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A JUNIOR LIBRARY GUILD SELECTION



For all the lab animals,

 past and present





I took a deep breath and listened 

to the old brag of my heart:

I am, I am, I am.

—Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar

Chess is life in miniature. 

— attributed to Garry Kasparov





Part I

Openings





Letter 1

As you can probably tell, I’m not sure how to begin. 

This is my fi rst time writing a letter. And it’s not even writ-

ing! It’s more like thinking. I am thinking a letter.thinking

This would be so much easier if I could just see your 

face: your white chin whiskers, your amber eyes. Did you 

know that one hundred minutes have passed since we last 

spoke? You probably do.

Let me start again. My brain is fi ring in many, many 

directions—and it’s hard to concentrate my thoughts. This 

oft en happens. I will focus them here. Inside a mailbox.

Rosie, I’m stuck inside a mailbox!

Sound it out with your fi ngers. Mail-box. It’s a place 

where people deposit their letters, their ideas, their 

wishes for one another. In this mailbox, every letter is 

addressed to the same person. The envelopes smell of 

paper and taste like—wait a second—oh, they do not 
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taste good. (Pew! I’m spitting them out now.)

Despite everything that’s just happened to me, Rosie, 

I am an optimist. A very diffi  cult thing to be, sometimes, 

at three inches tall. But my tail is still curling at the boom-

boom-boom of thunder outside. Oh! It’s so shaky! So loud! 

All I can do is tuck myself into the shadow of a letter, look-

ing up to see—yes, that’s interesting, the stamp is exactly 

the size of my head. 

Are you afraid?

Are you missing me, too?

How long before I see you again?

As I’m tucking, as I’m tail-curling, I’m trying to fi gure 

out a way back to you. We’ve never been apart for this 

long. I am your mouse. You are my chimpanzee. Will you 

be taller, seconds or minutes or days from now? Will you 

still let me climb onto your shoulder, up the black hair of 

your arm? I like that! I like how you laugh when I press my 

paws to your nose.

Until then, I’ll write these letters. Think these letters. 

That way, when you lift  me into the bare palm of your 

hand again, all my memories will be right there. And I can 

tell you everything.

(If I’m not gone forever fi rst.)

Always,

Clementine



Letter 2

are you?

Rain is hammering the mailbox! This mailbox is sup-

posed to help protect me. Protect me from what, I do not 

know. But each rap and drop of rain prickles my fur. My 

tail stiff ens.

Thunder is the second-loudest noise I’ve ever heard.

We’ll get to the fi rst later. Right now, considering that 

I’m stuck (and not afraid!), I’d like to busy my brain. 

Shouldn’t we start at the beginning? I was planning on 

telling you this someday! My origins. My life before you. I 

don’t know yours, so I’d like you—at least—to know mine.

I remember the day I was born. Maybe this is strange, 

to remember the exact moment you entered the world. 

But I do. It was warm, wood shavings were soft  around 

me, and I thought to myself: Breathe.

Then I thought: Prime numbers are asymptomatically 
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distributed among positive integers, and light travels propor-

tionally through the vacuum of space.

More interesting ideas would come.

Keep in mind, though, I didn’t have any fur yet. My eyes 

hadn’t opened. My ears—small and velvety pink—couldn’t 

hear a single noise. That’s why it took me twenty-fi ve days 

(plus or minus seven seconds) to discover that I was the 

smartest mouse in history.

“She could be the smartest mouse in history,” said one 

of the researchers. That was a clue. As was the fact that I 

understood human language. The other lab mice didn’t 

follow conversations the way I did. They didn’t sit dream-

ily at the edge of our cage, forepaws tucked under their 

chins, and just listen.

Diff erent. I wasn’t sure I was diff erent. How can you 

really know? You can’t ask the other mice, When you’re 

drinking from that water bottle, are you solving equations at the 

same time? If you dream at night, is it in Latin? Do you have a 

thinking cap (a miniature pom-pom from a human’s sweater)?

No.

We cuddled in a pile. We played. Our fur grew in at the 

same time. I have a heart-shaped spot, just above my tail, 

and so did one of the other mice. A lab is a place for sci-

entifi c tests, and we were all a big part of those tests; yet, 

in most ways, we seemed unalike. My cage-mates peered 
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at me strangely as I threw myself into activities. Waiting 

around, waiting for the next part of the experiment, is 

uninteresting. So I saved all my food pellets in the corner 

of the cage, hiding them beneath the water bottle, then 

stuff ed them in my mouth—all at once. I developed theo-

ries about how far my cheeks could balloon. And I noticed 

that the harder I thought, the more my fur smelled of 

rasp berries. (Apparently this was a side eff ect of the experi-

ment. Although the rest of the mice just smelled like mice.)

Wait! What was that noise? That noise, right now? Is 

someone outside the mailbox? Is that a tree branch or 

a human or just the rain? I lift  onto my hind toes, ears 

vibrating, whiskers whiskering.

Hmm. It’s gone.

Now, where was I?

Oh! The maze.

The maze changed everything.

Lab mice are supposed to follow the jumble of trails. 

I did that—one time. But why go through the maze if you 

can simply . . . leave? Standing on my hind paws, I wob-

bled a bit, calculated the trajectory, then sprung over the 

wall, landing with a gentle thump on the table.

“Did you see that?” a researcher said, grabbing me.

“See what?” asked another.

“This mouse. She hopped out of the maze like some sort 
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of pogo stick! None of the others have done that.” He lift ed 

me in his palm until he met my stare. My mind was wan-

dering toward electromagnetic waves and the Pythagorean 

theorem and also brussels sprouts, which are delicious. 

“Her eyes look so human. Don’t they look human?”

A human eye is half the size of my body. How odd 

would I look if my eyes were that large?

And why didn’t the humans ever ask me questions? Why 

couldn’t we brainstorm the experiment together? The lab 

was studying how to increase intelligence in mammals 

by altering our DNA. I had so many ideas to help! Like, 

miniature lab coats for all of us mice. And brussels sprouts 

sandwiches every twenty-six minutes. And improved 

analytics for their statistical models.

“Just run it another time,” the fi rst researcher said.

In half a second (so quick! ha! ha-ha-ha!), I was out again.

That night, new questions arrived. Didn’t the maze bore 

the others? Why were they so intent on burrowing when our cage 

was solid and could not be burrowed through?

I was missing something. Some important secret about 

the world.

It was lonely, Rosie.

I was lonely every day, until the night I met you.

Always,

Clementine



Letter 3

the tightest ball possible. The safest ball possible. My eye-

lids slowly blink with the sound of your name. Rosie. Rosie. 

I miss you.

Do you remember when we met?

Sometimes, as the researchers fl icked off  the lights 

in the lab, I’d pick the lock of my cage and tiptoe out. 

Because I’m a good lab mouse.

Here is what a good lab mouse does.

I taste-test bread in the kitchen, leaving a tiny chew-

hole in each slice. (Once, I heard a researcher say, “Did 

someone bite my sandwich?” You’re welcome, I thought, 

paws under my chin, staring proudly at him. You’re so very 

welcome.)

I help the custodian, whose name is Harry. (You are 

Harry and I am furry, I giggled to myself, fi nishing the card 

game he left  out.)
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I hide things around a section of the lab—stubs of pen-

cils, pennies, DNA samples—to heighten the mazelike 

environment for the researchers.

And fi nally, a good lab mouse does her best for sci-

ence. I always do my best. I’ve always believed I’m part of 

something greater—that the world is greater than I know. 

So, one night, I decided to explore farther than I ever had. 

Flinging myself off  the lab station, I encountered things 

I’d never sniff ed before: sulfur, fl ower petals, corn chips. 

My nose tingled. My paws barely made a sound. Across 

the tile, around a wastebasket, past the kitchen. (I told you 

I was good at mazes.)

One more corner, and there you were.

There you were, your fi ngers curled around the metal 

bars of your cage. Had you ever seen a mouse before? I’d 

never seen a chimpanzee. But when our eyes found each 

other, I knew that I’d discovered someone just as bright as 

myself. And just as lonely. The wrinkles under your eyes 

drooped as you gazed in my direction. Whatever you’d 

asked of me then, Rosie, I would’ve given it.

But you didn’t breathe a word.

I streaked up to you, then stretched my back to peer at 

your chimp ears, at the magnifi cent fl atness of your face. 

You smelled large, and sweet like fruit. Like orange slices. 

Like plums.
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Hello!

That’s what I mimed. Though you didn’t understand, 

not yet. Amber eyes fl ickering, your body swayed back 

and forth. How should a mouse greet a chimpanzee? A 

long, intense stare, eyes bulging? A series of squeaks? I 

tried both—and then, optimistically, slipped between the 

bars. There were no wood shavings like in my cage. Only 

the cold of metal.

It was so tiny in there.

So tiny, even for a mouse.

Still, you managed to scoop me up. No squirming from 

me! No ounce of fear. Because you didn’t pick me up by 

the tail. That was a clue: You were kind. You were curious. 

You lift ed me soft ly, until we were eye to eye. Beneath 

me was the wrinkled skin of your hands, and I shift ed my 

weight from side to side, a prickle of excitement shimmy-

ing down my tail. My hindquarters wiggled. What happens 

next? I mused. And will it involve brussels sprouts?

(I always wondered if others liked brussels sprouts as 

much as I do.)

Black hair glittering, you stroked the top of my head 

with a single fi nger. Then you pulled me close to your 

chest, right where your heart was beating. I could tell that 

your heart was the same size as me, and I thought for a 

moment: It’s like a mouse is in there.
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One ear to your fur, I listened to the thump.

And forgot all about vegetables.

That is how we became friends.

(There it is! Another noise! Another noise, outside the 

mailbox.)

Always,

Clementine



Letter 4

sliver of air fi lters into the mailbox, and I perk my sensi-

tive ears.

I can always tell when someone is coming.

My ears always know.

One hundred and two minutes ago, I was with you in 

your cage. Remember? We’d gotten so used to spending 

evenings together—and we’d learned to communicate in 

our own way. It took some eff ort! I couldn’t hoot like a 

chimpanzee. You couldn’t squeak like a mouse. But aft er 

a while, you started to mirror my moves. Thoughtfully, 

I’d scratch my chin. Then you’d scratch yours. You’d show 

me your play face: mouth wide, jaw hanging open, your 

bottom teeth a dull white.

Soon, you began speaking with your hands. When I 

brought you a left over slice of fruit from a researcher’s 

desk, you signed the word orange.
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That’s an orange.

This is an apple.

Hello, orange, apple, sad, home, mouse.

Alongside the alphabet, those are the fi nger-words 

you taught me. In return, I lent you my thinking cap. 

Remember how small it was, compared to your head? You 

licked the pom-pom, brown nose scrunching in the dark-

ness. Oh! That was so funny! Just so funny. (I think there 

was a lot of silliness in you, before the lab. If there was a 

before.)

We could’ve learned more from each other—but 

tonight, the lab door swung open.

Footsteps.

Rabbits scrambled in their pens. A beagle howled.

“This is madness,” a human said, voice squeaking with 

anxiety. “But you’re going to do this! You are. Be brave, 

be brave, be brave. Don’t think about all the bad things 

that could happen .  .  . Great, now you’re thinking about 

all the bad things that could happen! Stop!” As he rounded 

the corner, I saw that he was tall. Thin. Much like Felix, 

the junior researcher. A black mask covered his face and 

head. Gloves disguised his shaking fi ngers.

If I’d known . . . if I’d understood.

Rosie, I never would’ve left . I would’ve tucked myself 

into the crook of your neck, nestled into your hair, tried 
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my best to disappear. To stay. To be with you! Maybe I 

could’ve disguised myself somehow? As a rabbit? Or a 

guinea pig?

Instead, my nose poked outside your cage. I inched 

forward. Then traveled toward the commotion. The 

man was peering into the mouse enclosure, fl ashlight in 

hand. “Found you!” he said, lift ing one into the air and 

sniffi  ng his fur. “You have that heart-shaped spot, but 

you don’t smell like raspberries? Maybe you’re just  .  .  . 

not thinking very hard right now? That’s it. That must 

be it. Okay, quick—we’re going to have to be so, so, so 

quick, because otherwise they’ll fi nd out, and I’ll lose my 

job, and I’ll go to prison—or worse, they’ll send me back 

to Canada . . .” He was still squawking to himself when he 

glimpsed me.

Politely, I waved.

He couldn’t seem to process this.

I tried again with my whole body, wiggling—overexag-

gerating everything. Did he think the mouse in his hands 

was me? Couldn’t be! That mouse is duck-footed! He has 

an overbite!

“No,” the man said. “What?” He shoved the fl ashlight 

into his pocket, charged forward, and scooped me up, 

as he had done with the other mouse. He examined our 

tails, which are the same, and the heart-shaped spots 
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above our tails, which are the same. “Oh no. Oh no, no. 

You’re waving, but how do I know for sure . . . ? Which one 

is . . . ? Do you smell like raspberries?”

An alarm began to screeee.

“NOT TO CANADA!” the man declared.

I wasn’t bred for strength! But I used every muscle I 

had to try to wiggle out of that human’s hands. In fi ft y-

seven areas, I am a genius—and I suddenly realized that 

I was leaving. Leaving without you. Leaving you behind.

Did you hear my squeaks? Did you see how my ears 

sagged? I looked back, once more, to you—and caught a 

glimpse of your fi ngers, clutching the bars of your cage. 

You were shaking. And you let out a howl, the loudest 

sound I’ve ever heard. It split right through me.

(Rosie? Do you know what these letters are? I am call-

ing back to you. I’m answering your howl, like I couldn’t 

then. I’m writing it all down in my brain, all the things I 

wanted to say, all the things that I will say when we meet 

again.)

Rosie was the name that Felix called you.

I had no name to give you in return.

So, right before you disappeared from view, I caught 

your eye and attempted to sign a word, a fruit I’d just 

learned—clementine, clementine, Clementine, until it became 

mine.



Letter 4

Mixed with the happiness of our nights together. Mixed 

with the desire to chew a brussels sprout. A crisp one. 

With a soft er bit in the middle.

What was I talking about? Quantum dynamics? No, 

that’s not it.

Let me begin again!

I wish that I could write you real letters, Rosie, like the 

ones in this mailbox. I wish that I could send you real 

envelopes, with sticky fl aps, and you could rip them open 

with your fi ngers. Would you try to eat the paper, too? 

Could you understand my handwriting? (Do I even have 

handwriting? Hmm. That’s something to consider.)

Every third aft ernoon, Felix would plop down at his lab 

station and write quick letters to his grandma. Poking my 

nose through the bars, I’d watch the swish of his pen. The 

crinkle of paper. Words unraveling, memories collecting.
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I liked the idea.

I liked it so much that my tail shimmied.

So I will write you imaginary letters, Rosie. They’re 

helping me. When we reunite, I’ll remember to tell you 

about the sky. The sky! One thing I’ve always known is 

that there is an Inside and an Outside. I was an Inside 

Mouse. Then, in one swoosh of the lab door—fresh air.

Openness. Rosie, have you ever seen the sky?

I bet you’d enjoy it.

I bet you’d feel as tiny as me.

Millions and millions of stars, bright like a mouse’s 

eyes, winking in the blackness. Enormous. Beautiful! 

They reached down and touched something inside my 

chest—in the space underneath my ribs, right where my 

heart was beating. Immediately, I thought of yours, the 

thumping underneath your hair, and started my wiggling 

all over again.

Back, I thought.

Back to you.

But the human was running. He was running until he 

skidded to a halt and threw open a car door. “Seat belt, 

seat belt—I’m going to strap the seat belt over this travel 

crate, okay? It’s built for rabbits so it’s much too big for 

you, but in you go. Don’t worry. I won’t lock it. No more 

locks. Quickly! Gah!”
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He shoved us into the tiny carrier, which was made of 

metal. Investigating, I stuck my head through one of the 

large spaces between the wires. An eerie quietness had 

fi lled the car. The other mouse was gazing into the dis-

tance with a vague, panicked expression. He’d pinned his 

ears against the gray fur of his head, and his upper lip was 

curling up slowly, exposing his teeth. Was he preparing to 

jump out and bite? I didn’t like the idea of biting—but I 

should’ve thought of it then! I should’ve tried everything 

possible to get back to you.

Huh, the other mouse said with a squeak, nose twitch-

ing. It was a scared huh. It seemed that huh was his entire 

vocabulary.

He really does look like me, Rosie! Identical ash-gray 

fur, expressive whiskers, and that heart-shaped spot just 

above his tail.

In the experiment, there are twelve gray mice. Six of us 

received the altered genes before we were born. The other 

six didn’t. I am the only mouse that worked, that became 

just as intelligent as the researchers hoped. I’ve never felt 

like I had much in common with the rest of them.

Do you write thought letters? I asked the other mouse letters? I asked the other mouse 

now, in our language: a series of squeaks and chirps, 

undetectable to the human ear. Do you know about 

chimpanzees?
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Huh, he said again. Huh.

Cautiously yet quickly, the human reached into the 

front passenger seat and jiggled the seat belt, just a bit, 

making sure the travel cage was secure. “Hold on tight,” 

he said, then peeled off  his hat and mask. So it was Felix! 

Freckles coated his face, and he had an orange mop of 

hair that would not have worked on a chimpanzee. Under 

his eyes were dark patches, as if he hadn’t slept for weeks. 

“I’m not sure which one of you can actually understand 

me, but I mean it! Hold on!”

We accelerated. It was very fast.

Beside me, the other mouse sneezed. The noise rat-

tled through his entire body, all the way to his toes. He 

seemed pleased with this sneeze, saying huh to himself, 

but then appeared to remember: Oh yes, I am terrifi ed. His 

ears slicked back once more.

“Now what?” Felix said, his voice growing higher. The 

lights from the lab had disappeared. “Part of me didn’t 

think I’d get this far—because who’d actually give me the 

code to the lab, and who wouldn’t have better locks on 

those cages. But we’re here, and I was going to take you to 

the animal clinic? Maybe they could protect you there? Or 

a lawyer’s offi  ce? What about camping in Whisper Creek 

Forest? Do you think that you could survive in the woods? 

Okay, now one of you smells really strongly of raspberries. 
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Like, I could smell that from a mile away, so we’d have to 

drop you very deep in the woods.”

Felix rolled down his window as I thought, I could prob-

ably survive anywhere.

But this wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right! Mice and chim-

panzees aren’t natural friends—yet we are friends, Rosie. 

Otherwise, why would you howl? Why would it feel like 

something splitting inside me? Every inch we traveled 

moved me farther away from you. And also, come to 

think of it, from my purpose.

What is a lab mouse without the lab?

My heart beat fi rmly, much faster than normal, and the 

other mouse was close to hyperventilating. He shook. He 

wheezed. He shoved his face into the corner of the cage so 

he couldn’t see—and this worried me, even more, about 

his breathing.

Above us, out the window, the tops of trees sped by. 

Trees for climbing and swinging. Trees that could be for 

you, Rosie, if you were an Outside Chimpanzee.

What did you do, aft er I disappeared from sight? Are 

you still howling? Did you try to squeeze yourself through 

the bars of your cage?

I thought about this for three-quarters of a second—

and then squeezed through the cage’s wires and climbed 

up the interior of the car. A little green tree swayed above 
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my head; it smelled of chemicals. I jumped, grabbed it, 

and swung, tail rigid.

“Wait, what are you . . . ?” Felix said, right before I fl ung 

myself onto the steering wheel. If he could control the 

car, then couldn’t I?

It was exhilarating, Rosie!

We swerved!

We were turning!

We were—

“Stop it,” Felix said, gripping me lightly and dropping it,”

me (with some diffi  culty) into the travel cage again. “I’m 

trying to help you! I just don’t know what to do. If I take 

you to my house, they’ll know it’s me. They’ll check all 

our houses. Okay, breathe. Breathe, Felix. Remember why 

you’re doing this. You couldn’t just stand by and watch. 

That may be her purpose but it’s not okay, it’s not . . . Is 

someone following me? I thought I saw headlights. The 

animal shelter’s still miles and miles away, and I need to 

drop you somewhere now, right now, but I just don’t know 

where to go, I—”

He slammed on the brakes.

No one was there to comfort me.

The other mouse squeaked, mouth wide open, holding 

on to the cage for dear life.
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“I’ve got it,” Felix said to us, with confi dence this time. 

“That’s it. I know where I’m taking you.”

And he took us here. To this mailbox. At the last sec-

ond, he scrawled out a note on a gum wrapper—Please 

protect these mice—and placed it gently by my paws.

“Pop’s a local celebrity,” Felix said, speaking ultra-

quickly. “He has a television show, Pop’s Hobbies, and it’s 

fi lmed in his garden. You can’t see it now, but the garden 

takes up, like, twenty acres. Anyway, this is his mailbox. 

People write in and ask him questions about gardening 

and stuff . He always answers them in a really friendly way. 

It seems like he has a good heart, and people turn to him 

when they need help. If I’m remembering it right, in a 

few of the episodes, he’s even rescued animals. A don-

key, I think? And some rabbits? I know it’s not the animal 

shelter, but we’re too deep in the countryside and if I’m 

being followed . . .” Here, he snuck a peek over his shoul-

der. “This is the best I can do right now. Leaving you with 

a nice person. I hope it’s enough.”  

Sometimes, even geniuses are confused. I was confused!

Actually, many things puzzle me. Thanks to the 

experiment, I have a solid grasp of astrophysics. And 

thermodynamics. And mathematics and language 

and brussels sprouts. Yet, the human things  .  .  . the 
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simple objects, the simple connections . . . I don’t always 

understand.

Whiskers fl uttering, I wondered, Protect us from what?

Through the cracked-open mailbox, I watched Felix 

scurry away. Rain arrived—and fell and startled me. Then 

we were alone.

Goodbye!

Always,

Clementine



Letter 5 

box, and the other mouse is cowering in the corner. Every box, and the other mouse is cowering in the corner. Every 

once in a while, he gathers enough courage to glance back 

at me, whiskers wobbling.

Come out, I tell him with a wave of my paw. Come closer.

Yet all he does is blink at me, his eyes immense with 

worry. Each boom of thunder puff s up his fur.

Then he begins tugging at his whiskers—nervously 

tug-tug-tugging—until one of them pulls out with a mild 

pop. He stares at it for a long beat (Huh, how did this hap-. He stares at it for a long beat (Huh, how did this hap-. He stares at it for a long beat (

pen?) before trying to reattach it to his face. One poke. pen?

Two pokes. Nope, no—that won’t work. Sulking, he lets 

the whisker fall to the mailbox fl oor. If he were you, Rosie, 

I’d know exactly how to cheer him up: somersaults and 

arm climbs, night scuttles and nose touches.

Instead, I clasp my front paws together, holding them 

tightly to my chest. The other mouse and I bow our heads 
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and stare at the whisker, mourning it silently—together, 

and apart.

The researchers will be looking for both of us now that 

we’re gone.

Gone is an important word. I have gone away from the 

lab. Gone away to a mailbox. Gone away from you.

Mentally, my ears twitching, I map the route here. 

Several stops. Several turns. How far back to the lab, 

exactly? With all four paws, I try to push the mailbox 

door—but it doesn’t budge. There’s only a crack at the top 

where I can glimpse the damp sky.

So, the other mouse and I wait. And wait.

Until someone comes to get us.

Someone is coming to get us, Rosie.

(I can hear them right now! Really, I can!)

Always,

Clementine



Letter 5

Because a boy had opened the mailbox.

The rain had stopped. Sunshine bounced off  the boy’s 

dark-brown hair, which was sticking up in a few places as 

if he’d recently woken up from hibernation. (Or from a 

nap?) When he gasped, I noticed that his two front teeth 

were large—and crisscrossed over each other, just the tini-

est bit. His pink ears stuck out considerably at the sides. 

Like a mouse!

“Whoa,” he said, taking a little step back. A pair of 

bright-orange binoculars jostled around his neck, clash-

ing wonderfully with his green-and-white-striped shirt. 

So many colors! So much brightness! He didn’t even wear 

a lab coat!

And he didn’t blink.

No blinking—just staring, through a pair of circular 

glasses.
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Was he afraid? Why should he be afraid of us? We’re 

just two mice. Two very small mice. Both standing on our 

hind legs, tails stiff , staring at him intensely. The other 

mouse tucked his paws to his chest, waiting. The whisker 

was still lying fl at on the mailbox fl oor, and for a moment, 

I wondered, Should I off er it to the boy? To show we mean Should I off er it to the boy?Should I off er it to the boy?

no harm?

At the same time, I thought: Rosie-Rosie-Rosie, your 

howl still in my ears.

The mailbox door—it was ajar now. I could run back 

to you!

Before I had a chance to jump, the boy leaned over, 

binoculars swinging, and fi nally blinked. His eyes were 

bright and curious. “Hey, I’ve never seen mice in a mail-

box before,” he said. I like his voice, Rosie. It has a lightness 

to it. A shine. His glasses—held together with a strip of 

silver tape in the middle—were very shiny, too! I could 

almost see my refl ection in them! What if I tilted my head 

really fast? Jiggled like this? Shimmied my tail?

“Never seen a mouse do that, either,” he mused to 

himself. Or to me. I’m not entirely sure. Either way, I 

scuttled forward and peered over the mailbox edge, cal-

culating the jump, and—oh! Oh, crumbs. Felix’s gum 

wrapper. I’d stepped on it. And the stickiness was latch-

ing on to my toes!
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“Please  .  .  . protect  .  .  . these  .  .  . mice,” the boy read, 

deciphering the handwriting between violent fl icks of 

my paws. His mouth slowly spread into a wonky-toothed 

grin. “Wow. This is like . . . a real mystery.”

Un-stick! I said in response. UNSTICK!

(Why do humans want to put gum in their mouths? 

Why aren’t they afraid of it?)

The boy scratched the area behind one of his mouse-

like ears and then spun around, binoculars whipping, 

checking for a stranger. An intruder. Whoever had left  us 

there. He found no one—and that appeared to puzzle him 

more. “Please protect these mice,” he repeated, dreamily 

this time.

You could almost see the wheels spinning in his mind 

as he stood there, hands on his hips. The other mouse tip-

toed up behind me, and together we examined the boy. 

Dirt swirled everywhere, including across his once-white 

sneakers. His jeans had holes over both of his knees, and 

there were several scrapes on his palms. With one sweep-

ing movement, he brought the binoculars to his face. 

They dinked against his glasses. He said, “Ow,” then con-

tinued squinting through the eyepiece lenses.

Judging by the size of his ears, I think that he’s about 

eleven? Or eleven and a half? Or eleven and three- 

quarters. So, around 4,288 days old. (I have been alive 
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for forty-seven days. That’s 1,128 hours. That’s 4,060,800 

seconds. If you’re a mouse—if you’re anyone—it matters 

how you measure your life. I prefer seconds. Being little 

means that little things count.)

Where was I?

Right, binoculars boy. How do I explain him, Rosie? 

He might be a small human, but he had extraordinary 

energy. Like he was skipping, although he was actually 

standing still. There was something so determined about 

the way he observed the meadows, binoculars whipping 

back and forth—from the green stalks to the great yellow 

bulbs. I couldn’t even see any buildings! We were in the 

middle of nature. Nature! Wonderful, wonderful nature. 

The other mouse took a big, whiskery sniff .

Back at the lab, I had many theories about the Outside: 

what it would smell like (fresh), what it would taste like 

(woodchips, but woodier). I wondered if the Outside was 

just another series of boxes, a maze within a maze. But it 

isn’t! It’s open! It’s wide!

My nose tipped into the air. How well do chimpanzees 

use their noses? Because I need to tell you: Flowers smell 

like sweetness. Like earth. They smell like smelling some-

thing for the very fi rst time.

When I was fourteen days old, my eyes fi nally opened. 

I remember looking around the lab. Everything was so 
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gray, so sharp, so cold. And I recall thinking: This is it? 

That’s all? Where is the beauty in this?

And now I know.

It’s here.

I also know that it overwhelmed the other mouse. A 

delicate squeak sounded behind me. Spinning around, I 

saw him pick up the broken whisker, clutching it to his 

chest before slumping—very dramatically—to the mail-

box fl oor.

More soon.

Always,

Clementine



Letter 6

place to end the letter? I’m still working out how to divide 

my memories, how to bottle them in the best way—so I 

can repeat them to you. I fi nd it easier if I organize things 

in my mind, placing them in little slots. Little mail slots. 

Little mind-mail slots.

Anyway!

Let me describe how the boy runs.

With determination! With lots of movement! His head 

waggled from side to side; his elbows punched the air. 

Aft er he witnessed the other mouse faint, he was quick 

to scoop us up. “I promise to protect you,” he said ear-

nestly, peeling the gum wrapper from my toes. His pink 

ears were rapidly growing red. “But you have to promise 

not to die, okay? Also not to bite me!”

My heart pitter-pattered, faster than ever.

Barely holding on to his whisker, the other mouse lay 
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limply, clutched in the boy’s left  hand. I was squirming 

in the right.

I am an optimist. I knew things would turn out fi ne. But 

at the moment, it felt like we were both in tremendous 

danger.

“I can’t get into any trouble,” the boy said, binoculars 

fl apping with each step. “But this doesn’t count, right? Oh 

please, oh please, oh please . . .” His glasses slipped down 

his nose as he skidded around a corner, dashing past a row 

of leafy trees. It made me wonder if all humans did this 

with mice, on the Outside—grab them and run.

“This is not like those times at school!” the boy said, 

panting a little now. Dust-caked socks slipped down his 

ankles. “Or the time at the swimming pool!”

I wondered what he was talking about as scenery sped 

past us, more yellow fl owers bursting into view.

Are you picturing it?

Are you seeing?

An ocean of fl owers. A rocky path. Trees with apples. 

Who knew that the world had this many scents? And col-

ors! Green is not just green. It’s light green and dark green 

and delicious green. Plants spilled from beds of soil.

But it’s hard to concentrate on so many things at 

once—even for me.

And I was worried about the other mouse. In the lab, I 
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knew him only as Subject 6. He enjoyed chewing electri-

cal wires. Chewing anything. Had he ever fainted before? 

Was his heart still beating?

I stared at him, willing him to open his eyes.

Open. Open. Open!

And suddenly, he did.

His nose lift ed to the air. Just for a second. Just for a 

twitch. A spark fi lled his pupils before he closed his eye-

lids—very, very tightly—again.

Huh, I thought.

“Almost there!” the boy shouted, peering down at the 

other mouse, who slowly stuck out his tongue. Was he 

sick? Was he pretending? It lolled there, just beyond his 

overbite. “Hold on, little guy!”

We fl ew by shrubs that glistened and row aft er row of 

vegetables that gleamed. It was a huge garden, like Felix huge garden, like Felix 

said. Apple orchards! Flower fi elds! A house sat smack in 

the middle of it all. And soon, the boy was stumbling inside. 

So this was a house? Could buildings really be this comfort-

able? Where was the concrete? Where was the darkness?

Were there any brussels sprouts?

Inside, vines tumbled soft ly from bookshelves. Plush 

rugs spread across checkered fl oors. Tripping lightly over 

the carpet, the boy called, “Pop! Come quick! Pop?”

Music was playing, belting out from under a door.
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Maybe the other mouse sensed a distraction. Because 

that’s when his eyes sprung open again—and he started his 

escape, biting one of the boy’s fi ngers with a hurried chomp.

The boy winced, opening his hand. Opening an oppor -

tunity.

The mouse’s jump was graceful at fi rst, all four of his 

legs gliding delicately in the air. But, since he didn’t calcu-

late his velocity or speed or distance, he hit the molding at 

the bottom of the wall. Then bounced a bit. Then scurried 

underneath a fuzzy green rug.

“Not good,” the boy said, lowering himself to his knees. 

Panic fl ashed across the pinkness of his face. “Very, very, 

very bad.”

We followed the outline of the mouse, zigzagging, spi-

raling. He popped up, broken whisker in his mouth, near 

a lopsided stack of books.

At this point, I knew: This is my chance to escape.

Back to you, Rosie!

It would be the longest maze of my life: out of the 

house, through the garden, way past the mailbox . . . But I 

would do it, as soon as the boy’s hand slackened.

Okay, now!

I am leaping for you.

Always,

Clementine



Letter 7

Did you know that I can recite 69,689 digits of pi? 

That I can balance a pumpkin seed on my nose? That That I can balance a pumpkin seed on my nose? That 

I’m very, very bendy? Like a noodle! I scurried across the 

deep-green carpet, slipping easily under a doorway—

just a sliver above the ground. I thought it might lead 

Outside. Instead, I crawled into music. (Music!Outside. Instead, I crawled into music. (Music!Outside. Instead, I crawled into music. (  Music is 

like fl oating numbers. It’s an equation that you read with 

your ears.)

Careful not to sway with the beat or lose any time, I 

scrambled toward the outdoor light: climbing a stool, 

jumping onto the rough fabric of a towel, and landing 

on a countertop. Immediately, a sparkly sheet of metal 

caught my eye. It was thin and crinkled under my paws. 

TINFOIL, the box read. Hurriedly, I nibbled off  a corner of 

the foil and bent it to the shape of my head, leaving space 

for my ears. There! A hat! Like a thinking cap, only better! 

A hat for protection on my journey.
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Moving on!

I scuttled over to a sink. Like at the lab, I mused quickly. 

And that is a person scrubbing dishes at the sink.

My gaze lift ed.

Observing this new person. Observing him more.

Curtains of white hair swished against his face, and 

a tangled white beard hid his chin. Carefully, he rolled 

his sleeves to his elbows, soap bubbles trailing up his 

arms, and I glimpsed a number of objects in his pockets. 

He had so many pockets! All over his deep-green vest! 

Inside were a pair of gloves, and some tiny plant trim-

mings, and  .  .  . fruit? Was that fruit? An apple, peeking 

from the fabric?

That wasn’t even the most extraordinary thing about 

him, Rosie. You had to see his mustache! Flashing past a 

sponge, I took in the way it fl ipped at the corners, like he 

was extra-smiling. Like his mustache had thoughts of its 

own. His eyebrows were just as feathery, just as . . . fl uff y. 

Yes, that’s a good word for him. Fluff y. Because he seemed 

soft . Nothing about him—absolutely nothing—reminded 

me of the lab.

Fwheeoooo. Phwwwhht.

That was supposed to be the sound of whistling. I don’t 

know how to translate it in a letter. But he was whistling 

along with the music, soaping a teacup with thick hands. 
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His fi ngers moved through the bubbly water—and all of a 

sudden, he began to do a little dance! Anyone but a mouse 

would’ve missed it. Even though he was a giant of a man, 

the dance was small. A small swiggle of his hips. (Swiggle?

Is that a word? It should be!) He was swiggling, Rosie—

swinging and wiggling—his enormous mustache bopping 

gently along.

I bopped to his bop, mouse-shoulders shimmying.

Then I stopped, thankful he hadn’t noticed me yet. I 

said a silent goodbye, darting for the window, beyond the 

sink.

Escape.

Back to you.

Back to—

What’s this?

Something else snagged my attention. It’s very diffi  cult 

to leave a place, to escape out the cracked-open window, 

when so many interesting things block your path. My 

curiosity! It piqued so much that my tail perked, that my 

toes curled. One ear cocked back, my tinfoil hat tilted as I 

looked. And looked.

The pieces in front of me were almost like mice. Little 

black and white fi gurines—some my height, some taller—

spread out on a checkered board. A few of them even had 

faces, or blunt ridges on top of their heads. Could I carry 
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one back for you, as a gift ? Would the mustache man 

notice me if I weaved between them? What would it feel

like to weave?

Turns out, Rosie, there is just enough space for a 

mouse!

Just enough space for me to maneuver around the 

statues, clutching my tail close to my body so I didn’t dis-

turb the game. It was a game, wasn’t it? What else could it 

be? The board was in the kitchen. Do humans . . . eat the 

pieces? Reaching out, I knocked on one with my tiny fi st. 

Solid! Hmm, it didn’t have a strong smell. Or taste. Like 

stone. Like concrete! How could they swallow it? Did they 

chew fi rst?

Fwheeoooo, the man whistled, his white hair swaying 

mildly with the music.

I knew I didn’t have much time before he discovered 

me, this close to the sponges and the soap. Tinfoil hat 

glinting, I leaped back across the board, hopscotching 

between black and white squares. Maybe I’d understand 

the purpose of this game later, safe at the lab. A box beside 

the board called it CHESS. I’d carry that clue with me.

Maybe we could put our brains together, Rosie, and—

“Bah!” the man suddenly said, dropping the teacup 

into the water. It splashed heavily with a plop, and rattled 

the apple in his pocket.
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I stuttered and froze, midstride on a checkered square.

The man brushed a hunk of white hair behind his ear, 

spreading soap bubbles across his beard, and gazed at me 

with long fl icks of his lashes. The closer he leaned in, the 

more his mustache curled up. Why can’t mice grow mus-

taches? Could I, Rosie, if I really tried?

He was breathing quietly, nose hair whistling, like he 

was trying not to alarm me—even though I’d alarmed 

him fi rst.

Should I . . . dance a little, like him?

Cha-cha. I shuffl  ed to the side, adjusting my tinfoil hat. 

Cha-cha. I hopped again.

His enormous brows lift ed, feathering out like fans. 

“Well, that is . .  . compelling.” He off ered me an amused 

smile, eyes crinkling at the corners. How old was he? 

Much, much older than the boy? All that fl uff y hair was 

hiding his ears, so it was diffi  cult to tell. I tried to scoot 

silently in the direction of the window, but he stuck out a 

water-pruned hand, blocking me.

At fi rst I fl inched, whiskers whipping back.

“Whoops, didn’t mean to startle you,” he said. His voice 

was soft  and airy—but also deep somehow. It was the kind 

of voice you could sink into, or curl up in, like a nest. (And 

it would be a very large nest! Because he is a very large 

man!) “No need to be a stranger. I just thought you might 
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like to sniff  my hand. Don’t creatures of your particular 

height like to do that?”

Do we?

Hmm.

No other human had ever off ered.

I have met a lot of humans. Ones that poke and prod. 

Ones that examine my ears when I don’t want them to 

examine my ears. Ones that pick me up by the tail—

which, as you know, a human should never do. But then, 

I remember that I am an optimist—that people are 

mostly good.

I sniff ed his hand. Which was soapy. And smelled of 

soap.

“There we go,” the man said, brown eyes sparkling. He 

let out a gentle ha-ha-ha. “Friendly little mouse, aren’t 

you?”

Yes, I said. Well, goodbye!

Then I surged toward the open window.

Always,

Clementine



Letter 8

glass—sliding it all the way shut. Snap.

“Bless this old house,” the man murmured through his 

mustache. “Must fi x that later . . .” Suddenly, he swiveled 

around, white hair billowing.

“That you, my Gus?” the man crooned, turning down 

the music.

The boy, apparently called Gus, stumbled into the 

kitchen. His glasses were hanging off  his left  ear, and his 

dark-brown hair—a little untidy before—was fully ruffl  ed 

now. As if a mouse had run across it, back legs skitter-

ing, uncombing it along the way. In Gus’s hands, the other 

mouse was wriggling, out of breath—but still clutching 

the broken whisker! Huzzah! He was wielding it wildly, 

batting Gus’s wrists with the fl at edge. “Pop!” Gus gasped. 

“I can explain. Sort of!”
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By the sink, I waved at the other mouse. Hello! It is good 

to see, once again, that you are not dead.

The man named Pop released another ha, clutching 

both his elbows. A few plant trimmings toppled loose 

from his pockets. “If this is a prank,” he said, grin sly, 

“it needs a little more oomph. A little more pizzazz!” He 

pointed at me with one signifi cant fi nger. “This mouse is 

cooler than the cucumbers I grow.”

Gus straightened himself to half of Pop’s height, his 

green-and-white-striped shirt rumpled and untucked. 

Strangely, the other mouse stopped batting; he straight-

ened his back, too. “I promise I didn’t mean it. Well, I 

meant to try and save them, but I wasn’t trying to get into 

trouble. You have to believe me! You  .  .  . you won’t tell 

Dad, right?”

Pop cocked his head at me, eyes blazing with warmth 

and curiosity. “I’ve always thought of mice as good luck.” 

His fi ngertips rubbed a blue pendant, shaped like an eye, 

around his neck. “And good luck is never a bad thing to 

bring into the house, wouldn’t you say?”

“Phew,” Gus breathed. “Okay. Because I went to check 

your mail for the show, like you asked—because I was lis-

tening! And they were just in there, both of them, even 

though the mailbox was practically closed, and they were 
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looking at me—and then this one fainted.” Gus held the 

other mouse as high as he could in the air, as if delivering 

him. The mouse looked . . . pleased? Pleased, I think.

Huh, he snickered. Almost proudly.

“Fainted?” Pop asked, gently scratching the tangle of 

his beard. I mimicked the gesture, beardless.

“Like, splat.” Gus clicked his tongue for emphasis. “Can 

you give a mouse CPR? I didn’t know, so I thought I’d 

bring him to you. But then, well, he woke up.”

Pop released a long, knowing whistle. “I have never 

given a rodent mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, but I 

imagine it’s a rather delicate endeavor.” He raised one 

of his bushy eyebrows at the mouse, appraising him. 

My head tilted as I watched. Next to each other, the 

two humans were obviously related. The way they were 

standing, toes pointed out, was just the same. Between 

Pop’s mismatched boots and Gus’s holey jeans, it was like 

a newborn mouse had dressed them both. (That last bit 

would make sense, Rosie, if you’d ever been a newborn 

mouse.)

“Kaliméra, little one,” Pop said to the other mouse, 

whose overbite was becoming more and more pro-

nounced. “You can see the good luck in him. Right there? 

See it? Deep in his eyes. He’s had quite the morning, I can 

tell you that. What now, my friend?”
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Send us back to the lab, I thought, now that the option was 

on the table!

Instead, the two humans carried us—wiggling and 

squirming—past the chess pieces and to a terrarium. 

That’s what they called it. A terrarium. Imagine a see-

through globe fi lled with rich green plants, pebble trails, 

and moss. They plopped the other mouse and me inside 

it. Hello? I tried to signal with a series of waves. Waving 

worked with Felix, didn’t it? Hello? You’ve made a mistake! A 

MISTAKE! I’m missing my friend! A chimpanzee! 

I even get my tinfoil hat involved, lift ing it from my 

head with my front toes, brandishing it in the air.

Simultaneously, the other mouse pooped in the corner.

“Oh!” Gus said, pulling the wadded-up note from the 

pocket of his jeans. He quickly smoothed it out. “They 

came with this. What do you think? I’ve been trying to put 

the pieces together, but it just doesn’t make any sense.”

Pop leaned over, mismatched boots squeaking, fi ngers 

lost in his beard. “A gum wrapper?” His brown eyes grew 

sharper, even more sparkling. He snapped his fi ngers, 

with one hand then the other. “A gum wrapper and a tin-

foil hat. Stranger and stranger. We have a saying for this in 

Greece, did you know? ‘I’ve lost my eggs and my basket.’”

Gus squinted behind the roundness of his glasses, the 

silver tape gleaming in the middle. “What’s that mean?”
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“‘I’m completely puzzled by it all.’ Which I am. Now, 

go on! On! What’s the note say?”

“Please protect these mice,” Gus read from the wrap-

per, just as animatedly as the fi rst time. I hadn’t stopped 

waving my hat (actually, my arm was tiring). Yet he kept 

on speaking, holding up the binoculars still dangling 

around his neck. “I checked the fi elds right aft er I opened 

the mailbox. Nothing, Pop. Who’d leave two mice in a 

mailbox and then run away?”

Soundlessly, the other mouse sidled up next to me—

listening, too. Was he observing what I was observing? 

These two humans seemed to like each other! Appreciate 

each other. In the lab, I wasn’t aware that humans could 

do that.

It made me miss you even more, Rosie.

We’re connected like them.

The humans shuffl  ed out of the kitchen, Pop mumbling 

something about “making a phone call to the mail carrier 

to see if the mice were a special delivery.” I stretched to 

listen to their conversation, but the radio was still playing 

soft ly in the background. “Concert,” it said. And “string 

instruments.” And “songs.”

Then, there was me.

The voice on the radio was talking about me, Rosie.
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We interrupt our regularly scheduled 

broadcast to bring you one of the odd-

est news stories of the year. There’s been 

a mouse kidnapping! You heard that right, 

folks. An unidentifi ed mouse-napper has 

lifted two mice from a high-profi le experi-

ment in Whisper Creek. According to the 

lab, they’re part of a groundbreaking study 

that’s trying to fi gure out how to make 

mammals—including humans—way more 

intelligent.

Hello! I waved to the humans, confi dent that they’d hear 

from the other room. That they’d see. Come into the kitchen 

again! Listen! Look! Wasn’t this exactly what I needed to get 

me back to the lab? Look! I threw myself gently against the 

glass, wriggling.

Apparently one of them is as smart as a 

human—maybe even smarter. The lab says 

that she doesn’t understand everything—

but her DNA was coded to understand some 

pretty impressive topics. Advanced math-

ematics! Astrophysics. Human languages. 
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So . . . I’m sorry, I’m going a little off  script 

here . . . but you’ve gotta ask yourself, is 

turning them in worth it? If this mouse is as 

smart as we are, would you hand her over? 

That’s like sending someone right to their 

death. They’re just going to cut her open 

and study her brain.

Did I . . . hear that correctly?

Did I really?

My whiskers began to tremble. My ears fl ared back. 

Everything hit me at once, in a way that hurt my belly.

I am a genius in fi ft y-seven areas—but sometimes I 

get things wrong. (When humans tell “tales,” for example, 

they don’t mean tails.) Despite my advanced knowledge, I 

guess . . . I miss things. It took me this long to fi gure it out.

The lab didn’t want to study me.

They wanted . . . to study . . . my brain.

Felix was trying to save my life.

Slowly, I removed my tinfoil hat—which wouldn’t pro-

tect me. Not in any real way. What . . . what about all the 

other researchers? Didn’t they care? I’ve always known that 

my intelligence isn’t truly mine. It’s for the lab. I belong to 

the lab. But I thought . . . Didn’t they like me? Me, myself. 
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Didn’t they chuckle when I jumped out of the maze? I 

don’t understand what it means now—when I’d scamper 

up to their fi ngers, and they’d smile warmly back.

You didn’t know, Rosie? Did you?

I’m going away for a second.

Goodbye.

There, it has been a second. And in it, I replayed every 

single moment since I was born. I thought about the other 

mouse, sniffi  ng his tail next to me. I thought about you, 

Rosie: how you couldn’t have possibly known. How you 

would’ve protected me.

Rosie? Did you ever feel like your life is one thing—and 

then, without warning, it’s something diff erent?

You are an Inside Chimpanzee. Maybe, once, you were 

an Outside Chimpanzee.

Maybe you understand.

Always,

Clementine



Letter 9

A researcher said that once: silver liningsilver lining. My brain imag-

ined a thread, gleaming in the darkness of the lab. And I 

could follow it. And it would lead me someplace good.

In my mind, I followed the thread. At the end was a 

memory of you tickling me—of you scratching one fi nger 

along my belly. Ha! (Mice, as you know, are very ticklish. 

Even though, when we laugh, not many can hear it.) How 

do I get back to this, Rosie, and also stay alive?

I stopped waving and peeled myself from the glass, my 

whole stomach a knot.

I needed time to think. Think incredibly hard.

The radio news bulletin now over, Pop strolled back 

into the room, the ground vibrating with his boot steps. 

“This is starting to look like a real puzzle, my Gus. We’ll 

put our heads together—but not until we dry the last of 
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these dishes, hmm? These happen to be my lucky tea-

cups.” White hair fl oating atop his shoulders, he passed a 

dish to Gus. Then he stopped, hands on his hips. “Do you 

smell raspberries?”

My fur stiff ened.

Gus sniff ed, nose high in the air. He’d readjusted his 

glasses—and his hair—so he looked halfway tidy again. 

“Yeah. You making jam or something?”

Quick! I thought. Quick, other mouse! I tried to squeeze 

next to him, bury my scent within his scent. He smelled 

nuttier. Like woodchips. And nuts! To his credit, the other 

mouse didn’t seem to mind. He wrapped his tail around 

my back, as if to say huh-okay!

“Highly odd,” Pop said, wiping his nose with his thumb, 

as if that would clarify the smell. “Unless I was making 

jam in my sleep. But there hasn’t been a single raspberry 

in this kitchen since Easter. My crop wasn’t strong this 

spring.” He sniff ed again dramatically, nose working over-

time. Everything about him was bigger than life. “Maybe 

we’re having déjà vu? Or dé-jamwe’re having déjà vu? Or dé-we’re having déjà vu? Or dé-  vu?”

The other mouse’s whiskers twitched hungrily at the 

mention of jam.

No jam! I told him with several chirps. Help!

Gus, who’d been peering at us in the terrarium, didn’t 
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notice my call. He spun to look at Pop. “Oh, déjà vu! Like 

your championship chess game in Berlin! Mom said you 

dreamed your opponent’s opening moves.”

Pop mumbled something incomprehensible, the word 

disappearing into his mustache—like he didn’t want to 

discuss it. “Right, right,” he said, checking the cracked 

watch on his forearm. He pulled a sprig of grass from 

beneath the strap. “Well, if we’re going to head to the 

supermarket soon—”

“Can you please teach me the King’s Gambit?” Gus 

begged, fi ngertips pressed together. I was watching him 

as I clung to the other mouse, inching us both back into 

the moss. How long could we hide there? “Or the Latvian 

Gambit! I think I’ve almost got it, but I set up the board 

this morning, see? It’d be really awesome if—”

“You’re pushing your luck,” Pop said, his eyes still danc-

ing with a bit of mystery.

“I know you don’t play chess anymore, but I fi gured that 

we have a whole month together, and I’m a lot older now, 

so I’ll learn superfast. I googled some of your games—all 

the famous ones. By my age you were winning everything. 

And I just thought that since you’re my grandpa, I could 

be good, too.”

“You can be, my Gus!” Pop cupped Gus’s cheeks. “Of 

course you can. But surely you don’t need an old man like 
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me getting in your way. Chess and I are no longer com-

panions, nor have we been for a long time.”

“But—”

Pop’s eyes widened. “Did you hear that?”

Gus froze dramatically. Excitedly. “Hear what?”

Quickly, Pop reached over to turn up the radio, and my 

stomach plummeted. “This.”

. . . y’all are blowing up the lines! I’ve never 

seen so many callers. Folks, if you’re just 

tuning in, we’re talking about the runaway 

mice. Both are from a high-profi le lab 

experiment. All I’m saying is, if one of these 

mice is a supergenius, I hope that some-

one out there is protecting her. Maybe she 

wasn’t kidnapped for any other reason 

than that. Here’s to believing that there are 

still good people out there. Anyway, be on 

the lookout for two gray mice!

Slowly, Gus and his grandpa rotated their heads toward 

me, jaws agape. They looked like mirrors of each other, 

except one is old and large. One is small and jittery. In the 

terrarium, the other mouse staggered to the side, black 

eyes bulging—either deeply afraid, or still digesting those 
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electrical wires from the lab. Would the researchers study 

his brain, too? Was he at risk?

My heartbeat traveled all the way to my tail.

“What . . . is happening?” said Gus.

“I . . . very much don’t know,” said Pop, twice as slowly. 

“But I suspect the local news might have an answer.”

So they turned on the television. Immediately, there 

I was: Wondermouse, The Real Stuart Little, Egghead of the 

Rodent World. Stuck inside the terrarium, I wobbled on my 

hind legs as the TV fl ashed my picture. Photograph aft er 

photograph. I looked, it will not surprise you to know, like 

a mouse. (Since we last spoke, nothing has changed about 

me, Rosie. Well, except for my eyes; they’re no longer 

refl ecting you.)

There was one picture of the day I was born, eager 

researchers crowding around the table. (Oh, Felix! He was 

there!) Each took turns holding me up to the brightness. 

I remember feeling the electric warmth of those lamps—

and knowing they were not really light.

What now?

What happens now?

“O  .  .  . kay,” Pop said, fi ddling with a piece of yarn 

from his pocket. He’d switched off  the TV, his mustache 

noticeably perkier than a moment ago. “This is not how 

I anticipated our month together beginning, my Gus. I 


