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CHAPTER 7
A Pack of Mall Rats
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WITH LITTLE PAWS WE TODDLE AFAR

Daniel pauses as he cohtemplates whether or hot it's a good idea to stop by my house and speak =

with my parents. Still rubbing the sleep from my eyes, | watch as he pohders. Not wanhting to end the
day with him, my little side quickly takes over. | begih to whihe as | squirm around in Jenhh's arms like a
fussy little cub, "No! | waht Dahiel! No go! No go!" Dahiel chuckles, “Well, looKs like our little buddy insists
that | stop by. | canh swihg by work ahd grab a couple of pizzas for us, then meet you dll at Asher's
house after | pick them up." Satisfied with his ahswer, | clap my paws and squedl like a toddler as Jenh

buckles me into my carseat. With plans how made, the twihs ehter the car. Jess smiles, "OKay, Asher! i

Ready for some more tunes?" She pops in my hursery rhyme sing-a-lohg tape and we are on our way.

After a short drive, we arrive at my house. Once parked, we hotice Zach sittihg oh the pichic table
between our houses. As Jess turhs off the car and the two twihs exit, he waves and begihs to walk
over. Jenh begins to fuss with her makeup and inspect herself in the mirror of the car as Jess
unbuckles me from my carseat. She pulls her hair into a ponytail ahd asks, "Does my hair look stupid?
Should | wear it up or dowh? Does my makKeup looK alright?" Now holding my soggy diaper-clad butt in
her arms, Jess rolls her eyes. "Pff what's gotten into you? It's just Zach? Why are you getting so
worked up?" Embarrassed, Jenn looKs away. As | sit ih Jess's arms sucking my pacifier, | watch as she
raises her brow. After a moment she gets a sly smirk on her face and chucKles, “Oh... | see... You looK
fine." A moment later, Zach walks up to the car and leahs agaihst it in his usual cool guy fashioh. He
thenh smiles at Jenh as he bashfully scratches his head, "Uh... Nice hairstyle Jenh. The sporty athletic
look fits you well." Jenh blushes, "ThankKs Zach, I'm glad you like it!" Zach then walks over to speaK with
Jess. "The Lionels told me you tooK Asher to the madll today." He ruffles my mane, "Hey there Squirt,
Did you have a good time at the mall?" | hod my head, "Yeah Zach! It was fun, but scary too!" | begih
to ramble about my adventures, but before | can tell the whole story, Daniel arrives.

Once parked, Dahiel exits his car carrying three pizza boxes ahd walks over to joih the group. Jenn
shiffs the air, "Wow those pizzas smell good!" Daniel hods, "Yeah, | got a few different ones. All of them

have extra cheese, just how Asher likes them." He theh looks at me and smiles with his goofy grih, “I ‘;--'_'f,

remembered that £from when we used to eat lunches oh campus, Asher." Hearing Dahiel's words, Zach's
jaw practically drops to the ground. He stutters, "You... You Know? You Know about Asher?" Dahiel
hods agaih, "Yep! | still have to get caught up on dll of the details, but yedh... | Khow our little crinkle
pants here is indeed OUR Asher. Before Zach cah say ahother word, Jess interrupts, “Come oh guys, we
can dll catch up after we're inside. The pizza is going to get cold." She theh boops me oh the hose ahd
coos at me as though I'm a toddler, "Ready to tell Mommy ahd Daddy about your big day ahd eat some
yummy hummy pizza, Asher?" | happily clap My paws and hod my head.

After makihg our way to the house. Jenh rings the doorbell. | can't help but giggle at the sight of
our band of misfits standing here on the porch, uhited once more. Moments later, Mom ahswers the
door. Upoh seeihg her, | throw out my grabby paws and squedl, "Mama! Mamal!* Mom happily smiles,

"There's my little baby boy! Come here to Mommy!" Jess hands me over to Mom and | wrap my little '

paws around her hecK. She hugs me back and asks, "Did my little boy have a good time at the mall? Were
you a good boy for Jess and Jenn?" Excited to tell my tale, | begin to ramble off the events of the
day. However, I'm quicKly silenced by Jess as she pops my paci into my mouth. She then hervously |ooks
at Mom, "Uh, Mrs. Nicole... Dahiel brought us some pizza for dihher." It's how that Mom hotices Dahiel
stanhding amongst the group. | cah tell she is flustered by his presence. “Hello Daniel. It's a surprise to
see you here." Daniel just smiles, "Well, Asher ihsisted that | stop by. We uh... we dll have some catching
up to do." She then looks over at the twihs. Both girls shrug as Jess tells her;, "Yeah, Dahiel how Khows.*
| assume that Mom will be upset by this turn of events but she surprises me. She lets out a sigh, "Well

it was bound to happen at some poiht." She then turns ahd carries me into the house. Mom looks back

to dll of my friends, who are still stahding oh the porch. She laughs, "Well what are you all waiting
for? That pizza ish't getting ahy warmer. Mom theh yells to Dad, "Hey Arthur! Cah you please round
up a few more chairs? We have some extra guests for dihner!" She then boops me oh the nose, “Let's
get you chahged out of this soggy diaper before dinher. Theh you can tell us all about your big day
out!" | giggle as Mom carries me off to my room for a chahge while my friends head to the Kitcheh.
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After my change, Mom ahd | returh dowhstairs. My friends and Dad are dll seated at the table. |

* become excited to see Dad, 50 | throw My paws out for him and babyishly squeal, "Dada! Dada!" Mom

hahds me to him. He smiles as he hugs me, "Hey there Slugger! Your friends told me that you had

‘quite the day!" As | hod, Mom places my bib arouhd my heck. She chuckKles, "Well we can talK dll about it

as we eat." Still sitting on Dad's lap, she hands him two plates, each with a slice of pizza. I'm surprised
as Dad grabs a slice ahd holds it up to my face. "Here you go Champ. Opeh wide!" | open my mouth ahd
take a bite. I'm astonished that Dad is feeding me like this, but I'm even more surprised by how much
I'm enjoying it. For the rest of dihner, the twihs and Daniel tell my parents about the events of the
day. Likewise, my parents expldih everything about my regressioh to Daniel. Once finished with dihner,

- Mom suggests that we dll move to the living room. As we leave the Kitcheh, Mom stops us while digging

through her purse. She pulls her camera from the bag and smiles "Well, this is the first time all of you
Kids have been together sihce Asher's birthday. | think we should remember this moment." Mom theh

- herds my friends over to the wall where we took my birthday picture. As she does, Dad carries me over

£0 Zach and Danhiel. He lets out his roarihg laugh, "Hey guys, | think Asher may heed a little help getting
ih the picture this time. My two friends take me from Dad and hold me up with each of their arms.
Much like the photo shoot at my birthday, the whole situatioh embarrasses me. However, this time
| have my paci to ease the anxiety. After getting everyone in their places, Mom walks over and tries
to pull the pacifier from my mouth. | refuse to spit it out and begih to fuss. Not wahting to ruih
the moment, Mom gives up and allows me to Keep suckihg it. She theh backs up ahd daims the camera.
Seeing that I'm still pouting, Mom tries her best to make funhy faces dahd coax me into smiling, but |
refuse. Then out of howhere, | feel a ticKle and suddenly burst out into laughter. To my surprise, Dahiel
is tickling my tummy! Seeihg that I'm how laughing, Mom aims the camera agaih ahd counts "3... 2...
1! Say Wittle Asher” My friends dll laugh as they say "Wittle Asher!" in unisoh. Now happy to be the
center of attention, | make a goofy pose and smile £from behind my pacifier. The camera flashes and

" Mom has yet another photo that she cah add to the scrapbook.




