Papa Rat
by Brian Plante

Through theinfrared glasses Dennis saw ahdf dozen orange patches moving dong thewall,
congregating on aspot behind the kitchen table. Billy, dressed in areflecting Faraday suit, quietly tiptoed
to the area and set up the microwave projector in front of the wall where Dennis pointed. Dennis
motioned right, then left, and Billy moved the projector to hissignals until it was centered directly over the
hot spots.

"Zap 'em," Denniswhispered.

Billy powered up the microwave and the orange spots burst into incandescence in Dennis's heat-sensing
glasses as the targets absorbed the microwaves. Within seconds the bright spots stopped moving.

"That's enough,” Dennis called to Billy, no longer whispering. "We don't want them to cook.” Dennis
aways hated the smell when Billy got too eager with the microwave, and it was bad for business.

Billy cut the power to the microwave projector and started packing up the eectronics. Dennisused a
stud sensor and marked the centers on either side of the hot spot, and then cut into the wallboard with his
utility knife. In afew minutes he had the wall opened to reved the nest.

One adult brown rat, probably the mother, and four young ones. Damn, thought Dennis, he had counted
sx through the glasses. And it was definitely the nest of asmart rat. If it wasthe smart one that got away,
it would be long gone by now, so Dennis packed away theinfrareds.

While Billy put away the equipment, Dennis examined the nest. It wastypica for asmart rat's nest.
Orderly. Paper cupsand jar lidsfilled with cereals and vegetable matter. Neatly arranged rows of
buttons, beads, coins, afew pieces of cheap jewelry, and a couple of marbles; the smart onesliked shiny
objects and tended to collect them. Above the stockpile of items, stuck in aholein the stud, was alone
ydlow danddion flower.

Dennis cleaned up the mess, throwing the dead rats and their hoard in aplastic grocery bag. Reaching
lastly for the danddlion flower, abrown blur entered hisfield of vision, dropping down from the void
between the walls and landing directly on the back of his outstretched hand.

Dennisflinched as he recognized the brown ball of fur as his escapee. It was abig one, probably the male
of the group. Papa Rat. Therat clung tightly onto the back of hisleather work glove, staring defiantly at
Denniswith its beady black eyes. Dennis shook his hand severa times but therat held on fast. When
Dennis stopped shaking his hand, therat quickly scrambled up to hiswrist and bit into the exposed flesh
between the glove and his shirtdeeve.

Dennislet out ayelp and whacked both his hand and therat into the wall. Therat fdl to the floor,
Sunned.

"Son of abitch!" Dennisyelled. "Did you seethat? Damn rat came out of thewall and bit me."

Billy came over to look at the bite mark, which was aready filling with blood. "Jeez. Y ou better wash it
out good, man. Y ou never know what kind of diseasesthefriggin' rats are carrying.”

Denniswalked over to the kitchen faucet and ran some water. He found some Pamolive dish sogp in the
cabinet under the sink, squirted some onto his bleeding wrigt, and lathered it up under the running water.
The owner of the co-op was out, as was usual when the exterminators were nuking smart rats, so he



explored afew cabinets until he found some Band-Aids.
"Y ou know," said Billy, "you probably should see adoctor about that. It might have had rabies.”

"It damn well better not. | can't afford to go to no doctor right now," Dennis said, applying the Band-Aid.
"Corvaand | have been going bareback on insurance the last couple of years. It'sjust too expensive.”

"Yeah, | know what you mean. | went without medica dl last year," said Billy. "But rabiesis nothing to
mess around with."

Dennislooked at the rat on the floor, till lying there crumpled againgt the baseboard. Taking acloser
look, Dennis could see that the rat was il dive, itslittle chest risng and faling in rapid, shalow bregths.

"Tdl youwhat, Billy. I'll just hold onto thisrat for awhile. If it showsany sgnsof being sick, then I'll go
to the doctor.”

"It'syour life, man."

Denniswent back to one of the cabinets he had opened earlier and grabbed alarge Tupperware salad
bowl with abluelid. He scooped up the dazed rat and put it in the bowl. With his utility knife, he cut a
few ar holesinthelid.

"Papa Rat, you're coming with me," he said as he sealed up the bowl.

"Comeon," Billy said, "lets close up thiswall and get out of here.”

* k% %

Dennis bartered some future services for a battered old bird cage from a pet store on the East Side and
brought it hometo hisdingy apartment. Corvawatched in horror as he set the cage up on the living room
coffee table and removed Papa Rat from the Tupperware bowl.

"What isthat!" she shrieked. "Just what do you think you're doing with arat in my home? Not even a pet
rat, but an ugly street rat?'

"Thisrat bit me," Dennissaid sternly. "I gottawatch it to make sure it don't have rabies. I'll go seethe
doctor if it does."

Denniswas expecting more of aprotest, but Corvajust said, "Oh," and exited the room. Denniswas
thankful that he didn't have to argue the point about not having enough money for doctors right now.
Corvaknew how things were.

In the bird cage, the rat began moving about, balancing on the wiresin the cage floor. Dennis watched as
it systematically inspected each joint in the metal, looking for aweak spot. The clasp holding the cage
door shut looked flimsy to Dennis, and he had no doubt that asmart rat would be ableto figure it out
before very long. He got out his soldering iron and melted some meta onto the clasp to make sure. The
rat backed up into the far corner of the cage and wriggled his nose a the acrid fumes from the smoking
solder. Smart or not, the rat was welded into the cage for good.

Dennis did yesterday's newspaper under the cage to catch the droppings, and put some water in the
bottle fixed to the side. He knew ratswould egt just about anything, so hefilled thelittle metd dishinsde
the cage with some Rice Krispies, using a piece of rolled up paper as afunne to deposit the cerea
through the bars.



After awhile, Corvacame back into the room. Her eyes were wet and red.
"Dennis, we can't go on likethis."
"Don't worry Honey, it'sonly for afew weeks. If the rat doesn't get sick...”

"No, no, no. Not therat. It's everything. Y our job, my job, this crummy little gpartment. Not being able
to afford adoctor when we need one.”

Dennislooked at her with plaintive eyes. "Weve been over this before.”

"But nothing changes, Dennis. What kind of future do we have? Don't you want to do more, be more,
than just a...arat catcher?"

Denniswas stung by the words. "Everybody can't be arocket scientist, Corva. Jeez, you're sharing that
receptionist job of yours with two other women, so don't go pointing any fingersat me. I'm just doing the
best | can, okay?"

"It's not the best. There'slots of people doing better. When we got married, | had no ideait would be
likethis"

Dennis hated when she did thisto him. He had tried, redlly tried, to build up the exterminating business
and make a decent living, but money was just too scarce. There were better ways to make money in
New Y ork, but whatever the magic formulawas, Dennis had not hit upon it yet.

"Honey, it'slikethisal over the city. Lots of jobs are moving down south and offshore. It'sred dim
pickings out there. Besides, being an exterminator isn't such a bad job these days since the rats started
gettin' smart. They don't fall for poison or traps like they used to. It'samost a high-tech thing now, and
it'salittle easer to make abuck than in the old dayswhen dl | did was spray for cockroaches.”

Corva shuddered and atear rolled down her chegk. "Come on, Dennis, we can't even take care of our
ownson!"

Dennissface flushed red with embarrassment. She wasn't playing fair, he thought. Even people with
better jobs couldn't afford to take care of kidslike Kevin full-time.

"Y eah, thanksfor reminding me," Dennis said, disgusted with himself. "I'm going over to the nursing home
to see himin afew minutes. Do you want to come?’

"No, | went earlier today. The nightsare yours."

* % %

Kevin sat dumped in one of the day room's graffiti-covered plastic chairs, and Dennis sat next to him
rather than across the table so he could catch the boy if he tipped over. Even though the boy was eleven,
he still had not mastered as basic askill as sitting up properly. While Dennistalked, hefed Kevin
spoonfuls of ice cream purchased from avending machine. It was Kevin's favorite, and even when
money wastight Dennis could aways afford enough change for the machine and give hisonly child some
tiny bit of pleasurein his otherwise miserable existence.

"Weve got anew pet back home," Dennis said, putting the cup of ice cream down on thetable. "It'sa
rat. One of theredly smart ones. | caught him at work today. | cal him Pgpa Rat."



Kevin's vacant eyes met hisfather's briefly, then he directed his gaze back at the cup of ice cream. He
opened his mouth and moaned an anima sound, pleading for the next spoonful.

"Not dl ratsare smart,” Dennissaid. "Did you know that? Most are just regular rats, and they're easy to
catch. But the smart ones make it alot tougher. Even the dumb ones are harder to catch when a smart
oneisaround, 'cause the smart ones look out for the dumb ones. One smart oneisall arat family needs.”

Dennis dished up some more ice cream and Kevin reached out with a shaky arm and knocked the
spoonful into hislap. Dennis put the spoon down and dabbed at the mess with a paper napkin.

"Oh Kevin. We should be playing ball and going to the circus. Y ou have no ideawhat I'm saying, do
you? If | could find away to make things better...Y our mother'sright. Thisrealy isnoway to live.”

Kevin sared at the ice cream.

"It'sdl my fault," Dennis continued. "All that bug spray | used to use back in the old days. I'll probably
pay for it down the road with some kind of cancer or something, but it'sjust not fair for you to haveto
auffer, tobeinaplacelikethis. | just want to make things better for you and your Mom, that's al.”

Kevin finished the last of theice cream, and Dennis wiped the drips from his mouth. The boy barely
responded when Kevin hugged him. Soon, visiting time was over and Dennis was chased out by the staff
and went back home.

* % %

Another long week went by and Dennis kept hard at work. Billy had been out sick for three daysina
row and Dennis kept the exterminating business going dl by himsdlf until Billy finally came back to work.

"How you feding, Billy?' Dennisasked, eyeing Billy suspicioudy.
"Okay. How's that rat you been keeping? No sign of rabies or nothing yet?'

"Totell you thetruth, | haven't seen the rat much for acouple of days. It's the craziest thing. Papa Rat
just grabbed al the newspapers | put under the cage and covered theinside of the cage with it. Kind of
likewadlpaper.”

"Weird."

"I rip it down to check on thelittle guy oncein awhile, but Pgpa Rat just putsit right back up again when
I'm gone."

"Maybeit likesits privacy. Those smart ones are weird. So, where are we going first today, Dennis?’

"Well normaly we'd bomb Cacciatore's" Dennissaid in aserioustone, "or do someratting in the
Alpine" Denniswatched Billy's reaction. Billy'sface didn't give anything away, but Denniswas sure of
something.

"So what's the problem?’ Billy asked. "L et's get to work."

"Well, Billy, the problemis| caled ahead, and both of them said they didn't need usthis month. Imagine
those rat-holes not needing an exterminator.”

"Wow, that's odd. Maybe they got someone dse.”

"Yeah, | thought of that too. And then | got thisbrilliant idea. | looked at the customer invoices going



back six months. And you know something funny?*
"What's that, Dennis?"

"We dways seem to lose asteady customer or two right after you take aday off. In fact, sncel hired
you, for every two new customers| bring in, it ssemsthat I've lost one old-timer.”

"So what are you saying, Dennis? Y ou don't think I'm doing anything, do you?'

"Asamatter of fact, I'm certain of it. | can't believe how stupid I've been not to notice it before. You
have your own business on the side and you're siphoning off my regulars. Jeez, it couldn't have been
more obvious. | asked Raph over at the Flagship flat out and he told me al about how you've been
coming around. So get out of here, Billy; you'refired."

"But..." Billy saw he was through. He dapped his newspaper on the table and stormed ouit.

Now what am | going to do? thought Dennis. The past two days working aone had been ared grind.
The rats were getting harder and harder to catch, and the animd rights people were getting more and
more adamant about not killing the smart ones. Maybe it wastime to think about a career change.

Dennis picked up Billy's newspaper, intending to turn to the meager listing of jobsin the back, but the
pages and pages of stock pricesin thefinancia section caught his eyefirdt. Lots of people make rea
money from these numbers, Dennis thought. How hard can it be to figure this stuff out?

Dennis decided to take the rest of the day off. For thefirst time since he wasin high school, he visited the
big public library on Fifth Avenue.

* k% %

"I heard you fired Billy," Corvasaid, severd weeks after thefact. "How are you going to carry that
businesswithout some help?"

"I don't need Billy any more," Dennis said, entering the gpartment with astack of magazines under his
arm. "Hewas no good."

Corvagave Dennis adespondent look and he knew they were going to argue about money again unless
he changed the subject before she got started. Maybe it wastimeto tell her what he had been up to
lady.

"Corva, I'm not arat catcher any more. | closed the business over aweek ago.”
Corvas mouth hung wide openinasdlent "O" and she stared at him, unbelieving.

"| sold the equipment and put the money into the stock market. Options, to be precise. Putsand calls,
they're called. Y ou can make alot of money fast with options. Y ou can losefast too, if you're not
careful.”

"Huh? Dennis, what are you talking about? Y ou don't know anything about the stock market."

"I've been studying up on thisfor alittlewhile," Dennis said confidently. "It'snot nearly as hard as most
peoplethink it is. In only acouple of weeks I'm up twelve thousand. Just on paper, that is.”

"Huh?Isthisfor red?'

"It'sdl right, Honey. | know what I'm doing."



Corva continued staring and shook her head in dismay. "Isthiswhat al the magazines arefor?

"These?' Dennis said, looking down at the stack. "No, these are biological abstracts. I've been looking
into the literature on these smart rats. It seemsit's caused by avirus."

"Hun?'

"A virus. Maybe something that got out of alab when one of the subjects got too smart for the
experimenter. [t somehow activates the unused parts of therat's brain. Some of the rats get smart. Nearly
al therats have the virus by now, but only onein ten thousand is predisposed to becoming a'smart' rat.
It's some sort of genetic quirk, so they say. All the children of the smart rats have the same
predisposition, and the smart ones are better survivors, soit'sinevitable that the smart rats will eventually
take over thewholerat population before too long.”

Corvalooked at the newspaper-shrouded cage on the coffee table. ™Y ou mean that thing in the cage has
avirus?' she said with aquiver of concernin her voice.

"Without adoubt.”

Denniswalked over to the cage and started pulling the paper away through the cage. When enough
paper was cleared away, he peeked insde. The stainless steel spout had been removed from the water
bottle, alowing the water to drip into the layer of newspaper below. The tubular spout had been wedged
between the metd feeding dish and the cage wires and manipul ated to Spread the wiresin one spot to
make asmdl gap. A lever and afulcrum.

Therat was gone.
"Good luck, PapaRat," Dennissaid. " Sorry about what | did to your family."
"That thing's not loosein my home, isit?"

"Long gone, I'm afraid. Thelittle critter even replaced the newspaper on the cage after he got out to give
himself agood head gart. | think I'll miss him abit, won't you?'

"Yuck! Areyou serious?’

"Anyway, | need to speak to you about something redlly important. It's about Kevin."
"Kevin? What about Kevin?'

"Well, | was asking around at the nursing home. About you.”

"Me"

"Yes. Forgiveme, but | just had this sneaking suspicion. And it turned out to be true. A lot of things have
been becoming clearer to melately. | asked the nuraing staff about your visits. Imagine my surprise when
they told me you've only been over to visit Kevin ahandful of timesin the past few months.™

Corvasfaceflushed degp red. "I, um...Dennis! Y ou have to understand. It's so hard. | just can't stand
that place. Y ou know | love him!"

"Yes, | believeyou do. But fair isfair. Y ou were supposed to visit him on days when you weren't
working and | would see him after work. We agreed. The boy needs to know he's not alonein aplace
likethet."



"l...okay. You'reright. I'm sorry."

"Good. I'm going out now to see our son.”

* % %

"So your Mom isredly sorry she's missed some visdts, Kevin. I'm sure shélll be in tomorrow though.”
Kevin stared longingly at the cup of ice cream on the table and moaned.

"Y ou see, the problem with your mother isthat she's unhappy with the way her life hasturned out. Mostly
she's unhappy with me, but | think that that's going to change now. I'm getting alittle smarter.”

Dennis gave Kevin the spoon and let him fumble around doppily with theice cream to keegp him
occupied while he took out his utility knife. He didn't want Kevin to see the knife.

"If we gtick it out for another year or two, | think we can make enough money to escape from thiscity.
Get out of therat race and start fresh someplace new. I'll bet you agree that's for the best, don't you,
Kevin?'

Kevin seemed to nod his assent, but Dennis knew the boy was only reacting to the positive tone of his
voice and the desire for moreice cream.

"Did | tell you Papa Rat finally escaped? I've been thinking alot about how these smart ratslive. The
smart ones dways seem to care for theregular rats, like it'stheir duty. They're very loyd. | think that'sa
smart way to be."

Kevin was absorbed in the ice cream. Dennis glanced around to make sure no one was watching and
raised the knife. He quickly dashed a shallow one-inch cut at the base of Kevin'sthumb. Kevin dropped
the ice cream cup and howled. Dennis quickly dashed his own thumb smilarly and pressed hisbleeding
hand into his son's, mixing Kevin's blood with his own.

"Easy now, Kevin. It'sonly ascratch. They say oncein avery long while, avirus can mutate and jump
from one speciesto another. I'll bet you didn't know that."

Kevinjust looked at the blood on hishand and kept crying. A few staff members came into the room to
see what the noise was dl about, but Dennis didn't care now. His task accomplished, Dennis hugged the
boy and began to cry, too.

Thingswould get better soon.



