
Pocketful of Wild


The rhythmic clack-clack-clack of my wheels against the cracked pavement was usually the sound of freedom, but today it felt like a ticking clock. In the front pocket of my denim overalls, a tiny heartbeat thrummed against my chest—a secret wrapped in a wool sock. If Mr. Henderson caught even a squeak during Algebra, the “passenger” was as good as gone. I adjusted my backpack, tucked a stray lock of red hair away, and kicked off harder, praying the smooth glide of the sidewalk would keep the “stowaway” silent for one more hour.
I coasted to a stop at the bike rack, sneakers screeching as I killed my momentum. Usually, I’d pop my board up with a flourish, but today was different. As I hoisted my backpack, a faint squeak vibrated against my chest. I froze. Across the courtyard, my best friend Leo was waving, scanning me for the usual high-five. I forced a smile, tucking my skateboard under my arm like a shield. Every step toward the heavy doors felt like walking the plank; the sun caught the copper in my hair, but all I could feel was the warmth of the tiny life hidden beneath my denim.
The oak door of Mr. Henderson’s classroom creaked shut. I slid into my desk, clutching my bag to my stomach to shield the secret beneath my overalls. Mr. Henderson tapped his chalk against the board. “Page 94,” he announced, “and keep it down. I want to hear nothing but the sound of your brains working.” 
My heart did a kickflip. The room settled into silence, and the “passenger” decided it was done sleeping. Soft, frantic scratching echoed from inside the denim–the sound of tiny claws. Across the room, Leo’s eyes widened as he realized my pocket was moving. The scratching increased. My face turned a shade of red that matched my hair. I coughed loudly to cover the sound and shoved my hand in my pocket. A sharp nip pinched my finger—he was fully awake and hungry.
“Anna, is there a problem?” Mr. Henderson’s voice cut through the air. He began walking down the aisle, leather shoes clicking. Desperately, I used the toe of my sneaker to hook my skateboard. With a practiced flick, I sent the board rolling with a loud clatter. It slammed into the wall, drawing every eye away from my shaking pocket.
"My board! I am so sorry, sir!" I gasped. While Mr. Henderson snapped toward the noise, I snatched my backpack and ran. "I think I’m going to be sick!" I blurted, not waiting for a hall pass. I sprinted toward the exit, the cool air hitting my face. My passenger, Cinder, let out a sharp chatter of protest, but I didn't slow down. I had to get to the "Secret Spot."
Once outside, I skidded to a stop in the bushes behind the massive AC units, the machinery buzzing loud enough to muffle the squeaking. I collapsed onto the grass and reached into my bag. "Okay, Cinder, we’re out," I whispered. I opened the pocket and a tiny, twitching nose emerged. Cinder’s black eyes – dark as the midnight sky – blinked up at me. He was shivering. I reached for the dropper of formula, my heart finally slowing as I watched him latch onto it.
The bushes rustled. My hand flew to my pocket, but it was just Leo, out of breath. "Anna, you almost gave Mr. Henderson a heart attack," he hissed, dropping beside me. He looked at the tiny kit in my lap and softened instantly. "You’ve been hiding a squirrel in Algebra?" 
I shifted, shielding Cinder from the wind. "He’s an orphan, Leo. I found him near the skatepark. If Mr. Henderson finds out, he’ll call animal control."
Leo leaned in. "He’s tiny. Okay, we need a plan. Mr. Henderson is talking about punishment for your stunt." Suddenly, the crack-crunch of gravel made us bolt upright. Through the bushes, a dark shadow appeared. It was Mr. Henderson. 
"Anna? Leo?" his voice drifted over the fans. "I know you're out here." Leo didn’t blink. He yanked off his grey hoodie, balled it up, and shoved it under his shirt until it looked like he was cradling a small animal. 
“Run, Anna!” he hissed, before taking off. I watched him go, his sneakers slamming against the asphalt as he ran loudly to make sure he was heard. The decoy worked. 
Mr. Henderson’s shadow chased after him, yelling, "Leo! Leo! Get back here!" With the coast clear, I sprinted forward, staying low, carving through back alleys until the houses turned into the Creek Woods.
By the time I reached our second secret spot, my lungs were burning. I sat on the dirt, pulling Cinder out to feel the cool, earthy dampness. He looked so small against the giant roots. I leaned my head back and let out a long breath. Leo was probably in the principal's office right now, and I’d definitely get a week of detention. My Algebra grade was toast. I looked at the little squirrel bravely sniffing a fern and shrugged. It was going to be a long week, but watching him finally sit in the wild made it worth it.


