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      Howard tracked the horrible smell to the farthest corner of his yard. It was a dead skunk, the only thing that smelled worse than a live one. He was sure Mack had tossed it over the fence to piss him off and his first instinct was to toss the carcass back, but he decided against it. Good fences don't always make good neighbors, he thought, but they do keep me from punching mine in the face. Their longstanding feud had been simmering for a while and now it was about to boil over. Retaliation was Howard's specialty and he relished it.

      "Jake!" he hollered to his son. "Get your lazy self out here. Bring a shovel."

      The boy didn't dare keep his father waiting and soon appeared dragging a shovel that was too heavy for him. He looked younger than his ten years with his slender build, pale complexion, and scrawny legs scraped in a recent bike accident. When he saw the putrid skunk he cringed, enraging his father.

      "You're too damn soft, Jake! All you do is play video games—it's your mother's fault. That's why you live with me now."

      Struggling to hoist the shovel the boy muttered "I'd rather live with my Mom." What he thought was I hate you.

      Howard laughed which did nothing to improve his cruel features. "Your mother didn't fight hard enough for you, kid, and her lawyer was a hack, so suck it up. Don't give me attitude or you'll regret it."

      He returned to the house leaving Jake to his odious task. Sipping a cold beer, his first of the morning, Howard made a list of the many ways he could burn Mack, anonymously, of course. His cell rang but when he saw it was his ex-wife he turned it off. Maria needed to learn who was boss. Hint: it wasn't her. He knew she had telephone privileges with Jake but he could always say he hadn't heard it. What could she do about it? Absolutely nothing. She left him one of her cryptic voicemails: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you. His ex-wife was a religious nut and he blamed that wacko church group she hung out with. Who goes to Bible Study five times a week?

      An hour later, Jake came back in, filthy and exhausted. "Did my mom call?"

      "Nope," Howard lied. "Take a shower, son, you reek."

      After his third beer Howard's plan to exact revenge on his neighbor had taken shape. There were several stages, each one an escalation of the one before. Starting with the fun stuff, he applied for a credit card in Mack's name and went on a buying spree. He ordered every magazine and newspaper he could think of, set up appointments with home improvement companies to come to his neighbor's house, and asked the Jehovah's Witnesses to pay Mack a visit. He called phone sex lines and charged it to the card after ensuring the bills would go to Mack's house for his wife to see.

      The following week, Howard heard his neighbors arguing loudly through his open window and laughed with delight. He walked out into his yard to better enjoy the show but immediately started gagging. This time, there were a dozen rotting skunks scattered all over. Howard was so furious he thought he might stroke out. He didn't bother to call Jake. Instead, he grabbed the shovel and hurled every last one of them over the fence as hard as he could. Several of them landed in Mack's pool with a satisfying splash. That night, Howard dressed in black and sneaked over to Mack's house where he proceeded to flatten the tires on both cars. For good measure, he siphoned all the gas too.

      The next morning, the police knocked on his door to ask him about the skunks and the damage to the cars. He made up an alibi, dragged Jake out of bed to gain sympathy, and they eventually went away. At noon, Mack showed up and banged on the front door screaming obscenities but Howard ignored him. Cowering in a corner, Jake asked if he could call his mother. Howard ignored him too.

      It was time to jump to phase two of his plan. Howard went online and set up dozens of fake email addresses before going on Yelp to leave scathing reviews of Mack's hardware store. Howard was so consumed with his scheme that he called in sick to work that week and barely paid attention to Jake, who was living off peanut butter sandwiches and playing video games non-stop. Mack had stopped leaving angry messages on Howard's voicemail and had hired a lawyer to send threatening letters demanding he cease his harassment. As Howard was throwing the lawyer's unopened letters in the trash he saw candy wrappers.

      Quaking with rage, he confronted Jake. "Where did you get the candy?"

      Defiant, the boy said he bought it. Howard slapped him in the face.

      "Don't lie to me! Where did you get it?" he demanded.

      In a quavering voice, Jake replied "Mom gave it to me. I rode my bike to the park and she was there."

      With a newfound calmness his father said. "You're grounded. No more bike rides for you."

      Jake stormed off to his room but didn't dare slam the door.

      The next day, child services called to ask why Jake wasn't in school but Howard let it go to voicemail. In the afternoon, Maria showed up at his door but he pretended not to be home. After she had gone he found a note taped to the front door that said: The meek shall inherit the earth. He tore it up.

      Crazed with alcohol and irrational revenge fantasies Howard was totally consumed with taking down his perceived enemy. That afternoon, he rented a bulldozer to knock down Mack's house while he was at work even though he had never operated heavy machinery in his life. By the time the bulldozer was delivered Howard was drunk and paid scant attention to the instructions or the strong warnings about the dangers. He gleefully hopped onto the bulldozer and started it up. After mashing the gears in every direction Howard was jerked forward and fell off his perch into the street where he was promptly crushed. Hoisted with his own petard, as Shakespeare would say.

      That evening, Jake's mother showed up with a social worker to pick up her son. After a joyful reunion they packed up his things and started the drive home.

      In the car, Maria turned to her beloved child and gave him a gentle smile. "Jake, you know that God helps those who help themselves, right?"

      Jake looked at his mother, bewildered. "Sure, I guess so."

      "What I'm trying to say is I'm very sorry about the skunk."
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