, in their lives, must determine for themselves the answers to these questions, so too must chipmunks.
Chapter 1 - A Miserable Existence
 
It was the hot time of the year, when the tall grasses  swayed in the breeze, and when berries—blues and reds—filled the bushes for the bears and the birds. It was morning, and a lone hiker heading out on the Colorado Trail noticed all the chipmunks warily eyeing him. Stopping and reaching into a pouch hanging about his waist, the hiker withdrew a bag of trail mix. All the chipmunks leaned forward in anticipation, eyes fixed on the hiker. One chirped.
The hiker reached into the bag, took out a handful of the colorful mixture and scattered it in the weeds at the edge of the trail. Then he turned and headed up the trail. As soon as he began walking away every chipmunk within sight of the event dashed toward the weeds to try score some of the trail mix. They knew there'd be delicious nuts in those weeds, along with raisins, other dried fruit, and things even sweeter than Nature Herself could make. Nature could keep you healthy, but man could make you fat.
As the chipmunks ran to the weeds they fell into a sort of order. The biggest, strongest chipmunks were out in front, followed by a large group of the rest. No ordinary chipmunk from the large group dared try passing the leaders, for to do so would invite violent attack. Within the large group, however, chipmunks fought and bit as they ran, threatening one another with piercing chirps as each chipmunk tried to better his or her position by getting nearest the front of the pack, for the first chipmunks to arrive at the food would be the chipmunks who got to choose the tastiest morsels.
In the midst of this large group of ordinary chipmunks, being forced farther and farther back with each passing chipmunk, was a chipmunk who, although full grown, was about one-third smaller than the other chipmunks. His name was Stump, not for his stumpy tail, most of which was missing, but because in stature he was similar to a tree stump—shorter than all the rest of his kind. Knowing he was too small, and too weak, Stump, as he ran, did not bother to fight with the other chipmunks to improve his position. He knew he could not win. As the rest of the chipmunks jostled for space, the best Stump could do was try to remain unnoticed.
In fact, as Stump ran he wondered why he even bothered. The bigger chipmunks would crowd him out as they always did, and he would go away hungry as always. It isn't fair, Stump thought, the way the strong got stronger while the weak and puny could barely get enough to get by. If he were to ever speak with the Great Chipmunk he would ask why the Great Chipmunk had made it so. Stump himself could imagine a far better way to live, so it did not make sense to at all that the Great Chipmunk could not imagine a better world and then go about creating it.
Suddenly the whole group began crashing upon itself in a panicked effort to stop, and Stump was mashed beneath the feet of several chipmunks he had managed to stay in front of. A terrible fight had begun among the two chipmunks who ran out in front of all the rest. The group ground to a tumbling halt and dared not pass the combatants, for these two—Buster and Toadstool—were the fattest, meanest, strongest chipmunks in the area. Let them kill each other, every chipmunk in the crowd thought, as long as it is not me. Stump wriggled from beneath the chipmunks on top of him and worked his way forward to see the fight.
By the time Stump reached the front Buster was getting the better of Toadstool, and by a good margin. Toadstool's shoulder was slightly torn, and as Toadstool got up after being tossed by Buster, Toadstool's eyes met Stump's. Stump could see in Toadstool’s eyes that all Toadstool wanted was an end to the fight. As Stump stared into Toadstool's beaten eyes something new came into those eyes. Rage. Immediately Stump knew the rage was not directed at Buster, but at the runt who was enjoying the scene, for as they stared at one another Stump realized he was smiling at the whole view. He was enjoying seeing the mighty fall, only now one of the mighty had caught him in his pleasure.
Stump erased the smile and looked downward as Toadstool turned away to face Buster, who had begun a charge. Buster chirped violently as he raced forward in a wild, biting advance, and Toadstool had had enough. Rather than meet the advance, Toadstool turned and ran several feet away. Buster instantly stopped advancing, for with Toadstool's retreat Toadstool had admitted defeat. Buster now had what he wanted—first choice of the food in the weeds—so there was no longer a reason to fight. He turned and looked to the crowd of waiting, watching chipmunks, knowing that none dared try passing him, and as he did he glowed in his victory. Toadstool too turned to the group, angry in his embarrassment.
“Who else would like to try me?” Buster bellowed. The entire group lowered their eyes.
“I thought so,” Buster said, and he turned to go into the weeds. The rest began to move forward.
“Stop!” Toadstool shouted and bluff-charged the advancing chipmunks. They all stopped. “Buster may pass me,” Toadstool bellowed, “but none of you will go until I say so.” He paused, reveling in the fear on the faces in the group, and smiled. “Unless, of course,” he said, “any of you want to fight me?”
Not one chipmunk made a sound.
“Okay, you may go,” Toadstool said, and the crowd began filing cautiously past him. He watched them pass until Stump neared him, trying to sneak by unseen.
“Not you,” Toadstool said to Stump. Stump froze and slunk down in deference. He knew what was about to happen. Toadstool needed a weak beast upon which he could vent his wrath, a poor beast onto which he could pass his own shame. The poor beast was to be Stump.
“You disgusting stub-tailed runt,” Toadstool snarled at little Stump. Stump slunk even lower. Perhaps the little chipmunk's body language did not defer enough, or perhaps he did not keep his eyes cast downward in complete, pure surrender. Or, more likely, perhaps it would not have mattered what Stump did or how Stump did it. Without another word Toadstool jumped on the little chipmunk, flipped Stump over on his back and dug his teeth into Stump's neck, ready to rend Stump's throat wide open.
Stump froze, more still than the rocks in the mountains that looked down on his shame, his tiny feet pointed straight up in the air like a statue tipped over on its back. He dared not move, he dared not even breathe, and he tried his best to give not even the slightest indication of resistance. Stump knew his life was in the hands of this mean, evil beast, and though he hated himself far more than Toadstool could ever hate him, for some odd reason he still hoped to live. He tried to keep from breathing, knowing any movement at all might further anger his attacker.
The crowd that had passed Toadstool was now stopped and looking back to see if Toadstool would kill the little chipmunk. They did not care whether he did or not, they just didn't want to miss the show if it happened. Once Toadstool knew they had seen his fierceness and were reminded of his ability to kill any chipmunk other than Buster, he let go of Stump's throat and stepped back. Stump still did not move; his legs remained in the air as they had been, and he still held himself as if his throat were in Toadstool's teeth.
“The rest can go eat,” Toadstool said, and as soon as he spoke the crowd of chipmunks sprang off into the weeds. He turned back to Stump. “But not you,” he said. “I should kill you now—I should save you the misery of a runt's life. I will kill you next time.” As he lay there Stump could not help but feel that Toadstool was right. He would probably be better off dead. The world certainly wouldn't miss him. Toadstool grunted, then turned and walked into the weeds. Stump remained still until he heard the sound of Toadstool chasing another chipmunk off its claim. Then Stump jumped up to scurry off toward the hillside. The last thing he saw of the whole affair, in a glimpse as he began to run, was the man who had thrown the food standing just beyond the weeds, seeming to view with glee all that he was seeing, enjoying all the chaos he had created.
Stump ran around a log next to the base of the hill and hid behind it. He closed his eyes and the image of the man came back to his mind. There, quivering behind the log and letting out all the horror he had held in while trying to stay still during the attack, Stump remembered his father saying  that men were stupid, that men were utterly lost in the real world out here where the chipmunks lived. That was why, Stump's father had said, men built fake worlds around themselves. But at that moment Stump would gladly have taken any other world, real or fake, if it would have saved him from this miserable world he was stuck in.
Chapter 2 - A Dream Comes
 
Stump trembled behind the log, racked by shudder after shudder, sucking in loud breaths as he could, completely unaware of anything around him. He would die soon, he knew, for such is the destiny of a runt. Someone would kill him, just as someone had bitten off half his tail the first time he had come out to meet the bigger world. He had emerged from the den smiling and full of hope, he had re-entered it determined to hide in there forever. Had it not been for his father the other chipmunks would have killed him that day, but then, had it not been for Rockhopper, a lot of chipmunks' lives might be different.
Thinking of his lost father calmed him some, but also made him more aware of his own weakness. Chipmunks like Buster and Toadstool hated Rockhopper, for Rockhopper used his strength in good ways. Rockhopper was big and kind, able to do as he pleased, and he pleased to do good. That's what made Stump's being a runt all the more terrible—he was the son of the greatest chipmunk the river area had known. What a disappointment he must have been to his father, Stump thought, and then he wondered something he'd wondered before—was that the reason Rockhopper left? Because of him? Was his puny son too much humiliation to bear, even for a chipmunk such as Rockhopper? A tear came to Stump's eye as he decided, just as he had decided many times before, that this must be the case. He was the reason his father had gone. Nowhere in the world, Stump knew, was there a sorrier excuse for a chipmunk than he. Stump took a deep, sad breath, and finally quit trembling.
Stump now heard coming from the distant weeds the sounds of the other chipmunks. The occasional chirp or growl let him know his fellows were still gathering their tasty bounty, stuffing their cheeks with the goodies to carry them back to their dens. Tomorrow they would be well fed and bigger, while he would be hungrier and smaller still. Yes, he would die soon. He surely would. He unsuccessfully fought back a second tear as he envisioned his future—his own kind would drive him out to a bloody, lonely death, a death that would finally repair the filthy mistake nature had made when it had created him.
“Stump,” an old voice said from the other end of the log. Stump jumped and spun around. Had he been so lost in his misery that he hadn't noticed another chipmunk back here with him? He hoped the voice would belong to a friendly chipmunk, for he could not endure another beating. When Stump saw the voice's owner, he sighed.
“Oh, hi Eli,” Stump grunted to the scraggly, graying chipmunk. “What do you want?” Stump didn't mean to be rude, but he was. It was no matter though, for he knew that 'Old Eli' was the one chipmunk near the river that deserved even less respect than he did.
“I want to tell you something,” the old chipmunk said. “Something you need to hear.”
“I've had a bad enough day already, Eli,” Stump said. Eli nodded.
“I know, Stump,” he said. “I was watching. And I also know your mother probably told you that I'm useless and to stay away from me, but I need to tell you something. You'll find I'm not as crazy as they all say.” He paused and pointed at Stump. “Nor are you as weak.”
Stump started to look interested, then remembered something else his mother had told him about Eli, something far more defiling. Whatever interest was forming on Stump’s face turned to accusation. “Yeah,” Stump said, “my mother did tell me you were useless, and she also told me you steal from men. You are low, Eli. Leave me alone please. I don't wanna talk.” Stump turned his back to Eli.
“Bah” Eli snapped and waved his hand as if wiping away Stump’s accusation. “Why chipmunks say it’s low to steal from men I just don’t know,” he said, then pointed toward the chipmunks fighting and feeding in the weeds. “They take from man,” Eli said, “and by taking it openly they place themselves beneath man. Look at how they fight and frolic for the man’s amusement, as if that man were the Great Chipmunk Himself. It riles me to see chipmunks behave so lowly. I am not beneath such a stupid beast as man. And, Stump, neither was your father.” Eli paused and Stump turned back toward him. “Besides,” Eli added, “the men get all they have from the Great Chipmunk anyway. I take only what was intended for me all along, rather than leave it to the men to decide whether they want to give it to me or not.”
Stump shook his head. “My mother was right about you, Eli. You talk nonsense.”
“Only to those who don’t want to hear the truth, Stump. But your father understood me.”
“My father? Why do you keep bringing up my father?”
Eli smiled. He knew he had raised Stump's curiosity. “What else has your mother told you about me?” Eli asked. “Did she bother to tell you I was your father's best friend?” As Eli asked this his eyebrows raised and he fixed his unblinking gaze on Stump. Stump stared a moment and Eli could see the resistance rising in his face.
“No!” Stump finally blurted out. “My father your friend? Never! My father was the greatest, strongest chipmunk by the river. He fought off all others to win my mother. He was a good chipmunk, not an old fool like you!”
“And he was my friend.” Eli said again.
“Never! My father was not a fool!”
“Nor am I,” Eli said with a strength Stump had not heard since his father departed. Stump took a step backward and sank. Eli leaned forward and his face became kindly without losing its seriousness. “Stump,” he said gently, “if you listen to me, then I promise you one thing—before you go to the Great Chipmunk, you will understand who the fools are, and who they are not.” Stump stayed quiet, so Eli went on.
“Do you know why your father went away, Stump, or where he went?”
An attitude of civility began to come over Stump as he realized Eli might have the answer to the question that had bothered him since the day his father disappeared, the question everyone else avoided answering.
“No,” Stump said politely. “I don’t know why he left, or where he went. My mother said that every chipmunk has one responsibility and it’s to make more chipmunks. But some chipmunks, like Rockhopper, have a second purpose—to make a journey to find a place of their own. That’s all she told me.”
Eli smiled a knowing grin, then turned westward. “Your mother’s wrong Stump. ALL chipmunks have a journey to make, but most never try. Your father did. And I know where he went.” He turned back to Stump and could see Stump’s eyes fill with eagerness to know. Eli pointed where he’d been looking. “He went up the trail, Stump. Over the mountains. Where the men go.”
“What?” Stump burst out, his civility gone. “I told you I've had a bad enough day already. Why would my father have left us to go over the mountains on the man trail?” Eli looked sternly at Stump.
“Because I told him to. That's why.”
Stump drew back. “Why would my father have listened to you,?” he asked, and then both chipmunks fell silent as they heard the chatter of the other chipmunks departing the weeds with full cheeks, full bellies, and full hearts.
When it was again safe to talk Eli said, “This is why, Stump,” then motioned with his paw to the other chipmunks. “They are content when their bellies are full,” he said. “But you are like your father, Stump. Even a full belly would never fulfill you. That's why your father listened to me, and that’s why you’ll listen too. You’re just like him.”
“I am nothing like my father,” Stump said, then looked down at his tiny body. “He’s Rockhopper; I’m a runt.”
Now Eli reached out a paw and put it on Stump's shoulder. “No Stump, you are just like your father. Your father was a Great Beast, as are you.”
“Ha!” Stump laughed, then realized what he had done and hurried to correct any misunderstandings. “I'm not laughing at my father,” he explained. “I'm laughing about me. The first time I came out of our hole I came out a runt, and I went back in it a runt with half a tail. They would have killed me that day if Rockhopper’d let them. He should have. I’ll live a sorry life and die soon, maybe even today—if Toadstool feels like it.”
“Bah!” Eli spit. “And they say I speak nonsense! Toadstool and his like—they are nothing but beggars. They take what man gives them as if it were not already theirs, and they let the men make fools of them all. Look at them! Your father never begged anything from man, he never stooped so low, and your size has kept you pure—it's prevented you from becoming a beggar like them. Your size was a gift. And that’s why I have to tell you what I told your father, Stump. Because you are like him, and you can hear me. A beggar couldn't. Now listen.” Eli pushed down on Stump's small shoulder, and Stump sat down, eyes on Eli, ready to at least listen.
“Do you know where the man gets his food?” Eli asked Stump.
“No.”
“He gets it from the other side of the mountains. From the other end of that trail he always walks. And do you know who gives it to him?”
“No.”
“The Great Chipmunk, that's who.”
Stump's head went back a little as though he had been mildly shocked. “All chipmunks talk of the Great Chipmunk,” he said. “We go to Him when we die. Are you saying you know where to find Him now?”
“Yes.”
“But how?”
“I saw it in a dream, Stump. Plus, it all makes sense. It made enough sense for your father to take the trail to Him. Your father is at the other end of that trail now, in the Valley of the Great Chipmunk, dwelling with the Great Chipmunk.”
Stump looked up in thought, then shot Eli an accusing look. “You can't possibly know that, Eli.”
“Ah, but I do. I feel it in my bones, Stump. But listen and see if it doesn’t make sense to you as it made sense to your father.” Eli pointed toward the river. “See, man takes his things, the little things he sometimes accidentally leaves by the river, and he takes those little things up that trail, over the mountains to the Valley of the Great Chipmunk. There he gives the things, as gifts of honor, to the Great Chipmunk. If the Great Chipmunk is pleased, He gives the man some food. The man may eat some of it, and then when he gets back here he must feed the chipmunks the rest. Doesn’t it make perfect sense Stump?”
Stump thought. “Then what about the men who don’t feed us when they come back down the trail?”
Eli smiled. He had already answered this question for himself. “They either did not make it all the way to the Great Chipmunk, or the Great Chipmunk was not pleased with the gifts they brought, or they are just evil and are trying to keep the food all for themselves. You see, men have to bring gifts to the Great Chipmunk, and have to give food to us. But men are greedy and make us beg and fight one another.”
Stump thought on this and Eli could see him struggling. Eli went on.
“Your father went up that trail, Stump. He gathered some gifts he would need for the journey, some of those things men accidentally drop, and he went up that trail. On the other side in the Valley of the Great Chipmunk is a fulfilled life, a life in the presence of the Great Chipmunk. There the Great Chipmunk will give you whatever you need to be happy. On this side you suffer, on that side you will be made whole.”
Stump sat up, excited, as are all beasts when hope arrives. A new thought had come to Stump. “You mean the Great Chipmunk might make me big, like my father was?”
“I mean that in the Valley of the Great Chipmunk all things will be made right.”
Stump considered this, and Eli urged him on.
“Your father is waiting for you there, Stump. And you are a grown chipmunk now. You need to make your own journey.”
Stump looked down as he thought. Finally he looked up, “How far is it?” he asked.
“I'm not sure exactly,” Eli said. “I couldn't tell that in the dream I had. But it’s a hard journey, and a longer journey than any chipmunk before has ever made. Except your father. At first the trail is wide, as it is here, along the man's road. But then it leaves the river and narrows. It climbs up and over a mountain, then crosses a stream. After much travel you will come to a ridge, from there you will look down and see the river again. In that valley where the river is... there dwells the Great Chipmunk. And there Rockhopper will be waiting for you.”
Stump's eyes brightened, already feeling how wonderful it would be to see his father again. Yes, how wonderful it would be to live with the Great Chipmunk, never having to fight again, always having enough food, no more Toadstool. What was it Eli had said? In the Valley of the Great chipmunk all things would be made right? He would no longer be a runt!
Suddenly a sound came from the log above them and both chipmunks looked up. It was Toadstool. Stump cowered and Eli looked down.
“Talking with fools?” Toadstool sneered at Stump. “Telling you his Great Chipmunk stories, is he? Well, the Great Chipmunk isn't going to save you when I finally decide to kill you, runt. It might be tonight. Would you like to go see the Great Chipmunk that soon?”
Toadstool jumped down on the other side of the log. Stump and Eli could hear him moving away from them. When they were sure he was gone the two looked to each other.
“I'm going,” Stump said. “Tell my mother.”
Eli smiled. “I will. And Stump—be sure to take good gifts for the journey,” he said. “They must still have the life in them; otherwise they're useless. Go up the trail and look by the river where the road and river meet. That’s where you’ll find the best things man has dropped. That's what your father did. By the river you will find all the help you need. I promise that, Stump. By the river you will find all the help you need for the journey.”
Eli turned and walked away.
Chapter 3 - A Fellow Traveler
 
Stump did not watch Eli go, he was too eager to get away from his present circumstances. He bolted from behind the log and scurried up the rocky road toward the spot near the river that Eli seemed to have indicated, the place where the road and river met. Stump wanted to find some good gifts and get on his way before Toadstool came looking for him again. Though Stump felt hurried, he was still safe, darting from hiding spot to hiding spot only when he had made sure the way was clear. A traveling chipmunk, Stump figured, would be easy prey for any of the many things that liked to eat them. Stump was surprised how quickly and completely his feeling of security departed him as soon as he left behind his group and his family, and he was also surprised to learn that he had felt any security at all in that terrible place. Now that it was gone, though, he missed it. How strange.
Stump traveled on in his cautious manner about a quarter of an hour, hiding several times as hikers passed, and once storming about in wild panic when a mountain bike unexpectedly roared past him. It was immediately after this panic that he took a short break, thinking to himself that as he had almost been run over where the trail is wide, when it narrowed, as Eli said it would, he probably would travel just off the trail, never on it.
When he reached the spot where the road and river began to travel together, Stump saw a most curious thing. It was another chipmunk, full grown, sitting atop a rock, looking out over the river. The chipmunk sat so still that Stump suspected a predator was nearby. Stump scanned the area and saw no danger, then eyed the sky around him and saw no bird of prey above. Still, Stump noted that what that chipmunk was doing—sitting out in the open like that—was very dangerous.
Stump scurried to a bush near the chipmunk and from the shelter of the bush called out to the chipmunk. He received no response. In fact, the chipmunk did not move at all. Stump wondered if the chipmunk was even alive. Perhaps it was a trap. But then the slightest movement, a tiny shudder, ran along the chipmunk's back, and Stump knew the chipmunk was real and alive.
“Hello?” he called again. Still no response. He eyed the sky one more time, then stepped out and sniffed the air. The chipmunk was a female.
“Hello?” he said as he slowly approached. No response. Stump was approaching from her left rear, so that he saw only her left side. As he neared her the opposite bank of the river came into view beneath her, and Stump froze for a moment as he wondered if she was staring at something dangerous over there. But a few more looks and a few more cautious steps toward her convinced Stump that there was no danger. He closed the distance between them. Stump sidled up to her on her left side and asked in a friendly voice, “Whatchadoin'?” He said it in a way that did not imply that her behavior was strange, though it obviously was. "Watching the river,” she said. She sounded neither happy nor sad; just there.
“Why?” Stump asked, maybe still worrying about danger.
“So I can learn about the men who use it.”
“Why?” Stump asked again, unaware of how nosy he was being.
“Nothing better to do,” the female said. “Eli told me to come down here and study the men. He told me to learn about the things they use. Crazy, isn’t it?”
“What’s crazy?” Stump asked her.
“Taking advice from Eli,” she said.
“I don't know...” said Stump.
She sighed. “Well, at least it's kind of interesting. I figure I'll just live down by the river here and learn what I might until something gets me...”
“What?” Stump burst in. He was shocked. He had never heard any other chipmunk speak so casually on the subject that consumed him—death. Stump had thought he was the only one with so gloomy a life. “Why would you do that?” he asked. As Stump asked her this he tried to come around in front of her, but as he did so she pivoted, keeping him on her left.
“My own kind don't want me,” she said when Stump quit trying to come around her. “But the fox or the falcon will be glad to have me.”
“What?” Stump again exclaimed. “You don't just go to the foxes for that. Look at me. I'm a runt...” here her left eye went away from the river and onto him for the first time,”...and I'm missing half my tail. My kind don't want me either, but I won't go to the foxes. I'm going to go to the Great Chipmunk instead, just as my father did. He will welcome me there.”
“I'm going to go to the Great Chipmunk too,” she said. “Just as soon as the fox or falcon comes I’ll go to the Great Chipmunk.”
“No, you don't understand,” Stump said with some authority, then pointed at his chest. “I am going to the Great Chipmunk alive. That's what my father did.”
The subtle energy of raw interest began to fill her, though her gaze had gone back to the river and she did not look at Stump. “How?” she asked, her voice a little more  pitched.  “How can you go to the Great Chipmunk alive?”
Stump now spoke as if an authority on the Great Chipmunk, forgetting that most of what he knew had been told to him only moments before. “I'm going to the Great Chipmunk the same way my father did,” Stump said and pointed at the road. “The Great Chipmunk is at the end of this trail, in the Valley of the Great Chipmunk. There he has all the food and safety a chipmunk could ever need. He'll fix whatever isn't right. Eli said so. The Great Chipmunk is gonna make me big.”
At the mention of Eli her left eye darted to Stump, and now she spoke. “Eli said the Great Chipmunk is at the end of this trail?” she asked.
“Yes. In the Valley of the Great Chipmunk. It’s the Great Chipmunk that the men go see when they walk or ride up the trail. That’s why they have food to throw us—the Great Chipmunk gives it to them.”
“And you say your father went there? Did he come back and tell you all this?”
Stump looked a bit sad. “No,” he said softly. “Eli told me.” Stump perked back up. “But it was Eli who told my father to go, and if you knew my father...” He had intended to invoke the name of his father to overcome the doubt he thought Eli's name would inspire, but he was surprised by her reaction.
“Eli is the only chipmunk who was ever nice to me,” she said. “Like I said, he told me to come down here and learn the man's ways. He said he saw in a dream that I should do that. He said it was the only thing that could fix me. Make me whole. That’s what he said, anyway.”
“Fix you?” Stump asked, but she ignored him.
“Who’s your father?” she asked.
“Rockhopper.”
She looked at Stump knowingly. “That would make you Stump,” she said.
“Yes.” Stump looked ashamed to be named. He fiddled a moment, kicked the dirt, then spoke. “I'm sorry, but I didn’t get your name.”
“I'm Dottie,” she said, and she now turned to show him her right side. When he saw, Stump held in a gasp. The right side of her head had a colorless oval running around her eye, back to her ear, and down to her mouth. It was a large, white dot.
“I know you,” Stump exclaimed, pointing as if he were delivering good news, which he was not. “They attacked your family for not killing you when you were born.”  Stump suddenly realized he was being rude and quit pointing.
“Yeah,” she said. “They didn't want my mark getting on the chipmunks to come. They killed my father. Rockhopper stopped them from killing my mother too. And me.”
Stump was set back. “How do you know all this?” he asked. “I didn't even know that about my father.”
“Eli told me,” she said. “He hid me as I grew and snuck food to me. When I was old enough he told me my story and sent me down here.”
“Then he…” Stump was thinking, and he rubbed his head. There was confusion in his voice when he spoke. “Eli didn’t say you were here, but he sent me right to where he knew you’d be.”
“What do you mean?”
“He told me to come here to gather gifts for the Great Chipmunk.”
“Gifts?”
“Yeah. I have to bring the great Chipmunk gifts, things men have dropped, so He will be pleased with me and accept me and make me big. They have to be good gifts too—Eli said they have to have the life still in them.”
Dottie thought, and Stump saw the first real glimmer of life in her eyes.
“I think Eli meant for us to go together,” she said.
“Where?”
“Up the trail. Over the mountains. To the Valley of the Great Chipmunk. That’s why Eli said this was the only way I would ever get fixed. He knew he’d be sending you and we'd go to the Great Chipmunk together. The Great Chipmunk is going to fix me too, Stump!”
Faced with Dottie's sudden excitement, Stump stepped back and put out his tiny paws. “Wait. Wait wait wait,” he said. ”Do you know how hard this journey will be? No chipmunk has ever made it but Rockhopper, and we know what a great chipmunk he was. I’m a runt. I’ll need all my strength to get me over the mountains. I can't be worrying about you too.”
Dottie turned back to the river. “As I said, even my own kind don't want me.”
Stump ran around and got in front of her. “It's not that,” he protested. “I just can’t…”
“You need me,” she interrupted. Stump was stunned. “I know man's ways,” she said.” I know where the best gifts are. The ones with the life still in them. Eli planned it that way.”
“But…”
“And I won't show you where any gifts are until you let me come along.”
“But...”
“And you'll need help carrying the gifts.” She stared at him. “Some of them are heavy.”
“Okay, okay,” Stump said. “But you can't be expecting me to be helping you or saving you or anything. I'm only a short-tailed runt. You'll have to make it on your own.”
“I will,” she said with confidence. “And anyway, even if I die, either way I'm going to see the Great Chipmunk.”
Stump could not argue with this.
Chapter 4 - Gathering The Gifts
 
“Well, we better get some gifts then,” Stump suggested to get Dottie moving.” You can't just sit and stare at the river all day.”
Dottie turned with a bit of a frown on her face. “I'm not sitting here wasting your time or mine,” she said. “I told you I know the man's ways. I know how he uses his things. I said I already know the kind of gifts you need. I know of more gifts than the two of us, and ten more chipmunks, could carry. The reason I'm sitting here is I'm trying to decide which gifts would be best to take.” She turned and pointed at a rock down near the river.
“Do you see that black rock down there?”
Stump nodded.
“Just below it is a big gift. Go get it and bring it back up here.”
Stump went to the black rock, and when he hopped over it Dottie could hear his shriek of delight.
“It's glorious!” he shouted from out of view. “Magnificent!” Then Stump emerged carrying a spent firework attached by six strings to a plastic parachute that once held it aloft. He reached Dottie with the firework part, which was longer than his body, thrown over his shoulder, the parachute dragging behind.
“What is it?” he asked when he stopped.
“A star-maker,” Dottie said. Stump looked perplexed. “Do you remember sometime back when the men made the thunder and the colored stars in the sky?”
“Yes.” Stump remembered. He and all the other chipmunks had spent the night quivering while hiding from the noise and light.
“Well, this is one of the things that makes the thunder and colored stars,” Dottie said. “A man puts fire to it and it flies up into the sky. When it goes up it turns into thunder and stars. It floats down on the flat thing like the hawk floats on its wings. The men picked up most of the star-makers, but they missed this one.”
“Great!” Stump said. “The Great Chipmunk will be very pleased with a star-maker with wings!”
“No,” Dottie said. Stump was shocked. “It's done making stars. It's dead. Eli told you to get gifts with the life still in them, right? What would the Great Chipmunk want with a dead star-maker?”
Stump nodded. “I guess you're right,” he said. “But then why did you have me get it?”
“For its wings,” Dottie said. “We need the wings. We can wrap up all our other gifts in those wings and carry them that way. Plus, though the star-maker is dead, the wings would still work if they could somehow get up into the air like the man does with them. I think the Great chipmunk would be pleased to get the wings.”
Stump thought, then nodded happily. “Dottie, you’re very smart,” he said. “Eli was right when he sent you down here to learn.” Dotty blushed, at least as much as chipmunks can. She had never before been complimented by any chipmunk besides Eli.
“What can we get next?” Stump asked. “You tell me where and I’ll go get it!” Suddenly Dottie was feeling very good about herself, and she spoke with far more energy.
“First chew the wings loose from the dead star-maker,” she said. Leave the long things attached to the wings. Bite them near the star-maker.”
Stump did as she said.
“So, what can we get next?” Stump asked when he had removed the dead star-maker from the wings.
“Lots of things,” Dottie said. “Men leave lots of things lying around—things the Great Chipmunk would probably love to have.”
“My father always said men are stupid,” Stump said impatiently. “But who cares about that? Where are more gifts?”
Dottie pointed toward the road. “First, go to the flat thing the men eat at. There, underneath, is a bug-sticker.” Stump looked around for the flat thing she spoke of and when his eyes fell on a picnic table he knew that was what she meant. “What's a bug-sticker look like?” he asked, eager to run and get it.
“Like a twig,” she said. “But perfectly straight and sharpened at both ends. There also may be a wound-healer there, if it hasn't blown away already. If there is, bring it too. It was unused when I last saw it, the life was still in it. The Great Chipmunk would surely like it, if it's still there.”
Stump scurried to the picnic table and returned in only moments, carrying with him a toothpick and a bandage.
“Good...” Dottie said as Stump held them out before her. “And the wound-healer was still there. Good.”
“What do men do with them?” Stump asked.
“Well,” Dottie said, “they use the bug-sticker immediately after they eat. Men don't like bugs, and I think little black bugs are in their food. So when men are done eating they use the bug-sticker to stick the bugs that are hiding in their mouths. They jab the bugs with the sharp ends of the bug-sticker and pull the bugs out.” Dottie looked the bug-sticker up and down. “It looks like this bug-sticker still has all its life to give to the Great Chipmunk,” she said. “ The Great Chipmunk will be pleased.”
“And what about the... what did you call it? A wound-healer?”
“Oh. Yes.” Dottie grabbed the bandage and placed it over her forehead. It covered her whole face and hid her spot. “Men put it over a wound when they get one,” she explained. “See how it's white on one side?” She turned it around for Stump to see and he nodded. “They take that white side off and it sticks to the wound. It must be magic somehow. It makes their wounds heal. Men put wound-healers on their little ones all the time. That’s why there are so many men. It's like they never die.”
“Oh,” Stump said. It was not clear whether he truly understood. After a moment standing there with a confused look, Stump remembered his mission. “More gifts,” he said softly to bring himself back. And then louder: “Are there more gifts?”
“Yes, and good ones,” Dottie smiled. “Down by the river there, out of your sight now, is the trap the man uses to catch fish to eat. It's a floatie-thingy, round, red and white, and the floatie-thingy is attached to a thin strand of web, thin as a spider's web. But unlike the spider's web, this web does not break easy. It’s a magical web strand, Stump. It pulls fish right out of the river.”
“Wow...” Stump said thoughtfully. “If men are so stupid, how do they get such neat gifts?”
“I don't know, but they have them and they know how to use them. They must have extras, though, as careless as they are with them, leaving them around everywhere.”
“I guess,” Stump said, and he was about to run to get the floatie-thingy and the fish trap when Dottie stopped him.
“Wait,” she cautioned. “At the end of that magic web strand is a sharp, three-pointed tooth. It's that three-pointed tooth that gets into the fish's mouth and does not let go. Bring me the whole thing, Stump, but don’t let that three-pointed tooth bite you. Only a man can get it out.”
Stump nodded, then left and returned with the gift. It was a red and white bobber attached to a length of fishing line. At one end of the line was a weighted, still-sharp treble hook. The other end, after the line had threaded through the bobber, went on for a ways and then, where the line had broken, had nothing attached to it. Stump almost glowed with excitement over this gift.
“Absolutely incredible!” he exclaimed.
“Get the floatie-thingy loose,” Dottie instructed, pointing at the bobber. Stump hesitated, so Dottie explained. “The round thing, Stump. Figure out how to get it loose from the web strand. It's a separate gift.”
“Oh,” said Stump.
“But leave the three-sided tooth attached to the web strand,” Dottie finished. “And don't hurt the web strand.
Stump did as she said. First he examined the bobber, his tongue hanging out as he thought. Then with all his might, and a lot of grunting, he tugged and tugged until the line was free of the spring-loaded loops on the bobber.
“What is this for?” Stump asked when he was done. He was holding up the bobber and one eyebrow was raised as he ogled it curiously.
“I'm not sure exactly,” Dottie said. It's all part of the fish trap, But I do know it floats—like a duck—and it still has the life in it.”
“Oh,” Stump said, no more enlightened than when he'd asked. This time his dumbfounded stare did not last quite so long. “More gifts...” he suggested, looking back toward the road and then to the river.
“Up beneath that bush,” Dottie said, then pointed at a bush near a sign at the edge of the road. “You will find a bunch of little yellow things beneath that bush. They are hollow, open on one end. They are dead. The men used them up the same night they used the star-maker.”
Stump lifted his hands in a questioning manner. “But we don't want dead things,” he said.
“One of them is not dead. It’s not hollow and empty. At the end of it where the others are empty, it still has its life left. It has a silver rock, tucked halfway into the hollow end. Bring that one back to me.”
“What is it?” Stump asked, completely confused.
“A hole-maker,” Dottie answered. “Bring it to me and I'll explain it.”
Stump ran off and returned with a bullet. It was heavy. He handed it to Dottie, who examined it, then explained.
“The men have a thing that sets the hole-maker on fire. The hole-maker pops and the silver part flies out and makes a hole in something, if it's not too hard. I watched the men make holes in the logs over there...” she pointed “...but when they tried to make holes in that up there...” she pointed at the metal sign beside the road “...the hole-maker wouldn't work. That thing, I think, is made of the same stuff as the hole-maker. If you go look around that thing you will find the little silver rocks that fly out, flat and dead, lying beneath that hard thing. They couldn't make holes in it, so they died right there. But they did dent the thing. You can tell from here.”
Stump looked. She was right. “At least they made a mark before dying,” he said, and he was immediately conscious that now he wanted to do the same thing—leave a mark before dying. Dottie smiled at his comment, nodded, and for a moment Stump felt very intelligent. Then Dottie went on.
“I have two more gifts with the life still in them,” she said, and then grinned proudly. “And these two are the best gifts of all.”
“Where are they?” Stump looked eagerly all around.
Dottie looked up as if checking the sky for predators, looked all around as Stump had, then quickly scooted over and looked down to the spot she had left.
“You...!” Stump cried. “You were standing on top of them!”
“That's because these are the best gifts of all,” Dottie said through her great smile. She reached down and from the small crevice she had been covering she produced a small rectangular thing. A box of matches. Stump heard something shift inside it as she lifted it.
“It's hollow,” he said as if he were telling her something she didn't already know.
“I know,” she said. “It's hollow, but it’s not empty. Inside are fire-makers.”
She set the box of matches down on the ground between them and slid it open. She lifted out a wooden match and held it up before Stump.
“This thick end...” she said, pointing to the red and white tip, “...you rub it on the side of this thing here...” she pointed at the rough strip on the side of the box “...and boom, you've got fire.”
Stump's eyes were glazed over with wonder. “Wow,” he finally said. “Just like men! The Great Chipmunk will never have been so pleased as when I give Him these fire-makers!”
Dottie's eyebrows slanted. “You mean when we give them to Him,” she said. 
“Sorry.” Stump was embarrassed but kept on. “But you said there were two more gifts. What is the last one?” Stump felt sure this gift she had saved for last must be the best gift ever.
Dottie was excited again and she rubbed her paws together and licked her lips in delight. Her voice was higher when she spoke. “The last one is the greatest gift of all, the one the Great Chipmunk will love the most!”
“Well, what is it?” Stump's anticipation filled his voice, and he was now rubbing his own paws together and licking his own lips. Dottie reached down into the crevice and lifted up a bobby pin. All the excitement left Stump’s body.
“What is that?” he said, almost derisively. Dottie pulled back.
“It's a hair-thingy,” she said, affronted. “The men females put them in their beautiful long hair.”
“Why would the Great Chipmunk want that?” Stump asked. Dottie stuck it up to stump's nose.
“Smell it!” she said. He did.
“So what? It smells like flowers,” Stump said through a scrunched-up nose.
“And better,” Dottie answered with delight in her eyes. “It's the best smell in the world—flowers and fruit and morning, all together at once. That's how the men females smell sometimes.”
Stump grunted. “So what would the Great Chipmunk care about that? He'll probably laugh when we hand it to Him.”
“Or perhaps She'll cry with joy when we hand it to Her.”
The thought that the Great Chipmunk might be a girl struck Stump from so out of the blue that all he could do was grunt again and stare, so he grunted again and stared.
“Well, don’t just stand there looking stupid,” Dottie instructed him as she handed him the hair-thingy. “Put all the gifts in the wings so we can carry them, and let's get going.”
Stump obediently turned to do as she instructed, though as he put the gifts in the parachute he did mumble, just loud enough for Dottie to hear, “Flowers and fruit in the morning all together at once. I could hack up a grass ball.”
Stump lifted the enormous bundle up over his shoulder and began walking on three legs up the trail. Dottie giggled.
“What?” Stump asked.
“Maybe we could attach it so it rides on your back,” she laughed. “You know, like the men do to horses.”
“No thank you,” Stump growled. “Horses are as dumb as men. C’mon.”
Their journey to the Great Chipmunk had begun.
 
Chapter 5 - Hitting The Trail
 
Stump traveled in front, carrying the gifts, with Dottie walking silently behind him. It was clear to her by the way Stump continuously stopped and shifted his load that Stump was suffering under the bulk and weight of the gifts they had to take to the Great Chipmunk. And Stump was suffering. It was hot, very hot, and the floatie-thingy created awkward bulk while the hole-maker and the three-pointed tooth added considerable weight. Stump occasionally staggered, and when he walked through shade he slowed noticeably, not wanting the brief cool-period to end too soon. All the while Dottie watched him suffer.
They had traveled about a mile when Dottie could remain silent no longer.
“I can carry the gifts too,” she said.
“What?” Stump asked, slowly turning to face her.
“I said I can carry the gifts too.”
Stump looked at her while he thought. There was something in him that felt he must carry the gifts, some idea that suggested the Great Chipmunk would be more pleased if Stump suffered while bringing the gifts.
“No,” he finally answered.
“Why not?”
Stump looked frustrated. “I don't know exactly. But this is my journey. I have to carry the gifts.”
Dottie was hurt. She opened her mouth to complain that this was her journey too, and she was going to be sure and point out that Stump would not have such fine gifts without her, but just as she was going to speak a shadow slid over them. They froze.
“Hawk?” Stump asked quietly.
“Yes,” Dottie whispered. “I don't think he's seen us though, or he would have dove. Or maybe your load is confusing to him. Hawks don't miss much.”
“I was stupid to quit watching the sky,” Stump said, for he knew he had been careless, as though the normal rules no longer applied now that he was journeying to the Great Chipmunk. In that instant Stump realized that the ordinary rules mattered now more than ever. Stump, at last, had a good reason to remain alive, he had a dream. He had a life worth protecting. How quickly a little hope became arrogance, he noted. He and Dottie remained still.
“Is he gone?” Stump finally asked. He was unable to see from beneath his burden.
“He is,” Dottie answered. “Relax.”
Stump took the weight off his back and turned to Dottie.
“I think you're right, Dottie,” he said. “I'm sure he saw us, but the gifts confused him. We need to be watchful, more watchful than ever. He’ll be back.”
“Do you think we should walk where there is more cover?” Dottie asked. “Up here on the road we're too easy to see and there’s no place to hide.”
A mountain biker roared past, raising dust and startling the two chipmunks.
“I think so,” Stump said with a cough as the dust settled around them. “It'll take us lots longer because it's gonna be harder, but up here we're dead if anything attacks us.” Stump thought a moment longer. Dottie, he knew, had not been watching because she no longer watched. She was out of practice. But he himself? Stump had never felt important before, and here he was already feeling too important to keep watch. He turned and looked thoughtfully at the gifts that had made him important but were also breaking his back.
“Dottie,” he said, “if you still want to help carry the load, I'll take the help.”
Dottie smiled. “Load me up!” she said, and Stump helped her get the gifts atop her back.
“You walk in front,” he said. “Lead us down by the river. Stay close to bushes and crevices in case we need them. I'll keep watch.”
“Good idea,” Dottie said, aware that it was her idea all along.
Chapter 6 - Attacked!
 
The two traveled almost as fast along the river as they had up on the road, for now they were sharing the burden of carrying the gifts. When one would tire under the weight of the load the other would carry it, and whichever chipmunk was not carrying the load watched the sky and the riverbanks for predators.
Up above them on the road the occasional mountain biker roared past, and every once in a while Stump and Dottie felt the deep rumble of a Water Board vehicle passing, something they were used to seeing.
They traveled on as the sun moved across the sky, and both felt quite proud of the progress they were making. Stump had reconciled himself to the idea that by sharing his burden he might be sharing his reward, and frankly, at times he was glad simply not to be alone. That was a reward in itself.
Under the burden of the gifts Dottie was strong, and as she walked along she thought about how quickly the gifts had given her life back to her. In less than a day she had been restored, and she now wanted, almost as strongly as Stump wanted, to make it to the end of the trail. At the other end of this trail was a place where she would no longer hurt because she was different. There the Great Chipmunk would remove her blemish and for the first time other chipmunks would value her for what she really was. She mentioned this to Stump.
“Yeah,” Stump said dreamily while scanning the sky. “I understand. You know what?” He paused as if considering whether he wanted to tell her 'what,' then continued. “They named me 'Stump' because I'm a runt. So every time I hear my name it reminds me why they all hate me. I hate my name.”
“Me too,” Dottie said. “Do you think the Great Chipmunk will give us new names too?”
Stump thought, then smiled. “Oh, yeah,” he said. “He'll have to after he takes away your dot and makes me big.”
“Yes, She will,” Dottie agreed.
Stump bumped into Dottie. She had stopped in front of him and he had been too intently watching the sky to notice.
“What's wrong?” he asked.
“Look,” she said, and Stump came out from behind her. Up ahead a bridge carried the road from one side of the river to the other. Stump saw that they were going to have to get up on that bridge to cross the river, and while up there they would be out in the open.
“The road crosses the river here,” Stump said. “Eli didn't tell me about this.”
“What did Eli tell you about the trail?” Dottie asked.
“I guess not much, really. Only that it stays wide for a while. A road. At some point it leaves the river and narrows, and then we have to cross a stream and go a long way until we’re up on a ridge looking down on the river again. That's where the great Chipmunk lives, down by the river on the other side of these mountains. That's the Valley of the Great Chipmunk. But if we were going to have to cross the river sometime, I’m glad there’s a bridge.” Stump looked up at the bridge. “I'm gonna go scout it out.”
Stump looked around, then scurried up to the road and turned to the bridge. He immediately saw that they would be walled in while crossing the bridge, but at least the bridge was not very long. He thought of a plan, then went down the bank to tell Dottie, who had set the gifts down beside her.
“We need to get the gifts safely across,” he said, “and though I don't see any signs of danger right now, we can't risk the gifts. I'll cross first, only I won't be sneaky like we've been. Anything watching will see us on that bridge whether we try to be seen or not. So I'm gonna try to be seen. I'm gonna run side to side and back and forth. If a hawk takes flight I'll run him off up the road a bit, then dive into cover. While I'm running him off you'll sneak across the river on the road and get back down into cover.”
“You talk as if you're sure something will come,” Dottie said. “I haven't seen anything. Do we really have to be so careful?”
“We do,” Stump replied. “I think that hawk that flew over us has been watching us all along. I've only seen him twice, way up along the tops of the hills, but he was flying so he wouldn't be seen against the sky. He was keeping up with us. He's curious.”
“Be careful, then,” Dottie warned. Stump could hear the genuine concern in her voice.
“I will. And don't you go until I call out that it's clear, or until I've led the hawk away if he comes. Okay?”
She nodded.
Stump was off. He darted up the bank, onto the road, and stopped only a moment to check for anything that might run him over. There was nothing coming that he could see. He scurried as though panicked across the road to the far side of the bridge, up against the concrete wall, then scurried back. He reached the opposite wall of the bridge, rolled over once, then darted back across. He was acting so silly that he would have laughed at himself if the situation hadn't been so deadly.
From her hiding spot near the river Dottie, ready to go with the load on her back, saw the hawk take flight. Stump had been right. The hawk was thick, she saw, so it was well fed—a good hunter. To Dottie the hawk was power and might, the chosen predator. The hawk was accurate intelligence, unquestioned choice, obvious purpose. It was Nature's favorite, perfect in all its ways. Indeed, Dottie knew the hawk was everything chipmunks were not. It was predator, they were prey. It was god of the mountains; they were but a sacrifice to its greatness. Who were they to defy such a being? 
The hawk dove. Dottie gulped.
She could not see Stump from where she was, so she did not know if he was running up the road yet. The hawk, though, seemed to be diving directly at the bridge, so she assumed Stump was still on it.
“C'mon Stump!” she thought. She wanted to scream to him to run, but she didn't dare. “Get running Stump! Get away!” she thought. All her best hopes flowed up the bank toward her traveling companion.
The hawk changed direction. He was heading upriver. Dottie knew then that Stump was running. “Go Stump!” she thought as she squeezed her eyes and fists tight. “Go!”
When Dottie could wait no longer she sprang up the steep riverbank as best she could under such a load and began scurrying along the side of the road and onto the bridge. She was walled in now, there was no turning back.
She looked up the bridge and saw that Stump was no longer on the bridge. He had already found cover, and the hawk was banking, rising up to look for him. Her heart soared with delight knowing Stump was safe, but then sank as deep as it could go. The hawk had seen her, and was now beginning its deadly dive. She had waited too long.
Slowed by the weight of the gifts, Dottie could see that the hawk would reach her before she could get to the opposite bank and get in cover, yet she ran on. What else could she do? As she neared the end of the bridge she saw Stump re-emerge on the road up a ways, sneaking out of his hiding place to see what was happening. She saw the horror come over his face at the sight of the hawk diving on her. Still she ran on. She reached the edge of the bridge as the hawk hit her. Hard.
The blow sent Dottie flying off the road's edge out toward the river and separated the gifts from her. As she flew her body twisted around so that she could see the hawk lifting again with nothing in its talons, while the parachute, the 'wings' as she called it, opened, and the gifts exploded outward. Just before her twisting momentum turned her back to the hawk she looked one last time at his thick torso and saw a scar—no, a dark spot, a mark—a dying moon on the hawk's breast. Dottie marveled—the hawk was disfigured by a mark just as she was! She continued twisting until the hawk and the gifts were out of her field of vision, replaced by the river, and from that position she saw where she was going to land. She was going to land out in the swift-moving water.
Her breath left her. As she descended toward the river's rolling surface she heard the gifts rattling into the rocks along the steep bank, and then she was under water. When her head bobbed up several feet down the river, she could hear Stump screaming.
“Dottie!” he cried, and she saw a watery figure against the sky. Wow, she thought, he must be a fast runner to get back to her this quick...
“Dottie!” he cried again.
“The floatie-thingy!” she hollered as she went under. The river, she knew, was trying to claim her, as it did everything else that fell in. She only hoped Stump had heard her.
The river carried her away from the bridge, back in the direction from which they had come, though she was still quite close to the bank opposite the road. If Stump could not get her out, she knew, the river could carry her all the way past the spot where they had gathered the gifts, past her birthplace, and from there only the Great Chipmunk knew where it would take her. She knew only that she would not get there alive.
“Ploop!” Dottie heard a sound next to her and turned in the water to see the floatie-thingy, the red and white bobber, traveling next to her. Stump had understood her and thrown it to her! She grabbed it and was overjoyed to find that it was far more buoyant than she was heavy, and so it held her head well above the water. She kicked her legs and in only several hard strokes was at the shore where Stump, ignoring the bobber, pulled her out. Together they scampered up the bank to the bridge, where they looked up and saw no hawk, then turned around to see the river taking the floatie-thingy to where it had tried to take Dottie.
“The floatie-thingy!” she exclaimed as she saw it bobbing away. 
“Yeah.” Stump sounded disgusted. “One less gift for the Great Chipmunk. I hope He won't mind.” Then Stump brightened, though only a little. “I'm glad we took a lot of gifts.”
“It will make the wings easier to carry,” Dottie said, trying to be positive. “The floatie-thingy was very large.”
“Uh-huh,” Stump said, but his mind was in a distant place, probably in the Valley of the Great Chipmunk, imagining the Great Chipmunk's disappointment at losing the floatie-thingy.
“By the way,” Dottie said sharply, gently backhanding his shoulder and pulling him back into the present, “I am fine. Thank you for asking.”
“Good,” Stump said without kindness. He looked around at the rocks beneath them. “We need to gather the gifts. At least we’re across the river. I think the hawk is gone. I think...” he paused. “...I think he didn't want us. I think he attacked our gifts. I think he doesn't want us to get them to the Great Chipmunk.”
“Why?” Dottie asked. “Do you think he wants them for himself?”
Stump thought. “I don't know for sure. Maybe that, or maybe he just hates the Great Chipmunk. I don't know, but something like that.” Stump was wondering, if the hawk disliked their having the gifts, would the hawk be the only thing that felt that way? What if the river hated these chipmunks with gifts? Would it too attack them? And what about the mountains? What if they too despised chipmunks carrying gifts? What if the trail itself did not want them to pass with their gifts? What if?
Stump shivered with the thought, but he did not share it with Dottie. Those gifts, he knew, were the only things that could earn him favor with the Great Chipmunk. Only those gifts would allow him to dwell in happiness in the Valley of the Great Chipmunk, for only those gifts could make him big as he was supposed to have been. They had to protect those gifts.
They began gathering them up.
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Colfax Mann was raised by wild chipmunks high in the mountains of Colorado.
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