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			Megabat loves Birdgirl, but he’s having trouble coming up with a Valentine’s surprise that she actually likes.

			Daniel is trying to earn his Sharing and Caring Bird Scout badge by bringing valentines to residents at a retirement home.

			Megabat keeps trying to impress Birdgirl with his marvelous gifts that are things HE loves, but it’s not working. And she seems to be obsessed with a majestic eagle.

			Daniel and his fellow Bird Scouts create chaos at the retirement home and learn a lesson in how NOT to get a Sharing and Caring badge.

			Megabat finally learns about smushy luv stuff from his new friends at the retirement home, but is it too late? Has he lost Birdgirl forever? And will Daniel ever earn his Sharing and Caring badge? Find out in this smooshy-luv-stuff-filled adventure!
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				For my editor, Sam Swenson.

				Swix-ish batty books together! It’s been a most thrilling and adventuresome ride!
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			THE WINTER CARNIVAL

			“Okay, Flock 227. Gather round near the World’s Biggest Snowman.” Bird Scout Leader Blue Heron adjusted his four-feathered cap and raised his elbows. “Are we ready for the Bird Scouts’ Promise?”

			At Blue Heron’s signal, nine boys, five girls and Megabat—a small, talking fruit bat who was hidden under his best friend Daniel’s knotted neckerchief—flapped along while chanting the special words: “Earn your feathers! Flock together! Bird Scout friends are friends forever!” They crouched down to touch the snowy ground. “KA-KAW!” they cried. “KA-KAW!” Then, for the big finish, they jumped as high as they could. “KA-KAAAAAAAW!”

			The Promise was Megabat’s favorite part of Bird Scouts. Well, that and the fancy feathered hats, and the special ceremonies, and the fun badges you could earn. Since Daniel and Talia had joined Flock 227, Megabat hadn’t missed a single meeting.

			“Coo-woo?” A feathered head poked out of Talia’s Safety and Survival Pack.

			Megabat’s beloved—a pigeon named Birdgirl—didn’t always come to Bird Scouts, but she was excited about that day’s outing to the Winter Wonderland Carnival. Not only had they admired the World’s Biggest Snowman (an impressive, towering creation with a traffic cone nose and two Christmas trees for arms), but soon they’d be whooshing down an ice slide, doing a snowball toss, drinking hot chocolate and stopping at the hot dog kiosk for lunch.

			“Coo-woo?” Birdgirl was mostly there for that last part.

			Luckily, Megabat spotted her before anyone else. “It’s not being snacky-time yet,” he whispered. “Keeping on hiding.” The pigeon nodded and ducked back inside.

			Even though they were honorary Bird Scouts, bats and pigeons weren’t officially allowed. Pigeons weren’t welcome in the church hall where the Flock usually met and—indoors or out—sometimes bats made grown-ups scream. Only Daniel and Talia knew that Megabat and Birdgirl were joining in, and Daniel had reminded them many times to stay quiet and out of sight.

			“We’ll split into smaller groups to visit the activity stations,” Blue Heron explained to the Flock. “One group with me, the other with Starling Sasha.”

			“Come on!” Daniel grabbed Talia’s arm and led her over to Starling Sasha, a teenager with three feathers in her cap: brown, blue and, most importantly, red. That meant she was at the highest level of Bird Scouts: a leader in training. What’s more, her sash was covered in badges. Twenty-nine to be exact. Daniel and Megabat had counted.

			“Stick together and make good choices. We’ll meet back at the snowman in an hour,” Blue Heron said.

			Starling Sasha did a quick head count. Besides Talia and Daniel (and Megabat and Birdgirl), two other Blue Jays called Kiyan and Nikki were with their group. There were also two younger kids: Alton and Nora. They were Chickadees; the smallest Bird Scouts, who had only one brown feather in their caps.

			“You heard Blue Heron,” Starling Sasha reminded them. “We need to stick together.”

			But as she was talking, another voice interrupted: “Why’s that dog so long?”
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			Megabat peeked out from under Daniel’s neckerchief. Alton had spotted a wiener dog wearing a turtleneck sweater. “Did someone stretch it?” he asked.

			Now that Alton mentioned it, Megabat wondered too.

			“Does it wear clothes in the summer too?” the little boy asked next. “Does it dress up for Halloween?”

			More good questions! Megabat longed to know the answers, but no one else was listening.

			“We need to get this stamped at each activity station.” Starling Sasha showed the group a card with four pictures on it.

			“I think we should do ice sculptures first.” Daniel had taken off his mitt and was tracing a finger along a map he was holding. “That way, we can go straight to the slide, loop around to the snowball toss and end up at hot chocolate and hot dogs. It’s the most efficient route.”

			“I think you’re right,” Sasha said.

			Megabat flushed with pride for his friend. Daniel had worked hard learning to use a compass and read maps, and Megabat had helped. Just the week before, Daniel had earned his Orienteering badge at a special ceremony.

			“All right then. Let’s g—” Sasha looked left and right. “Guys? Where’s Alton?”

			Megabat was the first to spot the feather of the little boy’s hat. “His wented that way,” Megabat whispered into Daniel’s ear, pointing with a wingtip.

			“Thanks, Megabat,” Daniel whispered back. “There he is!”

			By the time the group caught up, Alton was petting the long dog. “Why’s he called a wiener dog? Does he like eating wieners? With ketchup or mustard? I hate mustard. Especially the spicy kind.”

			The dog’s owner smiled.

			Starling Sasha put a hand on Alton’s shoulder. “Alton, don’t wander off like that. And don’t pet strange dogs, unless the owner says it’s okay. Okay? Sorry,” she said to the owner before turning her attention back to Alton.

			“I need you to hold someone’s hand at all times. Either mine or one of the Blue Jays’.”

			“He can hold my hand,” Daniel offered. “Here.” He pretended to squirt something into his mitten and then did the same to Alton’s. “Make believe we’re crazy-glued together.”

			It sounded like a fun game. “None fair,” Megabat muttered under the neckerchief. “Mine alsowise wants to play sticky mint-tens.”

			“Huh?” Alton looked up. “What’d you say?”

			“Uh…just talking to myself,” Daniel said. “Sticky sticky. Sticky mittens,” he repeated with a smile. “Come on.” Then, hand in sticky hand, Daniel and Alton followed the group toward the ice sculptures.  
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			THE ICE EAGLE

			Behind a portable fence, a see-through swan bent its delicate neck, a pokey-nosed penguin looked lovingly at its chick, and a glassy dragon breathed icy fire.

			Megabat gasped at the display. “These statutes is being spunktacular!”

			Luckily, Alton was busy asking a festival volunteer some questions about ice carving and didn’t overhear Megabat talking this time, but Birdgirl did. She stuck her head out of Talia’s backpack.

			“Coo-woo,” she said, clearly impressed by the swan. But then… “Ooooooooo! Coo-woo!” Her eyes had landed on an ice statue she liked even more. It was off to the left of the penguins: a majestic eagle with its wings spread wide.

			Before Megabat could stop her, Birdgirl wriggled out of the backpack, flew over the fence and perched atop its head. “Coo-woo-woo-woo.”

			She hopped down and balanced along the eagle’s powerful wing, rubbing her cheek against its smooth edge as she went.
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			That was when Starling Sasha spotted her. “Look!” She pointed. “I think that pigeon has a crush on that eagle.”

			Daniel and Talia laughed, but Megabat didn’t get the joke.

			Neither did Alton. “What’s a crush?” the little boy asked.

			“It’s when you like someone,” Daniel explained.

			Alton nodded. “Oh. I like that big bird too.”

			Megabat agreed: the glistening bird was hard not to like.

			“It’s when you like them like them.” Daniel raised his eyebrows.

			“Ew. Mushy love stuff?” Alton stuck out his tongue. “Never mind. I don’t like it then.”

			Birdgirl dropped down into the eagle’s large nest. “Woo-woo!” she whistled, admiring the bird from this new angle.

			Megabat frowned. “Smushy luv stuffs?” Suddenly, he didn’t like the eagle anymore either. He ducked out from under Daniel’s neckerchief, flew toward the sculpture and landed, unseen, in its enormous nest beside Birdgirl.

			“Oka-hay,” he said. “Ours seed the ice seagull. Now it’s being time for the slide.”

			But Birdgirl didn’t answer. She was too busy skating around in the icy nest.

			“Coming on,” Megabat urged, following behind her. “Ours gots to go.”

			Birdgirl stopped her slipping and sliding, but instead of agreeing, she leaned down to peer closely at the bumpy ridges on the ice eagle’s fearsome feet.

			Megabat couldn’t take it a second longer! He huffed at Birdgirl, “Oka-hay, fine. Staying here with yours’s silly seagull. But be meeting ours at the snowman in one-ish hour.”
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			With that, he flew down and tucked himself under Daniel’s neckerchief. Then the Flock walked away, leaving the smushy lovestruck Birdgirl behind.
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			THE ICE SLIDE

			Whizzzzzz! Whooooosh! Wammo!

			Pairs of kids in rubber tubes zipped down the ice slide, coming to a bouncy bumpy stop against a snow pile at the end. Megabat would have been muchly esscited if he hadn’t been so distracted.

			“A smushy luv crush,” he grumbled softly under Daniel’s neckerchief. “It makes none-sense. Mine’s muchly betterer than that’s silly seagull.”

			He flexed a wing. Certainly, the ice eagle looked big and strong, but Megabat was strong too. Just that morning he’d chosen a mandarin orange from the big fruit bowl for breakfast and lifted it right out! All by himself!

			And, sure, the ice eagle had a magnificent pointy beak, Megabat thought miserably… “But does his gots a terrific tongue?” Megabat opened his mouth and let his marvelously long tongue loll out. Back in the rainforests of Borneo—where he’d been born—Megabat and his bat brothers and sisters had used their long, rolly tongues to reach fruit from the highest branches. “None papayas can escabing mine,” he said around his drooping tongue. “None mangoes, none—”

			Ouch. Megabat felt a sharp tug on the tip of his tongue.

			“What’s this?”

			The question was followed by a second, harder tug.

			With no further warning, Megabat found himself falling and—thud—landing on a cushiony surface. When he looked up, he was staring into Alton’s big, curious brown eyes.

			“It’s a baby bat!” The little boy poked Megabat’s tummy with his other mitten. “Why’d you have a baby bat under your neckerchief, Daniel?”

			“Shhhhh!”

			Daniel cupped his mitten over Alton’s to hide Megabat before anyone else in the slide line could see. Unfortunately, it didn’t do much to keep him quiet.

			“Mine’s not a baby!” Megabat cried indignantly from between the mittens.

			“He talks!” Alton gasped. “Does he always talk?”

			Daniel sighed and moved his mitten a little so Alton could see Megabat. “Trust me: he always talks. Alton, this is Megabat,” Daniel whispered. “He’s a fruit bat. A secret fruit bat. Can you keep a secret?”

			“I’m great at secrets,” Alton said, too loudly. “For Nora’s birthday, I got her a Junior Geology kit, and I didn’t even tell her yet.”

			
				
				
					[image: ]
				

			
			Nora, who was standing in line in front of them, turned at the sound of her name. Daniel only just managed to hide Megabat in time. “Cool!” she said. “I love rocks! Thanks, Alton.”

			Daniel sighed as the line moved up again. “This is different than a birthday present,” he said softly. “Megabat has to stay a real secret. If you tell, he won’t be able to come to Bird Scouts anymore.”

			“KA-KAWWWWW!” Megabat cried proudly. “Mine’s a honey-berry Blue Jay.”

			“Shhhh!” Daniel reminded Megabat firmly, but he couldn’t help smiling. “He means honorary,” he explained as he tucked Megabat back under his neckerchief.

			Alton nodded gravely. “Got it. A super-secret honorary Blue Jay bat. My lips are zipped.”

			Up ahead, a festival volunteer handed Talia and Nora a tube to slide in. That meant it was Daniel, Alton and Megabat’s turn next.

			“Bon voyage!” The volunteer gave Talia and Nora’s tube a little push.

			“AHHHHHHhhhhhhh!” Their joyful screams trailed off as they whooshed away.

			Megabat’s eyes went wide.

			“Bon voyage!” the volunteer said again, handing Daniel a tube. He and Alton climbed in. Then things got really exciting.

			Ba-da-boom. The tube took off at lightning speed, bumping and buffeting against the sides of the ice slide.
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			“Hang on, everyone!” Daniel yelled as they spun around backward.

			“Waaaaaaah!” Megabat cried in terror. He clung to the shoulder of Daniel’s winter coat while the wind whipped him around.

			Moments later—BOINGA-BANG—they came to a sudden stop against the snowbank at the end of the slide. “Whooooooah!” Megabat’s grip slipped, and he flew through the air before—PLOOF—landing deep in the snow.

			For a moment or two, all was cold, all was quiet. Then, with a firm tug on his eartips, Megabat felt himself lifted. He landed in Daniel’s mitten.

			“Pah!” Megabat spit out a mouthful of snow and shook his head to loosen more snow from his ears.

			“Are you okay?” Daniel asked.

			“That was b-being… ” Megabat’s frozen lips trembled.

			Daniel and Alton leaned in, their eyes wide with worry.

			“That was b-being AWESOME!!!!” Megabat threw his wings open. “SUCH MUCH FUN! Can ours slip-slide some morely?”

			“Yeah,” Alton pleaded. “Can we?”

			The rest of the group was already waiting for them on the pathway. “Sorry, guys,” Daniel said. “We have to move on to the snowball toss now.”

			“Justing one more time,” Megabat begged. “Peeeeeeeeze!”

			“Yeah,” Alton echoed. “Peeeeeeze!”

			Daniel shook his head and tucked Megabat under his neckerchief. He pretended to squirt glue into his mitten again. “Come on, Alton. Me and you with crazy glue!”

			“Aww. Do we have to?” Alton whined. “It’s babyish.”

			“Sorry.” Daniel shrugged. “Starling Sasha said you’ve got to hold a Blue Jay’s hand. Hey, look!” Daniel pointed toward the path. “There’s Special Snowflake.”

			Megabat peered out to see a large puffy snowflake with legs and arms ambling up the path. It stopped near the rest of their Bird Scouts group.

			“He’s the festival mascot,” Daniel explained. “Let’s go get our picture taken with him.”

			Megabat wasn’t so sure about the idea. And the closer they got, the less sure he felt.

			“For why is his face so frozed?” Megabat whispered.

			“Yeah,” Alton agreed. “Why don’t his eyes ever blink? It creepy.”

			But Daniel didn’t answer their questions. There was a group ahead of them, and he was listening while Starling Sasha explained how they should pose when it was their turn.
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			“This is boring,” Alton complained. “Why are we standing in a dumb old lineup just for a picture?” He looked back toward the ice slide longingly. Then he grinned, as if a wonderful idea had just come to him.

			Alton stood on his tiptoes and lifted the corner of Daniel’s neckerchief. “Do fruit bats have hands?” he whispered.

			“Mine’s gots talons.” Megabat showed Alton his feet. “And wingses with thumbses and fingerses.” He flexed the bendy parts of his wings and wiggled the five little claws that tipped each one.

			“Thumbs and fingers are parts of hands,” Alton informed him.

			“Undoubtedly,” Megabat agreed.

			“I have a way-less-boring-than-this idea. Wanna hear it?”

			Megabat liked hearing ideas. Especially when they weren’t boring. He stuck out one of his big saucer-like ears. “Mine’s listening.”
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				A BAD, BAD BIRD

			

			“But mine IS a honey-berry Blue Jay!” Megabat protested for the third time since they’d gotten home from the winter carnival.

			Daniel—who was in the backyard working on an igloo for his Outdoor Adventure badge—answered gruffly. “Well, you sure didn’t act like one.”

			That hurt Megabat’s feelings. After all, he and Alton had followed Starling Sasha’s rule exactly.

			The second Alton had sneakily slipped his hand out of the mitten Daniel was holding, Megabat flapped into the little boy’s palm and clasped his fingers. There! Alton was holding hands with a Blue Jay! And they hadn’t let go once as they’d lined up, climbed the wooden steps and whooshed down the ice slide twice.

			Daniel dumped out his snow brick. “You guys could have gotten lost.”

			“Nuh-uh!” Megabat countered. “Mine knewed exactingly where ours was.”

			“But I didn’t know. And I was the one responsible for holding Alton’s hand. So I’m the one who got in trouble.”

			Megabat sighed. He didn’t understand why Starling Sasha had been so mad at Daniel, or why Daniel was so mad at him now. Everything had turned out fine.

			“Ours was just having adventuresome fun. It’s being what Bird Scouts do!”
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			“Being a Bird Scout is about more than just fun and adventure,” Daniel lectured. “It’s about earning your feathers—and that means being responsible and working hard.” He gave Megabat a you’re bothering me look before turning back to his igloo. “And speaking of hard work, I have to focus on this snow structure now.”

			“Ha-rumph!” Megabat turned his back and stomped off through the snowy yard toward the shed he shared with Birdgirl. “Mine workses hardly!” he grumbled as he went.

			When he reached Birdgirl, Megabat expected she’d wrap a warm wing around his shoulder, or at least coo soothingly like she usually did. Birdgirl always had time to show she loved him. But, today, she barely glanced up from the hunk of wood she’d been pecking at since they got home.

			“Birdgirl,” Megabat said, “is yours listening? Mine said, mine is being an exemptionally hardly-working Bird Scout. Doesn’t yours agree?”

			She bobbed her head, but Megabat could tell she was looking at her log out of the corner of her eye.

			“What’s yours making anyways?” he asked.

			By pecking at the wood, Birdgirl had begun to shape it.

			“Is its being a knicky-knack?”
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			Birdgirl was an incredibly crafty pigeon. Inside their shed they already had fancy bowls made of dried mud for holding seeds and an old boot with bits of string tied around it for displaying spring flowers or winter sticks.

			This knicky-knack looked like some sort of small statue with wings. A butterfly, perhaps?

			“Waiting a second!” Megabat said. “Is its being a bird?”

			Birdgirl looked sheepish. She shook her head a little too quickly.

			“Yours is telling a none-truth,” Megabat accused. “Its is being a bird. There are itses big birdish feets.” He pointed and gasped as he realized. “Its is being the majestic seagull!”

			Birdgirl shook her head again, but Megabat knew it for a fact, and his feelings were badly hurt. “Well, mine doesn’t love it,” he said meanly. “Not one bitty bit.” He stomped his feet. “Its is being a bad, BAD bird!”

			He spun around and marched off, leaving a bewildered Birdgirl behind.

			Megabat made a beeline for the big tree at the back of the yard. When he reached its trunk, he flopped down into the snow with a frustrated sigh.

			“Birdgirl loveses the silly seagull more than hers loveses mine,” he muttered. “Daniel thinks mine’s an un-respondable Bird Scout. Everything is being rotten-bad this day.”

			“Chichichichichi?”

			Megabat looked up to see a big paper bag come whooshing down from high in the tree.

			“Chichichichichi?”

			Three small squirrels skittered after it. When they reached the ground, they arranged themselves in a circle around Megabat. “Chichichichichi?” they asked again.

			“Nots now,” Megabat snapped.

			The Kwirl kids, who lived in the big tree, loved the birdseed Daniel’s mother put in the feeder. In fact, finding sneaky ways to eat it was their favorite thing. And ever since they’d found an empty bag of Nature’s Bounty Wild Bird Meal in the trash can, they’d been begging Megabat to read it to them over and over, like a story.

			“Chichichichichi?” They pushed the bag toward him.

			He knew they wouldn’t stop until he did it. “Oka-hay. Fine!” Megabat sighed and flattened out the bag. “But only one-ish time.”

			The kwirls clapped their paws and ran in circles as they waited for him to begin.

			“Nature’s Bounty Whil-ed Bird Me-all. Mix-ed Grain and Seeds. Five lubbs.” He sounded out the words. Then Megabat paused to show them the picture on the front: a red bird perched on a leafy branch.

			“Chichichichichi!” The squirrels tried to grab the bag with their little paws.

			Megabat knew what they wanted. “Nuh-uh.” He held it back. “Ours gots to finish the front before ours readses the back.”
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			The ingredients list was the Kwirl kids’ very favorite part. Megabat had read it so many times he knew it by heart. Sunflower seeds, hulled peanuts, cracked corn. The special words never failed to send the squirrels into a frenzy of joy.

			Suddenly, Megabat lowered the bag. Wait a second! Words! Special words! He might not be as big and strong as an eagle, but did the eagle have words?

			“Chichichichichi,” one of the kwirls prompted.

			Megabat picked up the bag and cleared his throat. “Pree-mee-yum food for blue jays and sar-dinals,” he read on, faster now. After all, the plan he’d just come up with was going to take a lot of hard and wordy work, and he didn’t have a second to waste.
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			THE VALEN-TIME

			While reading the birdseed bag to the squirrels, Megabat had remembered something Blue Heron said when they’d met back at the World’s Biggest Snowman to end the meeting.

			“Valentine’s Day is coming up,” the grown-up leader had explained. “Next meeting, we’ll make cards to bring to Sunset Villa retirement home. It will count toward our Sharing and Caring badges. We’ll decorate them and write nice messages inside to let the residents know they’re valued and appreciated.”

			Megabat could do the same for Birdgirl!

			Making the special card took all afternoon, even after Daniel finished his igloo and came over to help. That was because this wasn’t just any old card.

			“TA-DAAAA!” Megabat plopped down one last acorn to make the dot at the end of his sentence. “Mine worked muchly hardly on this,” he said, making sure to give Daniel a pointed look. “And now that hers has the World’s Biggest Valen-times Card, Birdgirl will never be doubting that hers is vallied and umpreciated.”

			Daniel took a step back to admire the work. “It’s definitely impressive,” he said.

			The week before, the refrigerator inside Daniel’s house had stopped making foods cold. It was a lucky thing, because a new one had arrived in the biggest cardboard box Megabat had ever seen. Daniel had helped him haul it around from the side of the house, where it had been waiting for recycling day. They’d flattened it out and, using bits and pieces of nature, Megabat had carefully spelled out his heartfelt message in enormous letters.
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			“Birdgirl yours is a birderful pigin. Muchly luv, Megabat,” Daniel read. “You did a great job. It’s going to knock her socks off!”

			Megabat titled his head, confused. “Pigeons isn’t wearing socks.”

			“It’s just an expression,” Daniel said, laughing.

			But before Megabat could ask what an eggs-pression was—“Daniel! Dinner!” Mom called out the back door.

			“Can we show it to Birdgirl in the morning?” Daniel brushed snow off his ski pants. “I want to see the look on her face. Plus, it’ll be even better in the daylight.”

			It was going to be hard to wait, but Daniel was right. In the early morning light, the snow they’d scattered to add sparkle would gleam like diamonds.
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			All night, Megabat’s mind bubbled over with thoughts of how happy his beloved would be. At last, the sun rose.

			An odd sound roused him.

			Drip-drip-drip.

			Then another louder noise startled Megabat all the way awake: the back door squeaking open. Megabat spread his wings and flapped excitedly.

			“Daniel is coming. It’s being time for the Valen—”

			But before he could finish his sentence, he heard Daniel groan.

			“No fair!”

			“Coming on, Birdgirl,” Megabat told his beloved. When the bat and the pigeon got outside they saw Daniel, wearing pajamas and snow boots. He was stomping his foot against the deck. “I can’t believe this!”

			Something strange was indeed afoot. Normally, the February morning air nipped at Megabat’s nose. But today the breeze felt warm. He sniffed. There was a familiar earthy smell too. And that noise: drip-drip-drip. It sounded like rain.

			“Is its being springytime already?” Megabat asked.

			“No,” Daniel answered miserably. “It’s just a weird warm spell. And it’s thawing everything. Look!” He pointed into the yard. “All my hard work, ruined!”

			Where the shimmery snow-brick walls of Daniel’s igloo had risen strong and tall the day before, now there was nothing but a stumpy ring of melting slush with a muddy patch in the middle.

			“I didn’t even take a picture of it,” Daniel complained. “Now I’ll never get my Outdoor Adventure badge.”

			“Coo-woo?”
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			Birdgirl had made her way over to the enormous card.

			“Thats is being yours’s wondrously romantical Valen-times card,” Megabat explained, catching up with her. The card was a little soggy, but still impressive. “Mine maked it ex-specially for yours! Daniel did alsowise help,” he added. “Does yours loving it?”

			But instead of flapping her wings in excitement and appreciation, Birdgirl shot Megabat a cold glare, sparing another for Daniel.

			“Huh?” Daniel walked over. “Birdgirl, what’s wrong?”

			That was when Megabat saw that some of the nature letters were missing.
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			“Chichichichichi.” From up in the tree came an explosion of chittery laughter. The three Kwirl kids—their mouths stuffed with seeds and their grabby little paws full of leaves and twigs—were rolling around on the tree branch giggling at the mischief they’d made.

			“Yours bad kwirls!” Megabat scolded. “Bringing back the nature yourses stoled!”

			“They did more than just steal nature,” Daniel pointed out. “Read it!”

			Megabat stared at the leftover letters. Suddenly, he saw it.

			“Now it sayses BUM!” He looked up into the tree. “BUM!” Megabat repeated as he walked around to the other side of the word to get a better look.

			All those times he’d read them the birdseed bag, not only had the squirrels been listening to the ingredients, but they’d also been paying attention to the letters and sounds. And now—just like that—they’d made a brand-new word, all by themselves.

			“BUM!” Megabat announced proudly. “It’s being so goodly!”

			“Uh—Megabat?” Daniel said.

			The little bat looked up from the card into the furious face of his beloved.

			“Coo! Woo!” She crossed her wings over her chest.

			Uh-oh. Now he realized his mistake. “Birdgirl. Mine d-didn’t mean… ” he stammered. But it was already too late. “Mine was just celebrationing the newish word! Yours isn’t really being a b—”

			But Birdgirl didn’t want to hear it. She stomped back to the shed and slammed the door shut behind her.
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			GUS

			Birdgirl stayed mad about the bum card all the next day. She refused to come out to play in the muddy yard. Instead, she stayed in the shed, working on a secret project under an old paint tarp. She wouldn’t even go next door with Megabat when Talia invited everyone over to see her brand-new pet!

			“This is Gus.” Talia showed Daniel and Megabat a see-through plastic cage with a running wheel in it. Nestled in a bed of woodchips lay a small gray puff. “He’s a teddy bear hamster,” Talia explained.

			At first, the hamster looked like a furry pom-pom that might sit atop a winter hat, but when Gus opened his small black eyes and gave a great toothy yawn, Megabat swooned. “His is adore-babble!”

			Talia opened the cage, cupped Gus in her hands and brought him out so Daniel and Megabat could get a closer look. Gus’s little pink nose danced, making his long whiskers twitch. He inched along Talia’s palm to sniff Daniel’s outstretched fingers.
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			“Awww!” Daniel said. “He’s as cute as a button.”

			Megabat had to disagree. “Buttons is hardish and roundish. Gus is softish and fluffily. His is muchly cuter-er than a button.”

			Daniel smiled. “I don’t mean Gus looks like a button. ‘Cute as a button’ is an expression. Remember, like yesterday when I said the card would knock Birdgirl’s socks off?”

			This time Megabat was determined to get some answers. He blinked up at Daniel.

			“An expression is like… ” Daniel turned to Talia for help.

			She had a hard time too. “It’s a thing people say,” she decided, finally. “And even though it doesn’t make sense, everyone just kind of knows what it means.”

			Words that made no sense on purpose! Well, that was ridiculous!

			Talia pointed to a big book on her desk beside Gus’s cage. “It’s like if you say you’re going to ‘take a page out of someone’s book’ it actually means that—”

			Megabat gasped. “Yours is going to be ripping pages from thats libbary book?!”

			“No, Megabat. That’s why it’s an expression,” Talia said as she opened the book for him. “Taking a page out of someone’s book just means you’re borrowing one of their ideas.”

			That made even less sense than calling a hamster a button, but Megabat didn’t get around to saying so because something else caught his attention.

			He gasped. “The majestic seagull!” There, in Talia’s book, was a picture of a large black and white bird. The feathered head; the fierce gaze; the big, hooked beak. He’d recognize it anywhere!

			Talia carefully passed Gus over to Daniel.

			“Oh, yeah,” she said. “That’s an eagle. I checked out this field guide of birds from the library for my Birding badge. I also borrowed these binoculars from my aunt.” She showed him two tubes attached together with glass at both ends. “They’re for seeing faraway things.”
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			Megabat glanced at the binoculars, but he was more interested in the book. The words were tiny and there were too many of them. He needed to know right away: “What’s is its saying about seagulls?”

			“Eagles? Lots.” Talia ran a finger below the words. “This paragraph talks about how they mate for life. That means they’ve only got one beloved. Once two eagles fall in love, they build a huge nest. Then they spend their whole lives making it bigger and better.”

			“It also says the males get the attention of the females by showing off their impressive strength and magnificent plumage. That means feathers. And here it says that they’ve got eagle eyes.”

			Megabat scoffed. “Well, obver-ously!”

			Talia smiled. “That’s another expression. Of course eagles have eagle eyes, but it’s also a way of saying someone has incredible eyesight. Eagles see four or five times farther than a person can.”

			Just then, Gus gave one more toothy yawn. “I think he’s getting tired,” Daniel said, putting him back in the cage.

			Gus began rubbing his eyes with his teeny tiny paws.

			“Awwwwww!” Megabat said. “His is most nappy. Coming on, Daniel. Ours should be going home.”

			Normally, Megabat would have hated to leave the new hamster. He would have made a big fuss about wanting to stay, but Talia’s bird book had given him an idea. And even though he wouldn’t dream of ripping it, he was about to take a page out of it anyway.
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			BEA BLUEBELLE

			“Which ones should I use?” Daniel shook a big glass jar of googly eyes. “Big, small, regular or huge?”

			Megabat didn’t answer. He was in the middle of the dining room table, tossing glue sticks, ribbons, pipe cleaners and plastic beads aside, looking for just the right supplies for the project he had in mind. In fact, he was so focused on his work that he didn’t even notice what Daniel was doing until several minutes later when—

			“Well, hello there, sugarplum!”

			Megabat startled and looked up to see a small, blue-faced lady perched at the other end of the table.

			Megabat gasped. “Who is yours!?”

			The small blue lady stared at him with her large googling eyes and then flipped her long yellow locks of yarn hair. “Why, I’m Bea Bluebelle, a sweet-as-a-peach southern sock puppet.”

			“Buts…where did yours come from?” Megabat asked in wonder.

			Daniel’s head popped up from under the table. “It’s just me,” he said with a big smile. That was when Megabat saw that Bea Bluebelle was covering Daniel’s hand like a mitten. A talking mitten!

			“I’m making her for my Puppeteering badge,” Daniel explained. “I’m going to learn ventriloquism too. It means talking without looking like you are. See?”

			Bea turned to look at Daniel. “Why hello there, darlin’ Daniel,” she said in a sweet, high voice while Daniel kept his lips stuck together, hardly moving.

			“Heya, Bea,” Daniel answered in his own, regular voice.

			It was amazing, but before Megabat could congratulate Daniel for making two such different voices, footstep sounds approached.

			Megabat dove into the glass jar of googly eyes and peered out.

			“Daniel.” Mom balanced a laundry basket on the corner of the table. She stooped down to pick up a ball of yellow yarn Priscilla the cat was playing with. “This yours?”

			“Oh, yeah.” Daniel took it back.

			“Daniel used that stunning shade for my outstanding updo,” Bea Bluebell explained to Mom with another toss of her hair.

			“Well, you look lovely,” Mom told the sock puppet. “But please tell Daniel he needs to put all of this away before dinner.”

			Inside the jar, Megabat sighed. He and Daniel had taken every last craft supply out of the cupboard. Cleaning up was going to take forever!

			Mom ruffled Daniel’s hair and went down to the basement with the laundry. When she’d gone, Daniel picked out two pearly buttons. He heated up the glue gun and attached them to Bea to make fancy earrings.

			“Okay, Megabat. You heard Mom,” Daniel said when he was done. He started gathering handfuls of rainbow feathers and putting them back in their bag. “Time to tidy up.”

			There was no answer.

			“Megabat?” Daniel picked up the jar of googly eyes. “I know you’re in there,” he said. “Come on! You helped make this mess.”

			But amid the hundreds of many-sized eyes staring back, not a single set belonged to a tiny fruit bat. Megabat had slipped away.
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			THE MAJESTIC BATGULL

			Out in the backyard, Megabat dragged a heavy sack across the deck. (In truth, it was a heavy sock—Daniel had used its match to make Bea—but it worked just as well for holding supplies.)

			After bump-bumping it down the porch steps, he heaved and hoed it all the way across the yard. “S-seeing?” he told himself as he arrived at the shed door. He was panting and all out of breath. “Mine’s being just as strong as a seagull!”

			Megabat nudged the door open and peered in to see what Birdgirl was up to. She wasn’t pecking at her bird-shaped piece of wood in the corner, and he couldn’t see a pigeon-sized bump under the old paint tarp where she’d been working on her secret project, either.

			“Coo-woo-woo-woo,” came a faint, rhythmic sound. “Coo-woo-woo-woo.” Birdgirl must have been worn out from her crafting. She was taking an afternoon nap, snoring softly in her nest.

			Megabat tiptoed in. He knew he should get straight to work so he could surprise his beloved when she awoke—but that paint tarp was so tempting. What was she building under there for hours at a time? Surely one little peek wouldn’t hurt.

			Megabat lifted the edge. His heart sank. “Another majestic seagull statute,” he said with a heavy sigh. This one was made of pieces of crumpled tinfoil that Birdgirl must have found in the recycle bin. The foil bird had two large silvery wings, a cylinder shape for its body and a ball for the head.

			“Coo-woo-woo-woo,” came another snore from above.

			Was Birdgirl dreaming of the majestic seagull too? It seemed all too likely. Megabat knew he had to take action, and fast. “Mine gots to be winning herses heart back,” he said to himself.

			He opened his sock-sack. First, he took out some bits and bobs from the craft cupboard. Next, a bottle of glue and two empty toilet paper rolls. And, finally, a ripe banana he’d snatched from the fruit bowl on his way through the kitchen. One by one, he hoisted the supplies up onto the beam where Birdgirl’s nest sat. Then he set to work while humming a sweet, soothing lullaby. “La-di-daaaaad…Doo-dee-daaaah.” Birdgirl sighed in her sleep and settled deeper into her nest.

			At last, all was set. Megabat hopped out of the nest, cleared his throat, and then, using a deep and thunderously loud voice—as different from his own as Bea Bluebelle’s was from Daniel’s—he crowed to awaken her: “KA-KAWWWWWW!”

			Birdgirl’s eyes shot open. She looked left and right but, being shortish, Megabat was hidden from view on the other side of the nest walls.

			Instead, all Birdgirl could see were the hundreds of glorious googly eyes Megabat had glued around her nest, staring back at her. She spun in alarmed circles, then cried out as her leg got tangled in one of the many beautiful ribbons Megabat had also used to decorate the nest.
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			“COO-WOO!” she shouted in fright.

			Megabat had woven each ribbon in carefully for a dazzling rainbow effect, feeling certain that even eagles in love could never hope to make a nest as beautiful as this.

			“COO-WOO!” Birdgirl cried again as she tried and failed to flap away to safety.

			“Never fearing, Birdgirl!” Megabat said boldly. “The Majestic Batgull will rescue yours!” And with that, he flapped up onto the edge of the nest. “KA-KAAAAWWWWWWW!” he cried again.

			Birdgirl’s eyes went wide. And who could blame her! The Majestic Batgull was truly a sight to behold. Sure, he was a little smaller than the majestic seagull, but the craft feathers glued to his fur were every color of the rainbow. (Much lovelier than an eagle’s boring black and white feathers!)

			What’s more, the Majestic Batgull’s toilet-paper-roll bird-noculars gave him outstanding eagle eyes and, best of all—“Uh-oh!” Megabat tipped forward into the nest—the banana beak, which he’d tied to his face with string, was a bright bold yellow, even though it was a little too heavy.
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			“COO-WOO!” Birdgirl cried again in panic as the strange bird toppled into her nest.

			But she stopped suddenly when she saw it was only Megabat.

			“Oopsie doops!” Megabat tried to readjust the banana beak. Unfortunately, the peel had split open in the fall. The banana was now badly mushed all over the bottom of the nest, and the bird-noculars had fallen right off.

			“Sumprise?” Megabat blinked up at Birdgirl.

			Although she wasn’t scared anymore, Birdgirl certainly didn’t seem swept off her feet either.

			“Is mine looking most handsome?” Megabat asked hopefully. “Does yours loving yours’s newish and umproved nest?”

			Birdgirl didn’t answer the questions. Instead, she began pecking at the ribbon tangled around her foot. When she’d finally worked it free, she dropped it over the side. Then she looked around in dismay at her gooey, googly-eyed nest.

			Megabat’s heart sank.

			“Mine can helping!” he offered. “Here! Mine will be starting by cleaning up this smushed banana.” He used his tongue to lap up the delicious, crushed fruit while Birdgirl set to work plucking off the frightening eyes—but all the while he knew it was no good. His gift for his beloved was a disaster.

			Again.
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			THE ROLLER-COASTER FLIGHT

			The rest of that week Birdgirl didn’t have much to say to Megabat. Between the bum card and the nest mess, it was obvious she was all out of patience—and Birdgirl was rarely out of patience. (This was a pigeon who’d once faithfully listened to Megabat learn to play the harmonica for weeks on end, applauding every last tune!)

			“Hers will never be loving mine again,” Megabat said miserably. He and Daniel were crossing the parking lot for that Saturday’s Bird Scouts’ meeting, dodging puddles along the way. The warm weather had turned all the snow to gray sludge, and every car was splashed with mud.

			“Awww. Don’t worry,” Daniel said as they passed an especially dirty minivan. Someone had written “WASH ME” on the back in big letters. “She’ll come around eventually. Birdgirl loves everyone—but you especially!”

			Megabat wished he could believe it was still true.
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			“I ka-kaw, ka-kaw, ka-kawl this meeting of Flock 227 to order,” Blue Heron announced as they walked in. Megabat was hidden, as usual, on Daniel’s shoulder underneath his neckerchief.

			The leader held up his hand in the special beak shape. “Gather ’round.”

			Daniel and Megabat took their places with the others around a large pretend nest made of rope and readied their beak fingers for the Promise.

			“Earn your feathers. Flock together. Bird Scout friends are friends forever! KA-KAW. KA-KAW. KA-KAAAAAAW!”

			Next, it was time for business and announcements.

			“Before we start making our Valentine’s cards for the retirement home,” Blue Heron said, “we have some badge work presentations to see.”

			Starling Sasha was up first. She told the Flock how she’d put soup into bowls at the community center and shoveled her neighbor’s driveway for her Service badge. Megabat didn’t like shoveling or soup. He didn’t listen very hard, but he did stick his nose out to see the badge Blue Heron awarded Sasha when she was done. It had a beautiful red heart inside a tiny, stitched hand. “None-fair,” Megabat whined into Daniel’s ear. “Now hers gots thirty-ish badges!”

			Daniel held a finger to his lips.

			Talia was next. She told how to look after a teddy bear hamster for her Pet Care badge. Megabat liked hearing how Gus exercised twice a day in a special clear plastic ball, but his mind drifted when Talia talked about cleaning the cage and Alton asked question after question. In fact, Megabat didn’t even notice at first when Talia changed topics for another badge.

			“While I was working on my Birding badge, one of the most interesting birds I learned about was the eagle,” she said.

			Megabat’s large ears perked up.

			Blue Heron had pulled down the big screen on the gymnasium stage, and Talia was showing pictures of huge nests, fancy feathers and fearsome yellow beaks. Megabat already knew about all of that, but then: “When two eagles fall in love, they do a special ritual,” Talia explained. “It’s called the roller-coaster flight.”

			On the screen, a video appeared: two eagles swooped and swerved in perfect unison.

			“Whooooa!” Alton said. “How’d they do that? Are they tied together with string or something?”

			“No,” Talia said, “but watch this!”

			The eagles met mid-sky. They linked talons and began to tumble, cartwheeling through the clouds.

			“No wonder they call it the roller-coaster flight.” Sasha covered her eyes. “I feel dizzy just watching.”

			Megabat felt dizzy too. Delightfully so! He nudged Daniel. “Can ours be going on a rolling coaster?” he whispered.

			“Someday,” Daniel whispered back. “But not now. Roller coasters are closed in winter.”

			Megabat kept watching the eagles, feeling miserable. It wasn’t fair that they got to have such a thrilling time together. If only he could take Birdgirl on a grand adventure like a roller-coaster ride, surely she’d love him again!

			“All right, Bird Scouts! Great presentations,” Blue Heron said as he awarded Talia her Birding and Pet Care badges. “Now let’s get busy with our valentines for Sunset Villa.”

			Everyone was starting toward the craft table when Blue Heron looked down at the floor. “Uh-oh. Who forgot their indoor shoes and trekked in mud from the parking lot?” A trail of brownish boot juice stretched from the door to the nest.

			“Sorry, Blue Heron,” Nora said, lifting up her dirty snow boots.

			The leader frowned and went to get some paper towels, but Megabat smiled to himself. The muck and mud had given him an idea! A wonderful adventuresome idea! After all, roller coasters weren’t the only place to find thrills.
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			A THRILLING ADVENTURE

			“Daniel?” Dad came into the dining room after Bird Scouts that day.

			Megabat ducked out of sight behind a bean plant on the windowsill. (He and Daniel had planted the seed for Daniel’s Gardening badge the night before, and it was taking forever to grow!)

			“Did you write Wash Mine on the back of our car?” Dad asked.

			“What?” Daniel looked up. “No.”

			“Weird.” Dad wandered into the kitchen. “Must have been teenagers or something.”

			Daniel moved the bean plant and raised his eyebrows at Megabat.

			“It wasn’t being mine.” Megabat blinked innocently, but his wingtips were crossed behind his back.

			“And do you know where the watermelon went?” Dad called from the kitchen. “I bought one yesterday. We can’t have eaten it all already.”

			“Haven’t seen it!” Daniel yelled back. He gave Megabat another questioning look.

			That one Megabat truly hadn’t done. He’d have remembered devouring an entire delicious buttermelon.

			Dad came back with an apple in his hand. “Maybe Mom took it to work,” he said with a shrug. “And as for the car, whoever did it has a point. It really is filthy.” Dad spoke the words Megabat had been longing to hear: “You up for a ride to the car wash?”

			Megabat began to bounce around with excitement. Luckily, Dad wasn’t looking in that direction, or he surely would have seen two big ears popping up and down behind the bean plant.

			“Always!” Daniel said.

			“Okay. Meet me in the driveway in five?” Dad took a bite of his apple and went upstairs to get ready.

			Once he was gone, Daniel laughed. “I’m guessing you know something about that missing watermelon. And I know it was you who wrote on the car. Anyway, you got your way, Megabat. Megabat?” Daniel peered behind the plant, but there was nobody there anymore.

			A cool breeze tickled Daniel’s hand. The window was open just a crack, and Megabat had vanished once again!
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			Five minutes later, Daniel found his friend outside, pushing a big skateboard down the long driveway.

			“Justing…one…more…littleish…way… ” The words came out between huffs and puffs. Sitting atop the skateboard was a blue bucket with a rag thrown over top. It was a lot for one small bat to manage, and Daniel was just about to help when Dad came out the side door.
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			“What’s this?”

			Daniel blinked once, twice, three times at the skateboard and bucket.

			“Are you planning to clean the inside of the car?” Dad asked. “Let me guess. Some kind of badge work?”

			“Uhhhh. Yeah!” Daniel answered. “It’s for my Helping Out Around the House badge.”

			“I’m all for that one.” Dad smiled and got into the driver’s seat.

			Still puzzled, Daniel reached down, picked up the bucket and scooped Megabat into his palm at the same time.

			As Dad drove, Megabat tried his best to keep quiet. But the closer they got to the car wash, the harder it got.

			“There are being the so-pointy decorations!” he whispered a little too loudly. He pointed at the red and blue triangles on a rope that hung between the lampposts around the gas station.

			“And there are being the pumpity-pumpers.” He gazed at the machines with the special nozzles for gas. “And BEHOLDING!” he gasped. “The flop-floppity man!”

			The car wash’s dancing wind sock man flailed his arms merrily in all directions, welcoming them.

			“Huh?” Dad looked in the rearview mirror. Megabat ducked into the cupholder just in time. “Did you say something, Daniel?”

			“Ummmmm. HOLDING!” Daniel cried. He grabbed the bucket handle. “I’m holding this bucket!”

			“Oooookay, then,” Dad said.

			“Can you turn up this song?” Daniel asked. “I love it!”

			“Sure thing.” Dad turned up a twangy country song on the radio.

			It gave Daniel a chance to shush Megabat. “You need to keep quiet,” he whispered. “Anyway, you don’t have to show me all the things. I’ve been here lots of times.”
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			“Undoubtedly. Ours has been to the car wash fourish times.” Megabat hadn’t forgotten a single visit. Each time had been more filled with wonder than the last! “But this is being Birdgirl’s firstly-ever car wash.”

			At the sound of her name, Birdgirl popped out of the bucket with the rag draped over her head.

			Daniel gasped softly. “Megabat!”

			The little bat stood on his toes and gazed into Birdgirl’s eyes. “This will be being a none-forgettable thrilling and romantical adventure,” he promised.

			“You can’t bring a pigeon to the car wash,” Daniel whispered urgently.

			“That’s being a none-truth,” Megabat pointed out reasonably. “Seeing? Ours is already doing it.”

			A man wearing a Super Deluxe Auto Wash jumpsuit was waving them forward. KA-chunk—the front tires caught in the special car wash tracks.

			“Windows up!” Dad said. Then he turned up the country song even louder and began to hum along.

			Megabat was much too excited to stay hidden now. “Birdgirl.” He hopped up and down on the seat. “The soap slops is coming!”

			Right on time—sloppity slop—yellow soap plopped onto the windshield and trickled down, leaving shimmering trails behind.

			WHOOSH! WHOOSH! WHOOSH! Taka-taka taka-taka.

			Now the jets came on, pounding water onto the car’s sunroof like a sudden downpour. Birdgirl’s eyes went wide. She began to bob her head frantically, but Megabat was too caught up in the magic to notice.

			“Woo-hoo!” he cried as quietly as he could manage. Up ahead, two tall cloth-covered columns were twirling, their skirty bits flying out wildly. “Here come-sings the whirly ladies! Birdgirl, yours will be loving theirses spinny dance.”

			But Birdgirl was not loving it.

			“Coo-WOO!” she cried so loudly that Dad turned around in his seat.

			Daniel managed to throw the rag back over the bucket, and Megabat ducked into the cupholder just in time. “Ummm. Woo-hoo!” Daniel said. “I love the car wash!”

			Dad gave a bewildered smile, shook his head and turned to face the front.

			Megabat popped back up. He moved the rag aside to peer in at Birdgirl and found her cowering at the bottom of the bucket.

			“Stopping being silly,” he said. “The whirly ladies is fun. Seeing? Theys make such much bubbles.”
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			It was true! The ladies had worked the soap and water into a rich lather that coated the car windows, darkening the inside like a cave.

			Birdgirl shook her head firmly and closed her eyes.

			“Birdgirl,” Megabat scolded. “Yours is going to be missing the best-of-all part.” And with that, he yanked the rag all the way off the bucket. “Looking up, mine’s beloved! Beholding the FEARSOME FLOP-TOPUS!”

			THWAP. THWAP. THWAP. THWAP.

			Four long, thick fabric arms smacked the windshield one after the other.

			Birdgirl’s terror reached a peak. “COO-WOOOOOOO!” She flapped against the sides of the bucket so frantically that the whole thing tipped.

			“Coo-WOO-WOO-WOO!” She flew around the car, trying to escape through the closed windows.

			“Holy moly!” Dad yelled, throwing his hands up over his head. “There’s a pigeon in the car!” His panic did nothing to soothe poor Birdgirl.

			BANG! She hit a window.

			“GET IT OUT!” Dad cried.

			“It’s okay, Dad,” Daniel said. “If we just stay calm—”

			But Dad wasn’t staying calm. “SHOO!” he shouted over the whaps of the flop-topus. Then, without thinking, he pushed the button that opened the car windows. “SHOO!” he said again.
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			That was when the air jets started up.

			SHOOOOOOOM!

			Old receipts, spare napkins and Mom’s stray hair elastics whipped around in the hurricane-like wind. Megabat only just managed to grab on to the headrest with his talons to avoid being blown out the window along with them.

			“COO-WOOOOOOOOOOO!” Birdgirl cried.

			At last, Daniel managed to grab hold of the terrified pigeon. With one, two, three swift movements, he pushed her back into the bucket, pulled off his winter scarf, and tied it over the top to hold her in.

			“IT’S OKAY, DAD!” he yelled over the gale-force winds. “She’s back in the bucket. Close the windows!”

			Dad hit the button, and seconds later the car rolled off the tracks into the sunlight.

			Dad turned off the radio. Everything was silent as he ran a hand through his windswept hair. Then, suddenly, his shoulders began to shake with laughter.

			“Oh, wow,” he said, trying to catch his breath. “What are the odds? I mean, that a pigeon was nesting in that old bucket? Mom’s not going to believe this.”

			Dad kept on laughing. Soon tears were rolling down his face, and Daniel couldn’t help but join in.

			“Is there an Animal Trapping badge in Bird Scouts?” Dad wiped his cheeks with the back of his hand, still laughing. “Because you just earned it, buddy. Holy moly. That was a complete and total disaster.”

			Back inside the cupholder, Megabat crossed his wings over his chest and pouted. He couldn’t have agreed more. The only difference was, he didn’t find it the least bit funny.
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			MARTY AND MARY

			When they got home, the car looked as good as new, but Birdgirl’s mood seemed worse than ever. Daniel released her from the bucket in the backyard. She gave her head a little shake, marched straight back to the shed and closed the door firmly behind her.

			Meanwhile, Megabat collapsed on Daniel’s shoulder with a sad sigh. “Why can’t mine do anything rightly for Birdgirl?” he asked miserably.

			“Maybe… ” Daniel said, choosing his words carefully. “And this is just an idea…But maybe you need to think of some things that make Birdgirl happy, you know? Instead of just giving her the things that make you happy.”

			Well, that didn’t make a single bit of sense.

			Cards! Beautiful decorations! Fun adventures! They made everyone happy, didn’t they?

			“Mine is the saddest bat what’s ever been,” Megabat pouted.

			“I know,” Daniel said, “why don’t we go visit Gus the hamster? That might cheer you up.”

			So after lunch, they did.

			Megabat was allowed to pet Gus’s teddy-soft fur. Then they watched him bonk into furniture legs as he ran around Talia’s floor in his clear plastic ball. It was fun, but it didn’t make Megabat feel better about Birdgirl.
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			In fact, nothing did! He stayed sad the whole week, and that Saturday—February 14—when Flock 227 met outside Sunset Villa retirement home to give out their Valentine’s cards, Megabat was still in a terrible funk.

			“I ka-kaw ka-kaw, ka-kawl this meeting to order!”

			When Blue Heron held up his beak fingers, Megabat didn’t even join in. He lay like a lump under Daniel’s neckerchief while the Flock recited the Promise.

			When they were done, Kiyan, one of the Blue Jays, raised his hand. “Can I present for my Orienteering badge before we go in?”

			“Sorry, Kiyan. Next meeting,” Blue Heron answered. “But don’t worry. Today, by giving out valentines and spreading love and cheer, we’re working on our Sharing and Caring badge as a group. Next week you can get two badges.”

			Blue Heron led some of the younger kids inside, but Kiyan, Talia and Daniel lagged behind.

			“It’s not fair!” Kiyan grumbled. “I’ll never earn all my badges at this rate.”

			“You’ll get there eventually. It’s not a competition, right?” Talia told him.

			“It is to me! Sasha has thirty.” Kiyan pointed out the leader-in-training, who was busy trying to convince Alton not to soak his snow boots in a puddle. “And I’ve only got sixteen.”

			“How do you think I feel? I only have eight so far,” Daniel said as they walked through the doors.

			Megabat had never been inside a retirement home before. There was a cozy fireplace, squishy couches and armchairs, and a tank filled with tropical fish. If he hadn’t been in such a sad and bad mood, he might even have liked it.

			“Bleck! Its is smelling badly,” he whispered.

			“I think it’s the stuff they use to clean the floors,” Daniel whispered back. A man in coveralls was mopping the entryway with a big bucket of water. “It smells kind of like lemons.”

			Megabat liked lemons, but not these lemons. These lemons smelled soapy, sharp and strange.

			“Hello there, Bird Scouts!” A nurse wearing a uniform covered in happy faces came toward them. “I’m Nurse Connie. We’ve been expecting you. Have you brought your indoor shoes? Good. Let’s leave our muddy boots here in the lobby.”

			As the kids changed into shoes and got their cards ready, happy-face-Connie gave Blue Heron a clipboard of forms to sign. He was still filling them out and chatting with the receptionist when the kids finished.

			“I can take the Scouts to see the residents while you finish up here,” Nurse Connie suggested.

			“Okay.” Blue Heron glanced up from his writing. “But I’m trusting you all to listen to Nurse Connie. Go spread some love and cheer, honor the Promise, and keep an eye on”—Blue Heron looked left and right—“Alton.” He sighed.

			The littlest Bird Scout was all the way on the other side of the lobby with his nose pressed against the fish tank.

			“Why don’t fish have beds?” he asked, when Daniel walked over to take his hand and lead him back to the group. “Don’t they ever sleep?”

			Now that Alton mentioned it, Megabat wondered about fish beds too, but if Daniel knew the answer, he didn’t explain.
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			“Come on.” Sasha put a hand on Alton’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Blue Heron,” she promised. “We’ll all help to keep an eye on Alton, right guys?”

			The Flock followed Connie and her happy faces to the dining room. It was decorated for Valentine’s Day with paper hearts made of doilies and red and white balloons on the chandeliers. It smelled better in there. Like tangy tomato soup, peppermint tea and—“Mmmmmmm.” Megabat caught sight of little glass cups of shiny red dessert: fruity Jell-O with chunks of peaches, melons and cherries floating inside. Oh, how he yearned to taste its sweetness!

			“Everyone,” Nurse Connie announced to the residents, who were sitting at round tables finishing their lunches. “The Bird Scouts are here to help make our Valentine’s Day celebration extra special. They’ve brought homemade cards. Isn’t that nice?”

			The Bird Scouts began to walk from table to table.

			Starling Sasha handed a heart-shaped card to an old man in a plaid shirt.

			Kiyan passed a sparkly one to a woman with a gray hairdo that looked like a swirled-up wasps’ nest.

			Alton gave one to a small woman who was sitting alone in a big wheelchair. “Do you know how to do wheelies?” he asked her. “Can I have that Jell-O if you’re finished? Oh! Also, happy Valentine’s Day.”

			“Happy happy.” Megabat sniffled to himself under Daniel’s neckerchief. “A most happy Valen-times…to everyone’s excepting mine.”

			Just then, a sweet-as-pie voice interrupted Megabat’s misery.

			“Well, hello there, darlin’s! Could my friend Daniel interest you both in a valentine?”

			Bea Bluebell had appeared on Daniel’s right hand. The sock puppet tossed her luxurious locks of yellow yarn while Daniel held a card out toward an elderly couple. The man let go of the woman’s hand to clap in delight.

			“Well look at that, Mary! We’ve got a ventriloquist here.”

			“What’s your name, honey?” Mary asked the puppet.

			“I’m Bea Bluebell,” the sock said. “Would you like to hear a joke?”

			“Sure. Marty and I love jokes,” the woman answered.

			By now, some of the other Bird Scouts had stopped delivering cards and were gathering to see the show.

			“What do you call a very small valentine?” Bea tilted her head, waiting for an answer.
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			Mary turned to Marty.

			Marty shrugged.

			“A valen-tiny!” Bea trilled.

			Everyone but Megabat laughed.

			Daniel took his Bird Scouts book out of his backpack. “Can you sign my form to say I put on a show for you? It’s for my Puppeteering badge.”

			“What?” Kiyan complained. “Nobody told me we were allowed to do other badge work while we’re here.”

			Daniel shrugged. “Nobody said we couldn’t.”

			“I’d be happy to sign.” Mary smiled warmly.

			“You know,” Marty said, while Mary uncapped Daniel’s pen. “Mary and I have been sweethearts for sixty-six years. And that was the best ventriloquist sock puppet show we’ve seen in all that time.”

			Megabat’s large ears perked up. Without stopping to think, he poked his head out from under Daniel’s neckerchief.

			“Swixty-sixish years!?” he said. “That’s being a huge-mongous long time!”

			Marty jumped.

			Mary dropped the pen.

			Kiyan took a step back. “Is that a b-b-bat?” he said.

			Daniel sighed.

			“Oopsie-doops.” Megabat shrugged.

			“Somebody, catch it!” yelled Sasha.

			“No. Don’t touch it. I’ll get the janitor!” Nurse Connie said.

			Thankfully, Talia did some quick thinking. “It’s okay,” she said. “It’s just one of Daniel’s puppets. Right, Daniel?” She winked.
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			“Oh. Yeah.” Daniel gave her a grateful smile. “This is Megabat.” He took Megabat off his shoulder and put him in the palm of his hand.

			Mary put on a pair of glasses that were hanging around her neck on a beaded rope. “Incredible!” she said.

			“It certainly is.” Nurse Connie reached across the table to gather empty Jell-O cups. She started to pile them up on a cart with a pleated white curtain around the bottom.

			Alton, who’d seen Megabat before, was much more interested in that. “Did you know this cart has wheels?” he said, lifting up the curtain to show everyone. “But why does it have curtains if it doesn’t have windows?” Again, nobody answered his questions.

			“Isn’t this puppet just the bee’s knees?” Marty said, still gawking at Megabat. “If I didn’t know better, I’d have sworn it was real.”

			Megabat couldn’t help being deeply offended. “Mine IS real! And mine’s a bat, not a beeses’ kneeses!”

			“The bee’s knees just means Marty thinks you’re cool,” Daniel explained with a smile. And of course you’re real!” Daniel gave him a warning look. “Real funny, right, Megabat? Why don’t you tell us all a joke?”

			But Megabat wasn’t in a joking mood.

			“How about that watermelon joke?” Daniel prompted.

			“Oka-hay, fine.” Megabat gave in, but only because it was his favorite melon joke. “What was the buttermelon saying to itses beloved?”

			Megabat waited a beat and then delivered the punchline: “Yours is being one-ish in a melon.”

			“HA!” Marty slapped his knee.

			Connie smiled as she cleared the last Jell-O cup. “Hilarious,” she agreed. “I just have to bring this cart to the kitchen,” she told the kids. “Back in a jiffy.”

			“Oka-hay, oka-hay,” Megabat said once Nurse Connie had gone and the kids and residents had gone back to chatting. “None more jokeses. None more chattering! Shush. Shush. SHUSHING!”

			There was a sudden silence. Megabat hadn’t meant to yell, but he had something very important on his mind. “Swixty-sixish years,” he repeated, “is being a huge-mongous long time.”

			Marty reached for Mary’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “I suppose. But when you’re with the right person, it flies by.”

			“That’s true.” Mary gazed fondly at Marty. “And we’ve had plenty of adventures together.”

			“Aha!” Megabat cried. “Mine knewed it! Yourses oftenly visits the car wash!”
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			Daniel couldn’t help laughing. “They probably mean other adventures. Like traveling and stuff,” he told Megabat.

			“Well, sure,” Mary said. “But adventures can be big or small, extraordinary or ordinary. We’ve been to the Arctic Circle and ridden in a hot-air balloon. But we’ve also kept a house, shared countless meals and passed lots of happy days in our garden.”

			Megabat considered this. “For swixty-sixish years?”

			“That’s right,” Marty said.

			There had to be something Marty and Mary weren’t telling him. After all, he and Birdgirl lived in a shed (which was a lot like a house). They ate food together, and they spent many hours in the backyard.

			Megabat put on his most serious face. “This is being most um-portant,” he said. “What’s is being yourses sweecret?”

			“He means secret,” Daniel clarified.

			“Ah.” Mary sat back in her chair. “Pay attention.”

			Megabat leaned forward in Daniel’s palm, ready to pay attention better than he’d ever paid attention before. But before Mary could reveal the big sweecret, Kiyan interrupted.

			“Is the puppet show almost over? Do you guys want to hear three facts about black holes? It’s for my Astronomy badge.”

			“And can you listen to me yodel and sign my form? It’s part of my Singing badge,” said Nora. She began to make a loud up-and-downy throat noise.

			“LOOK!” a Cardinal named Farrah yelled over the yodeling. She got down on the floor and did three somersaults before springing up in the ta-da position. “I’m working on my Gymnastics badge. Can you sign for me too?”

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			“You guys!” Sasha shouted. “STOP IT! We’re here to hand out valentines, remember? You can do badge work another time. Blue Heron said we were supposed to spread love and cheer, remember the Promise, and keep an eye on—uh-oh.” She stopped cold and lowered her voice. “Oh no. You guys. Where’s Alton?”
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			A RESPONDABLE BIRD SCOUT

			“This is serious.” Starling Sasha had gathered the Flock in a corner of the lunch room. She was whispering so the residents wouldn’t overhear and worry. “We need to find Alton. Before Blue Heron finds out we let him wander off again.”

			The Bird Scouts agreed they should split up.

			They checked behind curtains and under tables.

			Megabat, who was still perched on Daniel’s shoulder, frowned and fretted. It had been different at the winter carnival. He and Alton had been together the whole time, so Megabat had known the little boy was safe. Now he understood why Daniel had been so disappointed in him that day.

			“What if Alton hurted his-self?”

			“It’ll be okay,” Daniel answered. “He’s got to be around here somewhere.”

			“Did you lose something, young man?” asked a resident who was sitting at a big table working on a puzzle of a spotted dog.

			“Uh…nope,” Daniel lied as he checked under the table for any signs of Alton. “But I think you dropped a piece.” Daniel handed it to him.

			“Thank you,” said the man. “That’s the nose bit I’ve been searching for.” He fit it into place.

			“Mine thinks ours should be telling Blue Heron rights away,” Megabat said. Since everyone still thought Megabat was Daniel’s puppet, there was no harm in him speaking up in front of the grown-ups and other Bird Scouts.

			“He’ll only be mad at us,” answered Sasha, who was looking under a nearby table. “We’ll find him soon. We just have to look a little harder.”

			Daniel nodded and checked behind a big potted plant.

			“A respondable Bird Scout would—” Megabat started to protest again, but Daniel didn’t pay him any attention.
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			“Maybe Alton’s hiding in one of those cupboards.” Daniel opened the doors and moved aside big bins filled with tiny packs of ketchup and mustard.

			Megabat sighed. “His isn’t being in there. Remembering? Alton hateses mustard. Ex-specially the spicy kind.” Plus, mustard or no mustard, they were wasting precious time. Wherever he was, Alton was alone. He might even be scared or—worse—in danger! They had to tell the leader!

			“Let’s check behind the piano,” Daniel suggested, but when Alton wasn’t there either, Megabat knew he couldn’t wait any longer. With one, two, three flaps of his wings, he was off, flying past the hearts made of doilies, veering around the balloons on the chandeliers and swooping out into the brightly lit hallway.

			With most of the residents still in the lunchroom, it was easy to fly undetected.

			There was only one problem.

			“Which way is the loo-bee?” Megabat murmured, remembering the special name of the room where they’d left Blue Heron. He rounded a corner and found himself in another long hallway. “Perhapsing thissa way?” He turned another bend, but it was just a long straight stretch, same as the last.

			Several minutes later, tired and discouraged, Megabat landed on a wheeled cart pushed up against the wall.

			“Bleck!” he said. “Bad lemons.” At the bottom of the cart was that same bucket filled with stinky floor-cleaning water. Megabat wrinkled his nose. “Waiting one-ish second,” he said as a thought occurred to him. “Bad lemons!”

			Any Bird Scout who’d earned an Orienteering badge (or any honorary Bird Scout who’d helped) could tell directions with a compass. And if that Bird Scout didn’t have a compass, they knew that the position of the sun could show them north, south, east and west. What’s more, if the sun was behind clouds, they’d remember they could follow landmarks or a stream. But there was one navigation trick only a fruit bat Bird Scout could do!

			Megabat sniffed.

			Back in the jungles of Borneo, he’d used his powerful nose to find the juiciest mangoes, papayas and star fruits. And while a bad lemon smell wasn’t nearly as nice, it was just as easy to follow.

			“Thissa way!” Megabat took off toward the lemony lobby. “Never fearing, Alton!” He quickened his wingbeats.

			Sniff. Sniff. The lobby lay just ahead. Megabat was sure of it! Only, what was this? A sweeter smell overlapped the lemons. It was coming from behind a set of metal doors with round windows.

			Megabat flapped in place for a moment. “Mmmmmmelons,” he murmured. “Pweeeee-ches.” His mouth began to water. “Chair-wees!” He peered through one of the round windows.

			Two workers in white suits were putting small round bowls into soapy water. Every so often, one of them would stop and scrape something reddish out of a dish first, letting it land with a jiggly plop in the bin beside them.

			Megabat gasped in outrage. “Theirs is wasting fantastical fruity desserts mine wants! Alsowise,” he added, “Alton did want some.”

			Suddenly—like the spotted dog’s nose in the dining room puzzle—a missing piece snapped into place.

			Of course! Alton! The Jell-O desserts! The cart!

			Megabat waited for a worker to come by and open the swinging doors. When they did, he ducked through with them and sneaked across the floor toward the wheeled cart with curtains but no windows.

			Holding his breath and hoping he was right, he parted the gap in the white fabric with his wings.

			“Oh. Hiya, Megabat!” Alton smiled at him with Jell-O-red lips. “Want some?”
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			THE VALEN-TIMES SUMPRISES

			Daniel and Talia were having a sleepover, so Talia’s mom picked them up from Bird Scouts that day. Normally, they would have been bouncing-off-the-walls excited, but after what had happened at Sunset Villa, the kids were feeling glum.

			“Blue Heron’s never going to trust us again,” Daniel said once they’d gone up to Talia’s room.

			After the cook had heard Alton’s voice, she’d found him at the bottom of the dessert tray and took him straight to Blue Heron in the lobby. Meanwhile, Megabat had flown back to the dining room to tell the other Bird Scouts that Alton was safe and sound.

			Minutes later, Blue Heron arrived with a big frown, holding Alton firmly by the hand. The leader got even unhappier when he saw the open badge-work books on some of the tables. “We came to spread Valentine’s cheer, not to earn badges. What’s more, you all promised to help keep an eye on Alton. I hate to say it”—he shook his head—“but none of you earned your Sharing and Caring badge today.”

			All around the dining room, Bird Scouts had looked down at their shoes, the feathers in their caps drooping.

			“It’s true.” Talia flopped down on her bed. “None of us deserves that badge. We really messed up. It’s been a terrible Valentine’s Day.”

			Megabat couldn’t have agreed more. Not only was he no closer to convincing Birdgirl to love him again, but the special holiday was nearly over. Now there wouldn’t be a single thing to look forward to until the Easter Bunny came, and that was ages away!

			Megabat moped miserably across Talia’s desk. The bird book was still lying open beside the hamster cage. He thumbed his nose at the picture of the majestic eagle.

			Rap-rap-rappity-rap.

			“Hey, Birdgirl’s here!” Daniel said. Indeed, there she was, tapping her beak against the windowpane. “Maybe she came to wish you happy Valentine’s Day, Megabat.”

			Megabat doubted it.

			Daniel opened the window and Birdgirl flapped in, landing beside the hamster cage.

			“Greetings, Birdgirl,” Megabat said sadly.

			For a moment it looked like she might kiss him hello, but then Birdgirl caught sight of the bag of sunflower seeds sitting on Talia’s desk. “Coo-woo?”

			“Those are being for Gus,” Megabat explained. “But perhapsing Talia will alsowise let yours have some.”

			Only, Birdgirl didn’t seem interested in the seeds anymore. Now she was looking at the cage. “Coo-woo!” she said in wonder, admiring the hamster.

			“Its is being true,” Megabat agreed with a sigh. “Gus’s cutie-cuteness is beyond compare.”

			Birdgirl tilted her head and oh-so-gently tapped the side of the plastic cage with her beak. “Woo. Woo. Woo.” She paused. “Woo. Woo. Woo.”

			“What’s she doing?” Daniel asked.

			“It’s almost like she’s counting,” Talia said.

			“Counting what?” Daniel asked.

			“Oh my gosh!” Talia shouted suddenly. “Look! There! Under the woodchips. Baby hamsters! You guys, Gus had babies!”

			Daniel gasped. “Megabat! Come see!”

			Megabat ran over, blinked, tilted his head, stared hard and—indeed!

			The baby hamsters were smaller than thumbtips. They were pinkish in color, except for a few patches of fur almost the same shade as the woodchips. “One-ish, two-ish, three-ish, four-ish,” Megabat counted. “Five-ish, swix-ish. Swix-ish baby hamsters!”

			Talia shrugged and smiled. “I guess Gus is a girl. The guy at the pet store did say it could be hard to tell.”

			Tap. Tap. “Woo. Woo.”

			Birdgirl had walked around to the other side of the cage and was touching her beak against the plastic again.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			
			“I think Birdgirl is trying to show us something else,” Talia said. “Oh yeah! Two more! Over here. That makes eight babies in all.”

			“These ones next to Gus are nursing,” Daniel pointed out. “That means drinking milk from their mom,” he explained. Megabat could see that the pile of six were climbing over one another to get closer to Gus. “But how come those two are way over there?” Daniel asked.

			“Hang on.” Talia pushed aside the bird book. Underneath was another library book. Your Total Guide to Teddy Bear Hamster Care. “Maybe it says in here.”

			Talia frowned as she read.

			“What’s wrong?” Daniel asked.

			“Well…according to this, sometimes hamster moms reject their young.” Talia looked back at the cage. “Especially if there are too many of them.”

			Gus yawned and let her head fall heavily into the woodchips as six wriggling baby hamsters jostled all around her.

			“Eight babies is a lot of babies to take care of.” Daniel looked worried.

			“For why are theses babies being smaller than thoses babies?” Megabat asked, comparing the two tiny hamsters to the pile of six.

			“They must be the runts of the litter,” Daniel said. “What does the book say to do?”

			“It mostly says to make sure the mother hamster isn’t stressed,” Talia answered. “We’re supposed to give her lots of space. And extra food.”

			Daniel was already reaching for the bag of seeds.

			“But there’s bad news too,” Talia went on. “Sometimes…oh man. I can’t even say it.”

			“What?” Daniel asked as he filled the dish.

			“If a mama hamster just can’t look after all of her babies, sometimes, some of them don’t make it.”

			“Don’t be making what?” Megabat asked.

			Daniel shook his head sadly. “It means they die.”
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			Birdgirl gave a long, sad “Coooooooo.”

			“Shh. Shh.” Talia stroked the pigeon’s back to settle her. “Birdgirl, I know it’s really sad, but you might upset Gus. Come on, guys. I think we should leave the hamster family alone. Let’s go outside and play. We’ll check back later. Maybe by then, Gus will be nursing her other two babies.”

			So they headed out to the yard, but nobody was in a playing mood.

			“They’ll be all right.” Talia poked at the mud with the toe of her boot. “Probably. Anyway…I still can’t believe it. Baby hamsters. At least one good thing happened on Valentine’s Day, right?”

			“Eight good things!” Daniel pointed out.

			At that, Birdgirl perked up a little. “Coo-woo!” She flew to the fence that separated Talia’s yard from Daniel’s, perched atop it and pointed with a wingtip. “Coo-woo,” she repeated.

			“I think she wants to show us something in my yard,” Daniel said. “Come on.”

			The friends opened the side gate and walked around to Daniel’s. They followed Birdgirl into the shed and over to the corner where the old drop sheet was. She began to tug at its corner with her beak.

			“Want help?” Daniel offered.

			Talia and Daniel each took a corner and folded back the heavy tarp to reveal—

			“Is it a…statue?” Daniel asked.

			“Made from a…watermelon?” Talia squatted down and dipped a finger into some dripping pink juice.
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			“So that’s where that went!” Daniel said.

			The statue was enormous (at least from Megabat’s perspective.) It had two large grippy feet with four clawed toes and awesome outstretched wings that looked like they could glide for miles on strong breezes. It was better than the wooden eagle Birdgirl had made…and much more magnificent than the tinfoil version Megabat had spied under the tarp the day he’d decorated the nest. Each feature had been painstakingly nibbled from the buttermelon with great skill and precision. It looked almost real.

			“Its is being uncredibly beautiful,” Megabat admitted, a little miserably.

			Talia burst out laughing. “Ummm…Megabat! That’s because it’s you!”

			Megabat let his gaze travel higher up the statue. He gasped. Talia was right!

			The carving had a short snout, two big eyes and large saucer-like ears—just like his own!

			“Is its really? Could its truly be?”

			Birdgirl nodded.

			Daniel smiled. “All this time, Birdgirl wasn’t mad at you! Well…maybe a little bit about the bum card at first…and the car wash definitely wasn’t her favorite. But mostly she’s been busy working on this. Look! She even did different tries to get it perfect!” Daniel pointed at the discarded wood and tinfoil versions, which had been pushed against the wall.

			Now that Megabat knew what they were meant to be, he could see that the statues’ features—though not as expertly made as the buttermelon version—were much more batty than eagle-ish!

			“This must have taken ages,” Talia told Birdgirl as she took a closer look. “Birgirl, you really are a true artist.”

			The pigeon shrugged modestly at Talia’s compliment, but there was one opinion that mattered to her more than any other. “Coo-woo?” She looked at Megabat, tilting her head shyly.

			“Is yours KIDDING MINE?” Megabat answered. “Mine LOVES IT!” He touched the statue with a wingtip and then looked over his shoulder at Birdgirl. “And mine loves yours!”

			Birdgirl didn’t say anything back right away, and Megabat’s heart began to race. He knew he needed to ask. To know for certain. “Does yours… ” he began, his voice trembling a little, “still loves mine?”

			Birdgirl didn’t need words to answer. She threw her wings open wide and ran toward Megabat, wrapping him up tight in a firm, feathered hug that said it all.

			“Yours never hadded a crush on the ice seagull?” he asked once the hug was over, just to be extra sure.

			Birdgirl frowned and shook her head, leaving no doubt whatsoever.

			“I bet the only reason she was paying such careful attention to it was so she could figure out how to carve this for you!” Talia said, still admiring the buttermelon bat.
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			Careful attention. The words bounced around in Megabat’s mind. Birdgirl had paid careful attention to make his present—even going out of her way to get an entire watermelon so she could make it out of his very favorite food.

			“That’s being it!” he cried.

			“Huh?” Daniel asked.

			“PAYING CAREFUL ATTENTION! Thats is BEING the sweecret to longish-lasting love!”

			Suddenly, it was all so clear.

			Megabat had an idea for how he could make this a Valentine’s Day Birdgirl would always remember.
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			A THRILLING ADVENTURE, TAKE TWO

			The morning light slanted through the shed window, warming Birdgirl’s plain but cozy nest of woven twigs. Megabat looked adoringly at his beloved, then cleared his throat and began: “In a nutshell, it’s the deli-ci-ous tas-tee and nut-ri-tion little friends de-serve.”

			He paused and looked up from the empty food bag into three sets of puzzled eyes.

			“In a nutshell is not meaning theres are being shells on the nutses,” he explained. “Its is being an eggs-pression. Wordses that make none-sense.”

			Birdgirl nodded her understanding, then gave a gentle squeeze to the two small furry critters who were snuggled under her wings.

			Megabat cleared his throat again and carried on. “Happy Hams-ter Tast-ee Mix. Two lubbs, nine-oh-seven g. Now, paying careful attention,” he said. “Mine is about to read the un-gredients.”

			By the end of the day on Valentine’s Day, after it had become clear that Gus wasn’t going to be able to look after Freddy and Teddy—the two runts of the hamster litter—Megabat had suggested that they come live in the shed instead. At first, Birdgirl hadn’t been so sure about the idea. After all, they didn’t know a thing about looking after baby hamsters! But Megabat knew they could learn with the help of Talia’s hamster care book…and even more than that, he knew that Birdgirl’s heart was strong and pure.
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			No, she didn’t need extravagant cards or fancy nests. And she’d rather stay home than go on thrilling adventures. But now that Megabat was truly paying attention, he understood perfectly. Birdgirl’s heart beat most strongly when it was giving love. And—oh—never had a pigeon’s heart had so much love to give!

			Megabat smiled as he watched Birdgirl wet her wingtip with her tongue and flatten down a stray bit of fluff that was standing upright on Freddy’s head.

			Tap tap.

			The bat, pigeon and hamsters glanced up to see Daniel peering in at them through the shed window.

			“Time to go,” he said. His breath left a cloud on the glass.

			Birdgirl went to get the special carrying backpack she’d fashioned from bits of soft felt and elastic bands. She helped Megabat put it on, then gently picked up the hamsters by the scruff of their necks and placed them inside.

			“Oka-hay! Ours is ready!” Megabat told Daniel.

			But Birdgirl began flapping her wings frantically. Several minutes of fussing followed, but at last each hamster had a tiny homemade scarf tied around its neck and a small bundle of snacks placed in its paws. Now Birdgirl was satisfied.
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			“Woo. Woo.” She gave Freddy and Teddy beaky kisses atop their heads and waved them off.

			“Is yours for certain yours doesn’t want to be coming alsowise?” Megabat asked her.

			Birdgirl shuddered at the mere suggestion, then went to busy herself with some of her crafting: the other thing that brought her true joy. This time, she was weaving herself a beautiful pair of warm winter socks from bits of soft yarn.

			“Now you really will be able to knock her socks off if you want,” Daniel had said with a laugh when he’d first seen the project. But Megabat had learned that that expression meant giving someone a big surprise, and even though he loved big surprises, they weren’t Birdgirl’s favorite thing. In fact, they sort of upset her.

			“Oka-hay! Bye-bye, Birdgirl. Holding on tightish, babies!” Megabat spread his wings, swerved through the open door and swooped through the softly falling snow. “Weeeeeeeee!” he cried.

			Freddy and Teddy squeaked and squealed with glee, and Megabat couldn’t help it; his eyes brimmed with happy tears.

			Yes, showing the baby teddy bear hamsters lots of love made Birdgirl happy, but, quite unexpectedly, it had done the exact same for Megabat. Not only did Freddy and Teddy possess undeniable cutie-cuteness; they were also full of curiosity and eager to learn everything Megabat had to teach them—whether it was building Lego, holding a juice box straw like a light saber, or dancing the Macarena. And while Megabat had always loved doing these things alone or with Daniel, somehow, sharing them with the twins as well multiplied the joy.
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			They circled the yard twice before coming in for a landing on Daniel’s outstretched hand. “Ready?” Daniel scritched Freddy and Teddy behind their tiny ears.

			The babies were still squealing from the exhilaration. Flying with Megabat was their number-one-favorite adventurous thing to do—although Megabat was willing to bet that was about to change.

			“Ours has never been-ed more ready!” Megabat declared.

			“Good,” Daniel said. “Wait though. One thing before we go.” He reached into his coat pocket and took out two itty-bitty hats. “I pulled these out of my pillow,” he explained as he showed the tiny feathers atop them. “Now Freddy and Teddy can be honorary Bird Scouts too.”

			Megabat beamed with pride. In fact, he was so busy looking over his shoulder, admiring the babies in their new hats, that he didn’t even see Daniel pull out a third, slightly bigger hat.

			“And this one’s for you.”

			Megabat gasped. “Mine’s own hat! With three-ish feathers?!” He could hardly believe his eyes. Brown, blue and—best of all—red! Daniel must have picked them from the craft cupboard.

			“You’ve earned every one of them,” Daniel said. “You really showed you were a responsible Bird Scout when you helped find Alton. And now you’re showing it every day by taking such good care of Freddy and Teddy.” Daniel looked down at the snowy ground, seeming a little embarrassed. “I’m proud of you.”

			“Woo-hoo!” Megabat cried. “Saying that more loudishly, peeze!”

			“I’m proud of you!” Daniel laughed. “But we have to go now, okay?”

			“Oka-hay,” Megabat said, “but will yours telling mine again later? Its is being music in mine’s ears.” He bent an ear back so the baby hamsters could look inside. “Thats is being another eggs-pression. Seeing? There’s none music notes in thems.”

			The friends found Talia waiting on the sidewalk. “Perfect timing!” she said. “Here comes the Adventure Mobile.”

			Beep beep.

			A blue van pulled up in front of them. One of its shaded windows rolled down and Marty leaned out. “Top of the morning to you, Bird Scouts!” said the old man.

			“That meanses good happy morning,” Megabat told the twins. “Mornings isn’t having tops or bottoms.”

			“All aboard the Adventure Mobile!” cried Blue Heron from the driver’s seat. He pushed the button to auto-open the big side door.

			Talia, Daniel, Megabat and the hamsters climbed into the back seat, where Alton was already waiting, and Blue Heron started to drive.

			“I see you’ve brought your puppet along for the ride.” Mary, who was sitting in front of Alton, turned to Daniel, delighted.

			“Undoubtedly,” Megabat answered. “Ours is being one-ish biggish family.”

			“Is that so?” Mary smiled.

			“For certainly,” Megabat answered. “And yours is alsowise being a part of its.”

			After Valentine’s Day, the Flock had had a big talk about what went wrong at the retirement home. It was Daniel who’d had the idea for how to fix it.

			“I think sharing and caring is about paying careful attention to what others want or need,” he’d said wisely. “And I noticed some of the residents were really happy to have someone new to talk to when we came in. I bet some of them feel kind of lonely sometimes,” he said.
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			“What if we make them part of our Flock?” Talia had suggested. “We could invite them on special outings.”

			Blue Heron had leaned forward, waiting to hear more.

			“It doesn’t have to be anything fancy,” Starling Sasha had put in. “As long as we’re spending time together.”

			After that, Megabat had been the one to think up the very first Friends of the Bird Scouts outing. And now he could hardly, hardly wait—not just to share it with the seniors, but with Freddy and Teddy too.

			At last, they rounded the corner, and their destination came into view.

			“Looking!” Megabat pointed out the window. “There is being the flop-floppity man! Seeing his joy-filled dance?”

			There were several oohs and aahs as the Bird Scouts admired the dancing wind sock.

			“How’s he doing that?” Alton asked. “Where do you buy one of those? Who invented the first one? Can I get one for my house?”

			“This young man’s got a lot of good questions, doesn’t he?” Marty said to Mary before turning back to Alton. “Let’s look it up and find out how those things work and who invented them when we get back to Sunset Villa, okay?”

			The van pulled up in front of the Super Deluxe Auto Wash.

			“Be holding yourses hatses!” Megabat said, “and if yourses doesn’t gots hatses,” he added so no one would feel left out, “that meanses preparing to be ack-mazed. Firsting will come the soap slops,” Megabat said excitedly. “Nextly, the whirly ladies. And aftering that”—he paused for dramatic effect—“the fearsome flop-topus!”

			Luckily, Megabat was paying careful attention. Right away he felt a vibration on his back. He looked over his shoulder. Both babies were trembling with fear.

			“Did mine say fearsome?!” He shook his head, as if at a very silly mistake. “Mine meant friendlysome!”
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			He reached around with his wings and patted the hamsters gently. “There there, bitty ones. Don’t be being afeared. Highly or lowly, goodly or badly, and evenly if the windows go opened and the winds come a-whoosing through, ours will be adventuring together the whole and entire ways,” he promised.

			“You’ve got that right, Megabat!” Daniel said. “Sticking together is what being a Flock—or a family—is all about.”

			The man in his car wash jumpsuit was waving them forward.

			Ka-CHUNK.

			The van’s wheels locked into place.

			The adventure was about to begin

			“Earn your feathers… ” Daniel started.

			“Flock together… ” the kids chimed in. “Bird Scout friends are friends forever!”

			“KA-KAAWWWWW!” the whole van cried at once.
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			A Little Bit about Bats

			Megabat is based on a real kind of fruit bat (or megabat) called the lesser short-nosed fruit bat. These bats are tiny, weighing between 21 and 32 grams—which is about as heavy as an AA battery, or a mouse—and live in South and Southeast Asia and Indonesia (Borneo), usually in rainforests, near gardens, near vegetation or on beaches.

			Of course, even though Megabat is based on a real kind of bat, he’s also made up. I don’t need to tell you that actual bats can’t talk…not even in the funny way that Megabat talks! But it might be worth mentioning that bats don’t make good pets, either.

			Bats are amazing creatures and an important part of our ecosystem. North American bats eat insects, and they’re rarely dangerous to humans. So if you see a bat in the wild it’s okay to observe it from a distance, but don’t try to touch it or trap it!
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