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CHAPTER 1
A Furry Badge

“What keeps a house warm?” asked Tracy Barnes.

“The sun,” said Tim Noon.

“Fire,” said Sonny Stone.

“Dummy,” said Roger White. “Fire would warm your house all right. It would burn it down to the ground!”

“Would not,” said Sonny.

“Would too,” said Roger.

“How many letters does it have?” asked Rachel Meyers.

Tracy counted the little boxes in her crossword puzzle. “Seven,” she said.

“What letters do you have?” asked Kevin Moe.

“Just the first one,” said Tracy. “It’s an F.”

“Fireplace!” shouted Sonny. “I told you so!”

“Fireplace has nine letters, not seven,” said Kenny Baker.

“It’s simple,” said Tim Noon. “Furnace.”

“Rat’s knees!” said Molly Duff. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

Molly was seven years old. She was in second grade. And she was a Pee Wee Scout. Troop 23 met in their leader’s basement on Tuesday afternoons. Their leader’s name was Mrs. Peters.

Molly was glad it was Tim who had known the answer. He was quiet and usually didn’t say much. Kevin was the one who knew the most answers. Molly liked Kevin. She wanted to marry him when she grew up. Kevin had lots of ambition. He wanted to be mayor of their town someday.

Tracy wrote E R N A S E in the blank spaces following the F.

“That’s wrong,” said Kevin, looking over her shoulder.

He erased the first E and put in a U.

Then he erased the S and put in a C.

On the cover of Tracy’s book it said 101 Easy Crossword Puzzles.

“I don’t think these are easy,” said Tracy. “My aunt gave me this book. She said if I did all these puzzles it would help me with my spelling.”

“Spelling,” said baby Nick. He repeated things the Pee Wees said. He was Mrs. Peters’s baby.

Mrs. Peters passed out big pieces of paper. She passed out some crayons.

“Today,” she said, “we are going to talk about the new badges we are going to earn this month. It is only late January but spring is coming.”

“Spring!” shouted Nick. “Spring, spring, spring!”

“In February the groundhog, who has been hibernating all winter, comes out of his hole.”
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“What’s ‘hibernating’?” asked Tim.

“Who can answer Tim’s question?” asked Mrs. Peters.

“Why doesn’t she answer it?” whispered Mary Beth Kelly to Molly. Mary Beth was Molly’s best friend.

Molly often thought it would save a lot of time if teachers and scout leaders would answer those hard questions themselves instead of asking children who did not know.

“I think they learn that in scout leaders’ school,” Molly whispered back. “They must tell them not to answer questions. They must say ‘Ask the Pee Wees first.’ ”

Hands were waving.

“It means cooking,” shouted Patty Baker. She was Kenny’s twin sister. “It’s like barbecuing. Groundhogs cook in the winter. And the stove keeps them warm too,” she added.

Roger burst into laughter. “Ho, ho, ho,” he said. “That’s a good one. ‘Hibernating’ doesn’t mean cooking. It means digging. Groundhogs dig deeper holes in winter.”

Mrs. Peters frowned. “Not exactly,” she said politely. “They may do that, but it is not what ‘hibernating’ means.”

More hands waved.

“It means thinking,” said Kenny Baker. “Groundhogs think in winter because there’s nothing else for them to do.”

Tracy looked disgusted. “ ‘Hibernating’ means they have babies,” she said. “I should know, my aunt is hibernating all the time and she had four babies.”

Tracy and Kenny began to argue over who was right. Lisa Ronning said, “ ‘Hibernating’ means eating too much. Groundhogs eat all the nuts they collect in fall.”

“It’s squirrels that gather nuts in fall,” said Mary Beth. “Not groundhogs!”
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Finally Mrs. Peters raised her hands in the air and said, “Quiet, please! ‘Hibernate’ means to spend the winter in a sleeplike state. Groundhogs sleep all winter long.”

“I knew that,” said Rachel.

“So did I,” said Kevin.

“Mrs. Peters sounds mad,” said Mary Beth.

“She should answer her questions herself,” said Molly.

Mrs. Peters drew a picture of a groundhog on the blackboard. She drew his hole beside him. Then, underneath the picture, below the earth, she drew many tunnels.

“The groundhog digs lots and lots of tunnels. At the end of one of them he or she builds a nest of grass. When winter comes, the groundhog crawls into the nest and stays there until spring.”

“What’s this got to do with our badge?” shouted Sonny.

“Just wait,” said Mrs. Peters, “and I’ll tell you.

“As I said, when winter is almost over the groundhog comes out of his hole and looks around. Legend has it that if it is sunny when he comes out in February and he sees his shadow, he’s frightened and crawls back into his nest to sleep some more and we have six more weeks of winter. If it is a cloudy day and he can’t see his shadow, the groundhog comes out of his hole, signaling that spring is on the way.”

Mrs. Peters erased the tunnels on the blackboard and wrote down some things that groundhogs like to eat.

“Groundhogs are members of the marmot family. They love to eat grass and clover and corn from farmers’ fields,” she said. “And they eat nuts and other growing things, but they do not eat other animals. They are vegetarians.”

“So is my uncle!” shouted Lisa.

But Mrs. Peters was not finished talking about groundhogs.

“Their tunnels can be as long as this room,” she said. “And they can be as deep in the ground as the height of a person.”

The Pee Wees looked around the room.

Roger whistled a long, low whistle. “That’s a lot for one fuzzball to dig,” he said.

Mrs. Peters nodded. “Just one groundhog can move a million tons of dirt in his lifetime.”

The Pee Wees stopped to think about that.

“No way,” said Roger.

No one else doubted their leader’s words. “How does he know?” whispered Molly to Mary Beth. “He thinks he’s so smart.”

“In May the groundhog has babies, but they are very often killed by cars or hunters or the red fox,” said Mrs. Peters. “Groundhog meat is supposed to taste good, although few people know that.”

“Yuck!” said Rachel, holding on to her throat. “Who could eat such a cute little furry thing?”

Now all the Pee Wees were making choking noises, and pretending to be sick.

Mrs. Peters had to hold up her hand again.

“Another name for the groundhog is ‘woodchuck.’ The word ‘woodchuck’ comes from the Cree Indian word ‘wuchak,’ ” she said.

Kevin asked some questions about wood-chucks. So did Rachel.

“I know more than I want to know about groundhogs now,” said Sonny. “Who cares?”

“I think nature is very interesting,” said Rachel. “I may be a scientist and study marmots. Or at least I’ll be a veterinarian.”

“Now, on your papers,” said Mrs. Peters, “I want you to draw a picture of a groundhog.”

The Pee Wees all picked up their crayons.

“They are fairly small animals,” said their leader, “with a bushy tail and short legs. They are usually a brown color.”

Molly got out her brown crayon.

“I’m going to put mine up in a tree,” said Tim.

“They can’t climb trees, dummy,” said Roger. “Can they, Mrs. Peters?”

“Yes, they can climb,” said their leader. “And they can also swim. They keep busy playing in rocks and fields all day and sleeping at night, just like you do.”

The Pee Wees laughed. Tim held up his picture. “Here’s mine in a tree,” he said. Rachel drew her groundhog in a real bed instead of a nest of grass. Sonny drew his groundhog with a red swimsuit on.

“So what do we have to do for this badge?” demanded Roger. “Do we have to go hunting for a groundhog and make soup out of him?”

“Do we have to trap one?” asked Kenny.

“Do we have to dig one up?” asked Sonny.

“I’m not going to touch one,” said Rachel. “They must be full of dirt after digging a tunnel as long as this room.”
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“And fleas,” added Patty.

“You don’t have to do any of those things,” said Mrs. Peters, laughing. “I’ll tell you what to do as soon as all of you finish your pictures.”
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