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THE

(mostly) 

COMPLETE

ADVENTURES 

OF 

RODDY & DANTE

A BRIEF FOREWORD

Well...here we are...seemingly...apparently...at the end of things...?

It’s difficult to say. I suppose that’s why the title of this Complete Adventures of Roddy and Dante stories has a mostly attached to it. Just in case...

At any rate, in going over all of them I’ve done a wee bit of addition and subtraction here and there, correcting where necessary—though I doubt I’ve managed to turn this into a model of published perfection—and hoping the finished product would come close.

The only major change I’ve made was the result of realising that I should have transposed the titles of More Adventures and Early Adventures over their contents. Instead, here I’ve combined them, and attempted to put them in a chronological order along the lines of the first two, to establish a bit of continuity and (hopefully) eliminate the need to stop and try to figure out where any one of the stories fits into the grand scheme of things as far as Roddy and Dante are concerned.

So here they are...and here we go all over again. I hope they’ll be just as enjoyable the second time round. 

THE

ADVENTURES

OF

RODDY & DANTE
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Chapter One – AN INTRODUCTORY
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Roddy and Dante were like two moons orbiting each other, so much in tune with their brother-hood that they lived and breathed their lives in complete harmony, separated  only by the evidence of the two years between their births. Roddy was older, and just a little a bit taller, but in all wise else, the Broussard boys might have been time-lapse images of the same person—handsome curly-haired dark-eyed little shit-disturbers with hearts of gold. People encountering the pair of them for the first time came away with the distinct impression that they resembled nothing so much as two almost-adolescent raccoons in leather jackets and slouch-hats with pry-bars in hand, on the prowl for whatever mayhem and mischief they could find to while away the twenty-four hours of any given day without getting caught.

They lived on a fifty-acre lot that swept away into virgin forest and whatnot else. The front yard was at the end of a cul-de-sac on the edge of a rural housing development, so they had neighbours, friends and acquaintances close by, and plenty of opportunities to amuse themselves beyond hours-long video-game slaughters and the occasional surreptitious sneak onto internet sites they knew they shouldn’t be visiting at all. Their sister Camille, fifteen years old to Roddy’s twelve and Dante’s ten, had caught them at it once, just shaking her head:

“You guys are gonna be in such trouble,” she’d said.

“Cami don’t tell....please...” begged Dante, who always did that sort of thing when they got caught because he still qualified as unqualified cute. Camille looked scandalised.

“Tell?  Did I say I was gonna tell?”

“Well you said we were gonna be in trouble.”

“That would be if someone else besides me caught you.”

“But you’re not gonna...?”

Camille looked scandalised again, made a look of pure incredulous Would I ever rat on you guys? before shaking her head and starting to walk out of their bedroom.

Roddy and Dante exchanged unspoken words and decided upon damage control.

“You’re a lot better looking than any of them,” said Roddy in a conciliatory tone.

Camille was, in fact, a willowy splendour, with endless legs and long coppery hair streaked with gold. She was well aware of it, but wise enough even at fifteen to recognise her good fortune as nothing she would or should ever dream of depending upon as a carte-blanche entrée to Life. 

“Yeah well just don’t try making any more on-the-spot comparisons when I’m in the shower.”

Roddy and Dante bug-eyed each other, now more than ever determined to live their lives in dedicated service to their beautiful sister. When she was gone, having quietly closed the door behind her, Dante breathed a long sigh of relief.

“Wow that was close,” he said.

“No it wasn’t,” said Roddy. “We’d be in the dog house with Scraps and Bounder for sure except Cami isn’t like that. We need to do somethin’ nice for her.” 

“There’s this guy at school been buggin’ her...Sean somebody...”

“The asshole on the soccer team who thinks he’s so cool?”

“Yeah..”

“What about him?”

“He was askin’ about her again...tryin’ t’find out stuff... ” 

Roddy thought about it for a second. “Tell him you found out she’s a lesbian,” he said. 

“What’s that?”

“That’s where the two gir—never mind, Dante, it doesn’t matter. Just tell him...”

Roddy figured since it probably wasn’t true, asshole Sean would catch shit for spreading rumours and lies...

*  *  *
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Unfortunately for the two of them, before anyone ever caught anything for spreading rumours and lies, the aforementioned rumours and lies went round their school like a brush-fire in high summer. Asshole Sean did indeed catch his share of the shit for going on about them to his soccer-mates, but once in the soup for having done so, he named the Broussard boys as the source of his mis-information. This unhappy state of conflagratory affairs was fanned further because Jeanette Broussard, mother of Roddy and Dante and Camille, also happened to be the vice-principal of their school.

They were sitting on one of the benches along the wall in the main office, waiting for Mom to finish up with some school stuff, all the while trying to ignore the smiles and shaking heads of the office personnel and student aides going about their business behind the counter.

Dante was a little bit scared.

“It wasn’t such a great idea,” he said in a whisper.

Roddy nodded. “No kidding, Dante. I shoulda thought about it more than I did.”

“What’re we gonna do...what should I say...?”

“You can tell it was me told you to say it...” 

Dante shook his head vehemently. “No way, Roddy. Cami’s gonna be really upset and I don’t want you t’be the only one she’s angry at. That would be horrible.”

Roddy had to admit that the thought of being the sole focus of his sister’s wrath was more than he cared to think about. Always protective of Dante, and seriously inclined to take on the role of older brother simply because Dante always deferred to his advice and judgments, he looked at him now with a great sense of warmth pushing at the terror he knew they both shared. He reached around the younger boy’s shoulders, straightened his John Deere cap to where the bill was properly snugged down against the back of his neck, and then hugged him. 

“Just let me do all the talking, okay?” he said after a while. “Mom’s gonna wanna know how you know anything about lesbians in the first place, so I’m pretty sure I’m gonna be in trouble right away.”

Dante swallowed and nodded without saying anything.

“After that, just play dumb,” Roddy went on. “The only way we can get out of this is if we can convince Mom that Sean is a dickhead, and that won’t be too hard t’do because he really is.”  

Roddy took his own cap off and went about the process of fluffing out the tangle of his dark curls so he looked just as about as young as Dante. Then they waited. When the door to the vice-principal’s office opened, and Mom stood there staring down at them on the bench, both were somehat less terrified than when they’d first sat down. Heads bowed meekly beneath the crook of Mom’s beckoning finger, Roddy and Dante trooped into the office and quietly slid themselves onto the two folding chairs in front of her desk. 

Jeannie Broussard sat down behind her desk and surveyed what she knew from past experience was the carefully-contrived contrition of her two eldest sons. That neither would look up at her made her smile inwardly, not because she revelled in their discomfiture, but because she also knew that as much as they now sincerely regretted the consequences of  their latest escapade, tomorrow it all would mean nothing once they were presented with another opportunity to disturb the status quo. She thought about their two-year old baby brother at home and was grateful he was too small to be involved in their shenanigans. 

“So...?” she said, noting that Roddy had turned his cap round so he could hide beneath the bill..

“So what, Mom?” he asked, and ventured a look out from under.

“I had a long talk with your sister, and she says she doesn’t care if half the school is now convinced she’s gay. She seems to think that you did her a favour, because...and I quote... “Sean Hannaford is a troglodyte” and he’s stopped coming anywhere near her, along with another half dozen of the other troglodytes on the soccer team who, up until two days ago, were constantly making rude comments about her and her friends.”

“What’s a troglodyte?” asked Dante.

“It doesn’t matter,” said his mother; then, in her instinctive role as a teacher, said: “Troglodytes are like cave-men. They’re crass and rude and have this strange idea that women...girls...are around so they can make nasty remarks about their characters or physical appearance.”

“That’s like bein’ a dickhead!” blurted Roddy, taking a chance that there was some share-able logic in his assessment. 

Jeanette Broussard sighed, sensing that the outcome of this particular engagement with her boys was already a done deal.  She took some solace in grounding them for four weeks, and sent them back to class.

“Wow that was close,” said Dante, when both of them were back out in the hallway.

“You can say that again,” replied Roddy. “I can’t believe Cami’s not upset. We’re really lucky she’s not one of those snotty hotties...”

Dante nodded silently in agreement as they scuffed down the hall. When Roddy took the turn back to his fifth-period math class he went on by himself, wondering what was going to happen when their father got wind of everything at dinner...

*  *  * 
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Jacques Broussard, known to all, including the dogs, as Jack, dried the last dinner dish and plunked it up into the cupboard above the sink.

“What’d you do with the potatoes tonight? They were really good,” he said, and snuck a  hand where it would do absolutely no good at all during clean-up operations.

Jeannie wriggled into it and smiled.

“I added some rosemary, salt and ground pepper to the olive oil before I put everythng into the oven.”

Jack nodded and reached round her waist to be even more of a pain in the ass as she tried to rinse the roasting pan.  

“So what’s with Roddy and Dante?” he asked, this time the recipient of a bump backward from her butt as she tried to get said pan onto the drainboard. “Every time I looked up from my plate t’find out why things were so quiet, they were both starin’ at Camille, and then at me like they were waitin’ for some kind of time-bomb t’go off.”

“They’re grounded, “ said Jeannie. “A month. Homework in the teacher’s lounge until I feel like bringing us home. No net. No friends. No video games. They’re yours for the chores...”

“What’d they do this time?” he asked.

She turned and said “You don’t wanna know” before she gave up on getting the dinner dishes done...but she was still wondering how Roddy had come up with the lesbian thing.  
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Chapter Two – BIRDS & BEES
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Edric Broussard bumped his way down the steps from the front porch and then stumped his way across the front yard, an eighteen-month old midget on a mission. If you were paying attention, it could be seen in the wiggle of his little Huggie-swathed butt that he was bound and determined to catch up with his father before he took off on the four-wheeler. Edric worshipped his father, in much the same fashion that his older brothers worshipped their older sister, Camille. If Jack Broussard was taking the tractor out to the “back forty” for any reason, wee Eddie wanted a part of the action. Dante and Roddy watched him from the shade of the porch.

“He sure gets away with a lot,” said Dante.

“He’s the baby,” replied his older brother.

“Were we like that when we were small? I don’t remember,” said Dante. “Anywhere Dad’s going he wants t’go along...and Dad just grins and away they go...”

Roddy took a long slug out of his can of A&W root beer and went commiserative on his younger brother.

“I think he figures he’s finally got somebody he can teach t’look after the place. I mean, Cami was never gonna do it...eveybody knows she’s gonna be a Hollywood sex-bomb.”

“What’s that?” asked Dante.

“Never mind,” said Roddy.

They watched their baby brother’s final approach to the four-wheeler, his fat little arms up in the air and something that might have been the beginnings of words riding on a soft warm wind in early June. Jack Broussard  turned, shook his head, smiling as he scooped up his latest and plunked him down where he could keep him safe between his thighs. Edric laughed. Roddy and Dante, mildly jealous but too good-natured to be huffy about it, smiled along with their father.

Dante said, “I feel bad a little bit.”

“’Bout what?” asked Roddy.

“Dad wanted one of us t’be like Eddie. You know...all charged up about tractors and the animals and growin’ stuff...”

Roddy shrugged. “We’re not gonna have time,” he said matter-of-factly. 

“Maybe we shoulda kept quiet about wantin’ t’be hockey players and race-car drivers.”

Roddy thought about that for a minute, then shook his head.

“Well it’s too late now...and besides, Mom’s probably got other plans for us, like maybe bein’ business executives...or scientists...or somethin’...”

Dante said something that got lost in the rev of the four-wheeler as Eddie and their father sped off across the back yard. When things got quiet again, Roddy wandered off to see if he could get another root beer and left Dante to wondering about what something could be, in one way related to Roddy’s comment about Camille. He didn’t mind deferring to his older brother almost all the time; in fact, he tended to rely on Roddy’s judgments, even if they sometimes turned out wrong, simply because intuitively he knew for a fact that all of them...all the Broussard kids...were bound up in something special amongst themselves...  

But Dante wanted a bit of his own—something he could add to the relationship he had with his older brother. He was deep in thought, imagining just what it was he could contribute, when Roddy came back with two root beers...

*  *  *  
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Eventually, he fastened on Roddy’s last comment about their sister, the one where he had been told Never mind. Ever since they’d made those forbidden internet forays he’d been more than a bit curious, but now he figured if he could get the real deal from one of their parents it would be a big boost to the nature of his relationship with Roddy. The next day, his older brother got a lift home so his Mom could stay late and drive Dante home after soccer practise. He decided to take the plunge...

“Mom...me an’ Roddy was talkin’ the other day—“ 

“Roddy and I were talking,” said Jeannie.

“You and Roddy was talkin’ about sex?!?!?!?!” cried Dante, appalled that his brother had pre-empted his efforts to add something useful to their communal store of knowledge.

Luckily, the 4Runner was bouncing over a railroad crossing at the time, so Jeannie didn’t have to do much to hide the silent WTF that went through her mind. A safe distance from said crossing she pulled onto the gravel shoulder of the road and looked at Dante.

“I was correcting your grammar,” she said quietly. 

Dante said, “Oh...” and took a great interest in anything that presented itself to him on the passenger side of the vehicle. 

Jeannie closed her eyes and tried to prepare herself for yet another instalment of whatever it was her oldest boys were into. 

“So what was it you wanted t’know, Dante?” she asked quietly.

He wouldn’t look at her.

“Whatever you wanna tell me,” he said quietly. “Or everything. Everything would be good...”

Jeannie sighed, pulled off the gravel shoulder and headed on down the county road. 

She drove past their side street and Dante got anxious as they went on a mile further, took the right-left-right-left turns up into the village proper and parked in front of the corner retaurant. 

“Come on, then” she said. “I could use something bigger, but a coffee will do. You can have a root beer. I can’t believe I’m the one doing this...”

Dante looked forward to maybe finding out what a Hollywood sex-bomb was.

*  *  *

[image: ]


What he came away with after their discussion was considerably more than what he had bargained for, though he’d had the good sense not to ask about certain things. What he did learn was that sex was a big freakin’ deal and there would come a time not all that far in his future that it might just turn his entire world upside down.

Rather than taking Roddy into his confidence that night, Dante decided to mull things over for a while, consider the ramifications of what he’d learned and how it explained an awful lot about some things that had puzzled him in the past. Without any kind of conscious recognition, his world-view expanded well past a few of his nearest horizons.

*  *  *
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“Roddy...so what’s it all about with girls?”

“Whattaya mean what’s it all about?”

“Well...I asked mom about it and—“

“You and Mom was talking about sex?!?!?!?!?”

“Mom and I was talkin’,” said Dante.

“Huh,” said his brother.

“I was just correctin’ your grammar, Roddy.”

“Yeah...but in the middle of that there was the part where you said—“

“I asked her.”

“And she told?”

Dante nodded.

“Wow,” said Roddy, and then to himself, I bet Dad is gonna pay for that one...  

At the same time, he started thinking about how he was going to benefit from what Dante might now know without letting his little brother know he didn’t know.

“So whattaya want t’know?” he asked, pretending he already knew.

“Just about how come.”

“How come what, Dante? I’m tryin’ t’help you out here but you’re not makin’ it easy.”

Dante gave that some thought, still not thoroughly comfortable with what he thought he knew. He took his time, trying to not to ask anything that would be too obvious or embarrassing.

“So what we saw that one...well, those three times...that was the sex part.”

Roddy nodded.

“It didn’t look like it was much fun,” Dante said apologetically. “I mean... like...the girls were makin’ all these weird sounds and doin’ strange stuff with their eyes...and there was a couple of times when they even looked angry...”

“That’s because it was porno,” said Roddy, explaining nothing at all.  “They were acting, y’know...pretending stuff. It’s not like really doing sex.”

“Y’mean they was pretending t’have sex?”

Roddy did his best to sound exasperated without making Dante feel bad about it.

“No...the sex thing was real...what they were doin’...but sometimes they make noises and stuff so you think they’re havin’ more fun than they really are. It’s like pretending you like doing somethin’ you don’t really like.”

Dante shook his head. Up until then, given the subject matter of their conversation, he’d had a hard time looking his brother in the eye; now he looked up.   

“That doesn’t make any sense,” he said woefully. “Why’re they doin’ it if they don’t like doin’ it?”

“You need t’be older,” said Roddy diplomatically.  

“So sex is supposed t’be fun?”

“Yeah. Pretty much.”

“Maybe we should ask Cami about it. I bet she’d know...”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Dante. I know she wouldn’t tell on us for lots of stuff, but sex is a big deal so she might think she should say somethin’ t’Mom or Dad.”

“That wouldn’t be good.” 

“Not good at all,” agreed Roddy.

“Then they’d start thinkin’ that’s all we were thinkin’ about.”

“Yeah...and then who knows what could happen... You want a root beer?”

Dante nodded Sure, and watched his brother wander down the hallway into the kitchen. It occurred to him that in spite of knowing all about sex and having been a participant in two conversations on the subject, he still really didn’t have a clue what it was all about.
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Chapter Three – DOG DAYS
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“This sucks,” observed Dante, shovelling some shit from McClane’s stall. McClane was sixteen-plus hands of dapple-grey Belgian draft horse, named by the Broussard boys after Bruce Willis’ character in Die Hard. If you’d seen the movie, and knew the boys, that was all the explanation needed to account for the horse’s name.

“Next time I need t’think of something that won’t get us in trouble.”

“Cami’s been real nice to us, though.”

“That’s because Cami is a some kind of goddess, and also because she knows from now on we gotta do anything she wants us t’do.” 

Dante considered that through another few shovelsful of shit.

“I guess that’s not so bad,” he said.

Roddy could only agree. The mere fact that their father had said nothing to them about anything besides delegating chores was an indication that they had narrowly escaped  punishment far worse than what should have been visited upon them. And, in truth,  being at the beck and call of their older sister was no detriment to their standing amongst their peers.

Years before, Roddy had caught all sorts of hell for decking Carl Moran in the wake of the latter’s observation that Cami had “a great ass”. From then on, until the thing with asshole Sean, nobody within earshot of the Broussard boys ever made any kind of rude observations about their sister. 

“You almost finished?” asked Dante.

*  *  * 
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Camille wandered into their bedroom that evening.

“How you guys doin’?”

“Oh we’re fine, Cami, really we are,” said Dante. “Thanks for not makin’ it worse...”

“You guys are so full of it.”

“Well maybe...yeah...” said Roddy. “At least what’s-his-name won’t be goin’ on about you anymore. We fixed him good.”

Cami smiled. It was like sunshine. She had big big dark eyes and when they lit upon Roddy and Dante the two of them melted in the heat of her hotness.

“You’re both little shitheads and I love you,” she said, and closed the door behind her.

“Wow,” said Dante, always impressed by anything Cami had to say.

“You’re so easy,” sniffed Roddy.

*  *  *
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Two weeks went by quickly, and with only a couple more before their servitude ended and summer holidays kicked in, the boys were seriously concerned with the prospect of having not much of anything to do, thereby making them sitting ducks for anything their parents wanted them to do.

During the early lunch hour at school, they took their sandwiches outside instead of taking part in the usual food-fights and bullshit sessions in the cafeteria. Also taken into account was the shelled hard-boiled egg Dante had slipped onto Tommy Hinchley’s chair the day before, right before he sat down. They wandered out to the soccer field and camped on the very top of the bleachers, where they could check out cheerleader practise while they put their heads together.

“...We gotta think of somethin’ that looks like somethin’ Mom or Dad would approve of, without it bein’ boring or too nerdy,” said Roddy. “Otherwise, it’s more farm chores no matter what Dad’s got goin’ on the side.”

Jack Broussard’s primary source of income was a small reno/construction company he’d started up the year after after Roddy was born. Summertime always had him busy at that most days, which meant the boys usually got socked with some of the stuff he normally looked after. Camille was expected to pitch in as well, and she had no problems with it, but both Roddy and Dante knew that at least one of her admirers was bound to show up during the course of any given day and distract her...which meant big moon-eyes in their direction which they in turn always interpreted as a request for them to pick up the slack.   

Roddy got around to noticing, and then commenting that he thought Bonnie Klein looked really nice in her cheerleader outfit. Since Dante didn’t feel qualified to put his two cents in or make any kind of a judgment call, while his older brother was busy trying to keep his eyes in his head, he was left to the business of brainstorming for the both of them. After a while he got tired of not getting responses from his brother, so he just nodded knowingly whenever Roddy had anything to say about Bonnie.  

The light bulb went on his head as they got out of the 4Runner that evening, as Scraps and Bounder charged off the porch barking for all the world like their people had been gone for three weeks.

*  *  *
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That night at the dinner table, Dante said “Me and Roddy wanna start a business this summer.”

Roddy’s head jerked around, and a big forkful of Mac’n’Cheese with hamburger mixed in plopped back down onto his plate.  

“We do?” he said, making big eyes at his younger brother.

Edric was heard to laugh at something in his own little dish; Camille never missed a beat, knowing quite well that no matter what her brothers came up with, there was the absolute  certainty that eventually there would be hell to pay. She swallowed her own forkful of M’n’C, dabbed at her lips with a paper napkin and looked at both of them, her chin resting in the palm of one hand.

“That is so cool,” she said, in a tone she hoped could be taken as being supportive, rather than apprehensive. Not so Mom and Dad.

“I’m not gonna be able to help out much,” said Jack quickly. “I’ve got a contract down in Enterprise for the next three weeks.”

“What’ve you guys got in mind?” asked Jeannie nervously.

Roddy looked at his brother as if to say Yeah, Dante, what’ve us guys got in mind?

Dante was unquenchable. 

“We’re gonna start a dog-training school...you know...with Scraps and Bounder and everybody else around that’s got dogs...”

“Do Scraps and Bounder know about this?” inquired Camille. 

She really wasn’t all that optimistic on that score; their pair of border collies knew their own business fairly well, and usually went about it without any kind of outside assistance. On the pretext of having had enough Mac’n’Cheese, she asked to be excused, gave her brothers a warning look totally lost on either of them, promised to be back in time to help with the dishes, and then high-tailed it upstairs to call a girlfriend on her cell phone. 

“We’re gonna call around, and everybody can bring their dogs here so we can give ‘em a proper regimen of exercise and instruction.”

Roddy looked at Dante like he’d grown a third eye.

What the hell is that? he mouthed at him. 

Dante refused to be anything but enthusiastic. He’d read the last part on a website advertising dog-care and obedience training, thought it had sounded very professional. Jeannie looked at her husband; Jack shrugged and tried to appear impressed by the unlooked-for entrepreneurial zeal of his eldest sons.

*  *  *
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Over the next week, a few phones calls were made on the family phone, and the boys got a few promises that dogs would be delivered. They never got any return calls from the messages they left and grew a bit despondent, but on the last day of school they took the bus home, and found a sandwich-board sign on the corner of their street and the county road, with a telephone number at the very bottom.

COMING SOON

RODDY & DANTE’S

SCHOOL FOR CANINE INSTRUCTION

TUESDAYS & THURSDAYS

$1 per DAY

“Good dogs start here”

They looked at each other in amazement.

“Did you do that?” Dante asked Roddy. Roddy shook his head and didn’t bother asking Dante the same question.

“Look at the part on top,” enthused Dante. “It comes off when SOON gets here.” 

“When’s that?” Roddy asked.

“I dunno,” said Dante.

“Well it was your idea.”

“Roddy, isn’t that Cami’s cell phone number at the bottom...?”

They walked to the end of their street and found Camille on the front porch, who handed them a dozen notecards neatly handwritten with names, addresses and telephone numbers on them. At the bottom of each card were names like Smoochie, Fred, Fiona and Face-Ripper.

“Don’t thank me for the sign,” she said. “One o’ the guys I know at school did it for me...”

Roddy and Dante looked at each other again and there was a silent communion to the tune of  Wow! We got the best sister in the world...and...boys are such dickheads... 

“You guys start next week, so you better figure out what you really had in mind.”

Dante said, “Thanks, Cami, but this guy forgot to put a zero after the $1 part.”

Camille said, “Don’t push your luck,” and went inside.

“Now what’re we gonna do?” said Dante, staring bug-eyed at his brother.  

“What we, white man? It was your idea,” said Roddy.

Dante looked at the note-cards again and said, “There’s an awful lot of F dogs here.”

Roddy sighed and followed his sister.

*  *  * 
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Day One was one for the record books. At the appointed hour, the boys stood at the end of their driveway and with looks that could only be described as consternation, hosted the arrival of a baker’s dozen of canines in various shapes and sizes. One by one, vehicles would drive up and yet another dog would be transferred to their care, often with specific cautions and instructions with regard to doggy behaviour and preferences for food and whatnot else. Dante had already figured out that in this latest enterprise, it was pointless to show any signs of doubt or abject terror.  

“Lotta dogs, Roddy,” was all he said. 

His brother nodded and (again) said, “Well it was your idea.”

For a while it was doubtful who was escorting whom out past the back yard into the open field beyond. Scraps and Bounder had been decked out in special bandannas designating them as the official doggy representatives of the R&D School for Canine Instruction, and as the boys got dragged off by the other thirteen dogs on short leads and long ones, they stood and watched for a second or two before being drawn along in their wake. It was to their immense credit that they never made a sound, and for all intent and purpose seemed to welcome the invasion of their home turf; but it was an historical fact that doggy grins had quite often been misinterpreted in the past, and it was likely just as well that neither of the boys had been presented with the need to do so with regard to those of Scraps and Bounder.

Smoochie turned out to be a pure-bred Great Pyrenees the size of a small horse. That’s what Roddy had thought she was when she jumped out of the cab of the Ram Diesel and he heard the shock absorbers give a sigh of relief. Face-Ripper...Rip for short...was a laid-back Bernese Mountain dog so laid-back that someone of another generation might have mistaken the magnitude of his benign regard of the world as being attributable to an excessive use of Wowie Maui or Mondo Bonzo.

Then there was Fred the beagle, and Fiona the chihuahua, who seemed destined from the start to be hot contenders for the title of Big Trouble with a capital T. Fred didn’t know he was only a Jack Russell terrier, and thoroughly confounded Francois the Belgian Malinois by making free with the latter’s welcoming bowl of carrots and crunchy kibble. Fiona was yappy as hell, and seemed to think all the other dogs needed to acknowledge her as the Queen of Yap. That stopped right away when she nipped at the heels of Marmalade the Great Dane and got a paw laid gently on her little noggin until she calmed down.

There were others, and the day’s festivites began with an hour of trying to get them all lined up alongside Scraps and Bounder, with Roddy and Dante addressing them in much the same fashion as the poor bugger who gave the pep talk before the Charge of the Light Brigade. Roddy was quietly supportive, realising that his little brother might well have dug them a bit deeper than usual, but didn’t want him feeling too badly about it. Dante put on a brave front and addressed the troops.

“Hi my name is Dante,” he said. “Sit down and roll over.”

The troops tilted their heads to one side, wagged their tails, and looked puzzled.

“Okay. Just sit.”

Not much changed—most of them were already sitting—but a Corgi named Windsor was heard to whine a little bit, and then seen to flop down on his stomach just because. Dante looked to Roddy for some kind of encouragement. 

“Maybe if Scraps or Bounder could do it first?” he suggested.

Dante walked to one end of the parade line and said, “Sit down, Scraps.”

Scraps had one blue eye and one brown eye. Both of them looked at Dante as if he’d lost his mind. 

“C’mon, Scraps, y’gotta help me. Sit down, buddy.”

Dante made sit-down motions with his head and Scraps somehow understood that one of his boys was asking for help. The notion of sit down was a new one for him—no one had ever really asked him to sit down before—but some sort of ancestral memory must have kicked in because he started wiggling his butt and shuffling his front paws and he probably would have done the sit-down thing for Dante if the mutt named Mandy hadn’t caught sight of one of the many rabbits that lived on the property, and all prospects of discipline and obedience disappeared amidst the upraised tails of fifteen dogs haring off after the hare, barking their brains out and thirsting for blood.

*  *  *
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That evening Camille got a concerned phone call on her cell while they were eating supper. She listened for a while and said, “Okay, I’ll ask them...” and looked at her parents, who knew exactly who them would be, and had long ago gotten used to the idea that no time was sacrosanct when it came to the boys and their escapades. Eddie was in his high chair, playing footsie with his fingers and a piece of butterfly macaroni.

“That was Mrs Flores from down on Holden Road,” said Camille soberly. She looked at her brothers, both of whom appeared to be squirming uncomfortably over the plates of Beef Stroganoff that Mom had spent hours preparing in the half hour before Dad got home. “She’s worried about Fiona. What’d you guys do to her?”

Roddy and Dante looked at each, as they always did under such circumstances, and shrugged.

“What’s wrong with Fiona?” asked Roddy, who would never even dream of throwing his little brother under a bus. “That’s the funny-looking little one, right?”

Camille nodded.

“Yeah. Mrs Flores says Fiona is awfully quiet tonight. Usually she can’t get her to shut up, says she barks at anything...even when Mrs Flores farts.”  She looked at her mother apologetically. “I’m just quoting Mrs Flores...”  Turning back to her brothers she asked, “What happened today, guys?”

All of a sudden Dante seemed anxious.

“Is she angry? I don’t think anything bad happened...except maybe when Fiona tried to bite the Marmaduke dog and she put her paw on Fiona’s head for a while.” 

Camille grinned. 

“She thinks you guys are doin’ a great job. She said at first she was skeptical about sending Fiona off to get taught anything, but after today she thinks you’re the best thing since sliced bread...”

That night, before drifting off to sleep, Dante whispered across the bedroom.

“Wow, that was close.”

“You can say that again,” said Roddy, “but say it tomorrow, okay, ‘cause I wanna go t’sleep now...”

*  *  *
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Camille had gotten a part-time summer job at the market round the corner off the high street in the village. She wasn’t averse to the idea of working, though if truth be told she would have preferred to have had the time to work on her tan instead. It became a bit less of an imposition when after the first week she got a dollar-an-hour rise in salary because the owners noticed the sales of snacks and soda to teenage boys had tripled since the day she’d started. A couple of weeks after the grand opening of Roddy and Dante’s summertime “business”,  Jeannie was driving her into the village for a shift at the grocery store.

“It’s been pretty quiet,” she remarked casually.

“You’re talking about Roddy and Dante, right?”

Camille was always circumspect when engaging in conversation with her mother, making sure to enunciate and properly pronounce everything. She considered it a sign of respect, as well as an indication that such things were well within the bounds of her capabilities. Her mother nodded.

“It’s just so strange.”

‘Tell me about it,” said Camille.

“Just what are they doing with the dogs, anyway?”

“I haven’t got a clue,” said Camille, “and honestly, Mom, I think it’s way better if we don’t know. Anyway, I don’t think you can put under-age kids in jail.”

Their rate of knots on the county road spiked for a second or two.

“Your father and I would be the ones responsible.”

Camille had decided early on that her win in the genetic lottery of Life was, more often than not, going to result in extremes and superlatives; for that reason she’d resolved to maintain an unshakable calm in the face of most things, and try never to over-react in any particular direction.

“I think you’re both safe,” she said, with an immensity of sangfroid meant to reassure her mother. “Roddy and Dante can go a bit over the top sometimes, but I think they know when it’s time to pay attention to the details.”

“D’you really think so?” asked Jeannie.

“One can hope,” replied Camille, not wanting to overstate the case. “I mean, we’ve still got most of the summer in front of us...”

*  *  *  
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“...Roddy, somethin’ weird is goin’ on.”

“Whattaya mean weird, Dante?”

They were sitting in the shade in some fold-up collapsible nylon beach chairs, the kind that had a little webby cup-holder in one arm for a can of A&W. Fifteen dogs of varying shapes and sizes lolled around the perimeter of the field in their own little patches of shade. It had been a busy morning—the boys had run their furry butts all over the field—but now it was pretty warm and everyone was taking a break and there were a lot of drippy tongues hanging out, and wet mostly-black noses sleepily snuffling down onto front paws. Dante took his John Deere cap off and shook perspiration out of his mop of dark curls. As the driving force behind the R&D School for Canine Whatever, he felt it was his responsibility to make sure everything went smoothly.

“Well...look at ‘em, Roddy,” he said, as if this was enough of a response to his brother’s Whattaya mean...? 

“That’s what I’m doin’, Dante. You gotta give me a little bit more t’work with. I mean, what’s wrong here? So far this summer we got like a hundred bucks in our pocket for doin’ almost nothin’, and the dogs are all ponked out t’where we could proba’ly have World War III here and they wouldn’t even open their eyes...and that’s not even counting all the chores we didn’t have t’do because we was out here teachin’ ‘em good manners.”

“That’s what I’m talkin’ about, Roddy. We didn’t have t’teach ‘em much of anything.”

“Maybe they just watched what Scraps and Bounder did when you told them t’roll over and play dead and go chase a stick.”

Dante shook his head.  

“They already knew all that stuff, Roddy, except maybe the funny little one that belongs t’Mrs Flores...and Fred, the one that thinks he’s Godzilla.”

His older brother reached into their cooler, popped the tab on another root beer and gave it some thought.

“Y’know something, Dante,” he said, tilting his head to one side. “I think you’re right.”

Scraps barked at them from across the field.  Dante moved his head up and down as if to say See...I told ya there was somethin’ weird goin’ on...

*  *  *
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Roddy caught up with Camille the next day, after her shift at the market, while she was washing lettuce and making a salad to go with their supper that night. He was getting to an age where a thorough appreciation of his sister’s finer attributes were becoming more and more evident to him as time went by, yet there was still an innocent astonishment every time he watched her, when she didn’t necessarily know she was being watched. He found himself hoping for someone just like her to find a place in his life. 

He figured he had a few more years to go before it became a real issue, but the sight of her in a tank-top and cut-offs, with the careless tangle of her bronze-and-brown hair streaming down her back, started all sorts of stuff jumping up and down inside him. It didn’t last that long because he never let it get that way for too long, but it was a really nice feeling so it was a minute or two before Camille realised she had company in the kitchen.

“Hi Roddy,” she said, without looking sat him.

“How’d you know it was me?”

She turned her head and blinded him with a smile

“I know everything,” she said, and Roddy was pretty certain it was true.

“Can I ask you somethin’, Cami?”

“Always,” she said, waving romaine lettuce leaves in the air.

“Dante says the dogs already know all the stuff we didn’t even know we was supposed t’teach them. Except for a couple.”

“He’s pretty smart for a little kid,” she said, and spread the lettuce out on a cutting board.

“Did you...was it...you know what I mean, right?”

Camille turned round at the counter and nodded. Roddy felt like crying.

“You really are the best sister in the world,” he said.

Suddenly Camille looked like she wanted to cry too.

“I gotta try, Roddy,” she said softly. “Somebody’s gotta look after you two...at least until y’learn how t’do it for yourselves...”

A couple of weeks later, the “school” ceased operations. The boys realised they had outlived any kind of real usefulness they might have had, and started to feel guilty about sitting around drinking root beer for thirteen dollars a day. Fiona had never been a problem after her first encounter with Marmalade, who had needed very little in the way of anything to be well-behaved. Fred got over his delusions of grandeur in a hurry as well, surrounded by too many dogs much larger than he was. And once Dante noticed that Smoochie had become the centre of attention for Scraps and Bounder (even though she was just about the size of both them combined), they figured it was time to pack it in.
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Chapter Four – SUMMERTIME BLUES
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There was a little air conditioner got popped into the one of the kitchen windows when summer got a bit too warm for cooking without it. Dante went looking for his sister and found her at the kitchen table, with Eddie in his high chair making a mess out of what was left of his lunch, and she nursing a tall glass of ice and homemade lemonade with a book flat out in front of her.

“Whatcha readin’, Cami?” he asked.

She looked up with a slightly dazed expression on her lovely face and seemed grateful to have been interrupted. She pulled her big clunky eyeglasses—the ones she had hated right off but he thought made her look really nice—off her face and re-focused. Dante felt the full impact and without even being consciously aware of it echoing the thought of his older brother, began to hope that someday...someday...he could hook up with a girl just like his sister.

“Pride and Prejudice,” she said, without much enthusiasm.

For some reason she herself could not explain, the book was one she’d decided was going to be on her reading list during the course of the summer. It had been on a list of options during one of her junior high classes, but she’d decided to go with Brave New World instead. Now she was having second thoughts about the Jane Austen thing. The first paragraph had been okay, but after that she’d found that the weird punctuation and endless sentences made for heavy sledding.

“What’s it about?”

“Dante...y’know...I’m not really sure anymore,” she said, shaking her head. “At first I thought it was just about a girl who was all over the place about getting married... and maybe that’s still what it’s about, but I can’t be sure... Did you wanna talk t’me about somethin’?”

“I did,” said Dante.

Camille waited. 

“Anytime, Buckwheat,” she said.

“Me and Roddy was in the village havin’ ice cream and this guy started askin’ about you.”

“Not again...”

“Yeah, said Dante. “He said his name was Jimmy Cagney.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“No, Cami, he said it.”

“Was he kinda short with a roundish pudgy face?”

“No-o-o-o-o...he was tall and kinda studly...”

“Dante where d’you come up with stuff like that?  How d’you know about studly?”

Dante looked somewhat abashed.

“Promise you won’t get mad?”

Camille made Don’t be silly faces. Thus Dante was encouraged to go on.

“Sometimes when you’re talkin’ t’your girlfriends I listen.”

“You little shit!”

“You said you wasn’t gonna be mad!”

“I’m not mad,” said Camille reassuringly. “Not at all. C’mere and gimme a hug.”

Dante never needed a second invitation. He was still a bit too young to understand exactly why he loved being hugged by girls, but he always got this glow on whenever it happened.

“So what’d this guy say?” asked Camille, while Dante felt the big fuzzy inside start to fade a bit.

“He said he’d heard you was gonna be goin’ to the new school in September and he wanted  t’know if  it was true you was a lesbian.”

“And you said...?”

“I didn’t say anything, Cami, honest. Mom didn’t explain everything so I figured it’d be better off  that way...but Roddy said.”

“Roddy said what?”

“Roddy said it was none of his business but he shouldn’t always believe everything he heard. I’m gonna let you read your book now.”

“How about we clean Eddie up instead?”

“Okay,” said Dante.

They got a facecloth and a bowl of warm water and after a while Eddie stopped looking like a vegetable garnish on a plate of mashed potatoes.  

“Thanks, Dante,” said Camille, hugging him again. “You and Roddy are the whiskers.” 

Dante had no idea what she was talking about, but he was too busy basking in another afterglow to care one way or the other. Camille made a mental note to put Pride and Prejudice back where she’d found it.

*  *  *
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“...Well we can’t just decide t’start another business, Dante. Mom and Dad are onto that.”

They’d already mucked out the stalls in the barn and had gotten to the point where the combined assault of the various  permutations of animal waste they had shovelled had stunned their olfactories into numbness. Put more simply, they had shovelled so much shit that their senses of smell had taken a holiday to where they couldn’t smell much of anything, which was a good thing because the henhouse was worse. And they weren’t even going near the prospect of what they might encounter when they got to the turkeys. The miasmic cloud in the henhouse had sent tears streaming down his Dante’s face, and as he’d slipped and fallen once or twice in the barn, Roddy was keeping his distance. 

“What’re we gonna do then?” he asked miserably, in between snuffles. His normally rosy cheeks had taken on a decidedly greenish tinge. “I don’t mind helpin’ out, Roddy, but this is pretty awful. How come it didn’t smell this bad the last time, when we were with Dad?”

Roddy edged them out into the side yard, holding his breath, shaking his head, and making OMG faces. They both stood speechless for well over a minute, gulping in great breaths of relatively clean air.  

“I think it’s really bad now because we forgot to do it the last couple of times.”

“We didn’t really forget...did we?”

Roddy looked around furtively, to see if there was anyone nearby to overhear their conversation.

“Not really,” he said quietly, “but Dad seemed okay with it when I said we did.”

“D’you think he believed us?”

Roddy shook his head. “Nope. That’s why he made sure t’tell us we weren’t goin’ anywhere or doin’ anything else until it all got done t’day.”

Dante wiped his face into the front of his t-shirt and heaved an unhappy sigh back in the direction of the henhouse. 

“Mom was pretty upset. She said there was no eggs for breakfast on account of it smelling so bad she couldn’t go in. I guess she’d been talkin’ t’Dad too, ‘cause she kept givin’ me a big stink-eye.”

“Well we gotta do it now for sure, Dante...and pretty regular for the rest of the summer too.”

“When does school start again?” he asked, trying not to sound like he was whining. 

“Not soon enough, little brother, not soon enough...”

*  *  *
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Not long afterward, with a long morning of industrious- ness behind them and most of their chores for the week a done deal, they decided to take a long walk into the villlage for root beers and a plate of French fries at the corner restaurant, and then catch a ride home with Camille when her shift at the grocery store was over. 

“Walkin’ here I got this idea,” said Roddy, dousing his chips with salt and vinegar. “It’ll look like we’re doin’ somethin’ Mom and Dad will go for...”

Dante was busy drowning his half of their plate of fries in ketchup, but not so involved in the process as to miss the part where Roddy said his idea would look like it was worthwhile.

“What’s it gonna look like we’re doin’?” he asked.

“Like we got some civic responsibility.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s when you do stuff that’s good for everybody in your neighbourhood.”

“That sounds okay....but what’re we gonna be doin’ for real?”

“Makin’ some extra money.”

“Well that’s okay too, I guess,” said Dante cautiously. He realised he still didn’t know exactly what Roddy had in mind as far as civic responsibility was concerned. “But you gotta tell me what we’re gonna be doin’, just in case it’s not really gonna look like somethin’ we can get away with and still make extra money.”

Roddy grinned and tucked into his fries.

“I’ll tell ya later,” he said, “but first we gotta go t’the hardware store and buy a box of those big garbage bags...”

*  *  *
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They chose a small un-used shed behind the big barn as their centre of operations, and after a couple of days of fine-tuning, Roddy decided to hitch one of their old red wagons to the back of his bike. Armed with their trash bags and a pair of broom-handles fitted with screw-in hooks at one end, they went to work, and by carefully planning each day, they managed to come and go without anyone really taking any kind of notice of their absence.

Unfortunately, a little over a week later they noticed they had been noticed; that some guy in a beat-up Toyota hatchback had driven past them twice in the last fifteen minutes, from two different directions, on a loose-gravel back road that never got traffic except for the people who lived in the few-and-far-between houses.  

“Hi guys,” he called, leaning out of his window. “Can I talk t’you for a bit?”

“’Bout what?” asked Roddy sharply, uneasy and suspicious, and making no effort to disguise his tone or state of mind.

“Maybe it’s not a good idea,” whispered Dante urgently, his head suddenly filling up with visions of kidnapping and worse.

“Just make sure you can get away on your bike if we have to,” Roddy whispered back. He stepped off his bike and casually unhitched the wagon. The guy in the car slowly unfolded himself from the Toyota and then leaned again the front fender.

“I just wanted t’ask what you were doin’” he said. “I’ve seen you out on some of the other roads in the township and was curious. I work for one of the small local newspapers, thought maybe you deserve a bit of recognition.”

“Reco’nition for what?” asked Dante quickly.

“Well it looks like you guys are cleaning up the ditches and verges. Are you part of a school group or something like that?”

“Roddy said, “Nope, we just decided we should do it.”

“We got a ton of civic responsibility,” added Dante.

“And that’s exactly why I wanted t’talk t’you...so I could at least take a few photographs, let people know about the good deeds you’re doing...

*  *  *
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A week later, Camille came back from work at the market with a copy of the newspaper in hand, proudly displaying a photograph that took up a quarter of the front page of the Neighbourhood News section. She began reading the tagline as they all sat down for dinner: 

“...Cleaning Up on Road Refuse, and then under your picture it says Brothers Roddy and Dante Broussard have decided enough is enough when it comes to roadside garbage, taking it upon themselves to scour their corner of our township on their bicycles and pick up all the plastic bottles and fast-food containers that so many of us just throw out our car windows without a second thought. Roddy Broussard, the elder of the two brothers at twelve years old, and ten-year old Dante are out by mid-morning most every day, intent on making a difference. Dante says it’s a matter of civic responsibility and “doing the right thing”. We can only agree...

“We had no idea what you were doing,” she said, visibly impressed as she passed the newspaper over to their mother. “This is so great. You guys are famous...”

The boys grinned uncomfortably and made noises of self-deprecation.

“You’re sister’s right,” said their father. “Your mom and I are really proud of you...”

They got extra ice cream for dessert, and even Scraps and Bounder seemed to sense their boys somehow had risen in status on the home front. It wasn’t until later, when both had snugged down for the night, that Roddy gave voice to the down side of their new notoriety.

“Whattaya mean it’s no good,” asked Dante sleepily. “It’s like Cami said...we’re famous.”

“Yeah, but we’re famous for the wrong reason, Dante,” came Roddy’s voice from the darkness. “We just been pickin’ up the beer cans and bottles we can take to the beer store for the deposit money. Now we gotta start pickin’ up all the dumb McDonalds wrappers and Tim Horton coffee cups and those stupid crinkly water bottles, too.”

After that, Dante didn’t make it to Snooze-land for another hour or so.

*  *  * 
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“...Boy have we got a buncha slobs for neighbours,” observed Roddy, spearing another Big Mac wrapper into his garbage bag. “I never even noticed before...”

“They drink a lot o’ beer too,” said Dante, stamping a pair of Bud Light cans flat on the pavement.

“Dad says Bud Light tastes like somebody pee’d in the can,” offered Roddy. “and he says Coors Light is worse than that.”

Dante shrugged and dumped the cans into his garbage bag.

“Does that mean slobs don’t know what good beer tastes like?”

Roddy grinned.

“I guess someday we get t’find out that stuff on our own.”

“I think somebody really did pee in this one,” said Dante distastefully, wrinkling his nose as he stamped on an Export can.  

“Well it’s still extra for us,” said Roddy  somewhat philosophically. “How many you got so far...?”

“T’day?  I dunno...the last time I counted we had over forty...”

A transport roared by on the highway beside them and both boys had to hang on to their John Deere caps. Roddy said something unlady-like and slapped at a bare kneecap.

“They’re all over the place today,” he said.

Dante dropped his garbage bag, started waving his hands in front of his face and running around in a small circle.

“Summer would be swell if it wasn’t for the bugs.”

“I read there’s places in the States that don’t have bugs at all ‘cause it’s too hot and there’s no water anywhere because they use it all up for stupid stuff.”

“Somebody needs t’buy our bugs some plane tickets...” 

*  *  *
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“...Are you okay, Roddy?”

“We never shoulda gone down that side road, Dante. I forgot there was some swampy stuff in the middle.”

“It was okay for a little while.”

“Yeah...but then it wasn’t...and then that extra root beer I drank needed someplace t’go and I was afraid t’stop because I didn’t wanna die under a cloud of all them horse-flies.”

Dante began to giggle.

“I’m sorry, Roddy. It’s just that it was really funny you tryin’ t’pee and whackin’ all those flies in all the wrong places at the same time.”

Roddy looked wounded, which, to some extent, was entirely true. The horse-flies in question has been voracious about certain exposed portions of his anatomy.

“Next time maybe we just won’t go down that road,” he said uncomfortably, and scrubbed at the crotch of his jeans.

Dante said “Good idea...”  

*  *  *
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It became evident to the boys that their fifteen minutes of fame came with almost nothing in the way of real popular acclaim. Every now and again someone would stop to commend their diligence and civic pride, but they found that having to pick up and sort trash was a lot more work than just snagging bottles and cans with a return deposit. Camille twigged to what had really been going on rather quickly, once she noticed the actual appearance of garbage bags on their property, and offered to help the boys get them down to the landfill every week.

“So where’s all the beer cans and bottles?” she asked on one return trip. 

“We stashed ‘em in the little shed behind the barn, but we got a lot of ‘em and we’re still tryin’ t’decide what t’do with ‘em. ”

“How many is a lot, Roddy?” 

Roddy looked at Dante.

“Seven or eight hundred...I think,” he said quietly. “Cami, are we even allowed  t’get money for ‘em.”

Camille was visibly impressed, promised to look into the mechanics of cashing them in, and eventually took it upon herself to ferry them and their swag back to a beer store whenever they went on dump run for the garbage. With most of August still ahead of them, Roddy and Dante settled in for the long haul.

“I just thought o’ somethin’, Roddy,” said Dante  after one really long afternoon slog back home. “Y’know all them chores we was tryin’ t’get out of doin’ by pretendin’ t’clean up the ditches and stuff?”

“Yeah. What about ‘em?”

“Well we’re still doin’ em, aren’t we?”

Roddy started to laugh, knocked Dante’s John Deere cap off his head and mussed up his hair.

“I guess we are,” he said. “But we’re makin’ the extra money too, over what we get from Mom and Dad for our allowances, and doin’ the good deed can’t be bad, ‘specially if we get int’trouble over somethin’ else. ”

“It’s a lotta work, though.”

“Oh well...” said Roddy.

Dante retrieved his cap and nodded Oh well back... 

*  *  *
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There was one more small riptide in the oceanic ebb and flow of  their summer, that came a few days before the boys decided it was time to suspend operations and retire on the well over two hundred dollars’-worth of empties they had removed from the ditches and roadside shoulders. It wasn’t something immediately apparent, but on the heels of their final visit to the landfill and beer store, Dante waited until Roddy had gone upstairs for a shower before he approached his sister with an extremely worried expression on his face.

“I gotta talk t’you, Cami,” he said in an urgent whisper as they stood on the porch. He leaned in close to her to make sure nobody else could hear him.  

Camille was always ready to render advice and aid when it came to her brothers, and drew him off to one side where they wouldn’t be interrupted.

“Whassup, D-man?”

“I think I got a big problem.”

“Is this somethin’ that Mom and Dad are gonna need t’know about?”

Dante looked horrified.

“Oh no please, Cami!” he almost shouted.

Camille became contemplative, looking down into Dante’s anxious face to try and judge the big-ness of the problem. Dante was really upset, which did not bode well for its resolution. She sighed and did her best to inspire confidence.

“Tell me, “ she said. “Whatever it is I’ll figure out what t’do.”

“Are you sure, Cami?”

“You gotta tell me if I’m gonna help.”

“Okay okay,” said Dante in a resigned voice.

Two minutes later Camille said “Well...?”

Dante now just looked miserable....and embarrassed.

“Three days ago, when me and Roddy was out on the old Mill sideroad...well... we had our sandwiches and stuff for lunch, but all of a sudden I started gettin’ real bad pains in my stomach.”

He stopped. Camille tilted her head as if to say That’s it? Dante was thus compelled to continue.

“They got really uncomfortable...and then I started t’get a funny feelin’ that wasn’t funny at all so I went into the bushes t’do some business.”

Camille was trying  hard to make connections.

“After that you felt a lot better, right?”

“Yeah...a lot...”

“So where does your big problem come into this, Dante?”

He whispered so softly she had to lean down close to hear him.

“I think I caught one o’ them sensibly-transmitted diseases...”

*  *  *
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Camille managed not to laugh where Dante could see her at it, and ferried him up to her bedroom where she closed the door and began her investigation.

“Why d’you think you caught one of those diseases?”

“It itches, Cami. It itches a lot.”

“Tell me where...” she said, beginning to see a glimmer of illumination. A wave of sympathy swept over her, and then was swept away by a little red devil perched on her shoulder. “Show me, Dante...”

“Cami...?!?!?!?”

“I gotta see what we’re up against, D-man...and besides, I got t’help look after you a lot you when were a baby so it’s not like I’m gonna be seein’ anything new.”

Dante was heard to sigh massively, but knew well enough from experience that at times Camille could be obdurate and downright stubborn. He turned his back to her, undid his belt buckle and dropped his trousers. His underpants followed with a bit more reluctance.

“This looks bad, Dante, real bad,” said Camille soberly, “but I have t’ask you some questions t’make sure we’re on the right track.”

“Okay,” he replied unhappily.

“After you did your business the other day...what’d you do for clean-up duty?”

“There was leaves.”

“Do your hands itch at all?”   

“Nope.”

“Did you sorta hunker down some when you were doing your business.”

Dante thought about it for a minute.

“Yeah, I did.”

Camille patiently explained that the “sensibly-transmitted diseases” he had been worrying about were properly known as sexually-transmitted diseases, and not something one normally encountered unless there was some sex going on. Dante looked puzzled.

“I didn’t do any of that, Cami, but it itches and hurts so I can’t sit down much and I’m tryin’ not t’scratch either.”

“Well that’s a good thing, anyway,” said Camille, “and you can stop worryin’ about it .”

“Are you sure?”

“Dante, you sat down in a patch of  poison ivy and now it’s all over your butt... which is, by the way, a really cute little butt, probably one of the cutest little butts I’ve ever seen. Someday some little girl is gonna take a look at that cute little butt of yours and go bonkers...” 
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Chapter Five – CHARMED FOR BEAR
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“...C’mon, guys. We’re givin’ your mom a break. I’ve gotta pick up stuff at the feed store and your mom wants some groceries before I head down to Enterprise.  You can look after Eddie for me...”

Roddy was playing Zombie Apocalypse on the television screen and Dante was waiting his turn.

“Do we haveta?” he asked, not looking away from the zombies slaughtering his brother’s game character.  

Jack Broussard shook his head. 

“No-o-o-o-o...but there’s a half dozen other things I can think of that you can do while I’m gone...”

“We’ll be right with ya, Dad,” said Roddy, as he lost a few limbs to some hungry zombies and bled out on the screen. 

They all climbed into the truck and took off down the county road into town, stopping at the feed store first. Jack went inside. Roddy rolled down the windows to get a breeze going while Dante started Eddie to giggling when he tickled his nose.

“He’s not bad for a little brother,” he observed. “Sometimes I forget he’s a baby because he almost never cries. That’s a big deal with babies, y’know. There’s this girl was in my math class, Pammy Corcoran, said her baby brother made her mom crazy because he was always cryin’. Did I cry a lot when I was a baby...?”

Roddy held up his hand, distracted by two guys standing next to a truck parked beside them. Eddie stopped giggling. Dante heard one of the guys say...

“... Yeah...Bob Emmons was sayin’ how that big old black bear was wanderin’around again out near First West Concession Road where it crosses Bainbridge...but now she’s got two or three cubs trailing behind her...”

...Looked at his brother looking at him with his big brown eyes even bigger.

“That’s where our property ends,” whispered Roddy.

Dante said, “Yeah...”

“I didn’t know she was out wanderin’ the first time,” said Roddy.

“Me neither,” said Dante.

Their father came out of the showroom and they drove around back, waited while the warehouse guys forklifted a dozen bags into the bed of the truck. Eddie seemed inclined to volunteer for forklift duty, which for some reason made Jack Broussard smile proudly.

Roddy and Dante were still thinking about the snippet of conversation they’d heard in the parking lot. Anybody watching them would have been dead certain something was in the wind.  When they were parked in the grocery store lot, Roddy insisted they all needed to go inside; that Jack could get whatever their mom needed by way of groceries in one cart while they trundled Eddie up and down the aisles in another one.

“Why’re we doin’ that?” asked Dante.

“You’ll see,” said Roddy, heading them off in the direction of the produce section. Eddie began to crow with excitement, kicking his feet as they picked up speed. Dante ran along beside for a moment and then hopped on board, batting his eyes and grinning at a woman who all-of-a-sudden decided it wasn’t really all that important to slow them down. Roddy brought them to a skidding halt in front of a big bin of MacIntosh apples, popped a pair of them into the shopping cart, added a bunch of carrots from two aisles over, and then headed them back in the direction of the check-outs. Eddie wriggled around and tried to grab hold of the wavy green carrot tops. Dante just played spectator while Roddy paid for the apples and the carrots with allowance money, then stood guard over the cart as his brother dashed out to the truck and tucked them in behind the spare tire in the bed. He knew well enough from past experience when Roddy was setting the stage for another one of their adventures.  

Once home, while their father made sure Eddie was safely high-chaired back in the care of his mother, Roddy reclaimed the apples and carrots, hid them just inside the barn doors and reappeared in the front yard in time for him and his brother to wave their father off to oversee the final stages of his job in Enterprise.

“I can sneak inside and get the keys for the four-wheeler,” offered Dante.

“No way,” said Roddy. “I bet Dad left a bunch of stuff for us t’do with Mom, and if we go inside then we’re not goin’ anywhere. Same thing if she hears the four-wheeler get started up. So we’re not goin’ inside at all.”

“Apples and carrots,” mused Dante. “We’re gonna take McClane with us!”

Roddy beamed.

“You’re pretty smart for a little brother. Let’s go...”

*  *  *  
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McClane was quite fond of his two middle-sized people, and always happy to see them, especially when his nose got wind of apples or carrots. He wasn’t over-worked as a farm animal—there was a big John Deere tractor, after all—and in his own equine way he sensed he was more an ornament to the operations of the Broussard holdings rather than a working complement to them. Most of his days were leisurely, keeping the robins in line when they tried to nest in the barn, chasing away the rodents that got too big for the barn cats to handle. And there was always a bale of hay beside his water trough, whenever he felt like a bit of a respite from his duties was in order. 

Roddy and Dante wandered down to his stall and he greeted them with a big whuff and snuffle of welcome, and a toss of his head that sent his mane flying all over the place. Roddy offered up Apple #1 as Dante reached to run his hands over the dapple-grey neck. The big Belgian, being nobody’s fool, knew something was up inside of three seconds. 

“It’s okay, McClane,” soothed Roddy. “We’re just goin’ on an adventure, is all...”

McClane remained skeptical through Apple #2, but once the carrots showed up it was game over. He munched and pussy-footed at the same time as Roddy led him out of the barn, with Dante keeping a keen eye on the kitchen window to make sure they were unobserved. Once out past the back yard fence and into the erstwhile home of R&D’s School for Canine Instruction, one last little problem materialised when it became evident neither of the boys was anywhere near tall enough to get on his back without growing wings first. Dante disappeared. Reappeared ten minutes later with a plastic milk crate. Five minutes later he brought a second one along and they climbed aboard, heading for the western border of the Broussard estate...

*  *  *
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“...We never been this far,” observed Dante a bit nervously.  

McClane had thundered them along for well over an hour, occasionally making brief detours from dead west to nose at something tasty. Roddy had both hands tangled up in his mane, while Dante had a firm grip round his older brother’s waist. There’d been a couple of times when the big Belgian had decided that being out in the open called for a gallop every now and again. Those times had been a bit  precarious as far as the boys were concerned...and since it was almost noon and starting to get a bit warm, a thirst factor had become involved as well.

“We shoulda got some root beers at the grocery store,”  said Dante.

“I know,” said Roddy, “but you coulda said, Dante. I can’t think of everything.” 

“I didn’t know we was gonna want them, Roddy. Are we getting’ close t’where we’re goin’? I gotta pee and if I can’t get back on then I gotta walk...”

Roddy put a hand up to shade his eyes from the sun like he’d seen John Wayne do in a couple of stupid cowboy movies. He looked around like he had a clue and observed with absolutely no conviction at all that We must be gettin’ close...  Dante wondered if there was any way he could safely pee without getting off McClane’s back. Eventually they came to some tar-and-chip roadbed.

“This is it!” exclaimed Roddy, hoping like hell it was. With his throat getting drier by the minute, some of the shine on their latest adventure had worn off . “I’m gonna get down and see if I can find tracks...”

“How you gonna get back on?” asked his brother.  

Roddy shrugged and said, “We’ll figure somethin’ out.”

“Let me look, Roddy. I gotta pee real bad and it’ll be easier for you t’pull me back up than for me t’do it for you.”

Roddy thought that one over and figured since he had no idea what bear tracks looked like and Dante probably didn’t either, it really didn’t matter who got off McClane’s back to look for them. His brother slipped from behind him and raced off behind some bushes to do his business. Roddy called out to him:

“I’m just gonna go down the road a bit t’see what’s what.”

“Yeah whatever,” replied Dante, who was seriously engaged in business enough that what’s what was of no immediate importance. He sort of heard McClane’s hooves clopping away across the scrub, but when he emerged from behind the bushes, neither the horse nor his brother were anywhere on sight.

“That’s no good,” he said out loud, and an inkling of dismay began to crowd its way into his consciousness. “What happens if the bear finds me instead of me findin’ the bear?”

This was truly the first time in his life that Dante would encounter what he would  eventually learn to recognise as an existential crisis. It was to his credit that in the face of the realisation that he was of almost no consequence in the grand scheme of things, he felt not so much disheartened as humbled—that if he were indeed found by the bear instead of the other way round, he likely would be lunch well before he reached puberty. So he simply mustered up some courage and carried on, trudged onto the tar-and-chip and stood looking in both directions while First West Concession Road disappeared into the distance no matter which way he looked.  

A root beer would be nice he thought. Roddy and McClane first would be better...

It was then that Providence took a hand in his predicament. Dante heard the unmistakable sound of a car engine approaching him from the south and made sure he was standing in the middle of the road so whoever it was would stop. This happened a few moments later, when a tan Volvo appeared in the distance and rapidly drew nearer, followed closely by the cloud of dust in its wake. Dante put up both hands, waving hopefully, and made sure he had a quick leap to safety to the right or left in case it was a Formula One guy at the wheel. The driver saw him a quarter mile off  and began to slow down. Dante moved to one side of the roadbed, but not far enough that the car could sneak past him.

The guy looked a bit older than his mom or dad, but at first glance Dante couldn’t see any indication he might be a serial killer, either. The car came to a stop beside him and the passenger window rolled down.

“Hi,” said Dante.

“Hi yourself,” said the driver. “What’re you doin’ out here?”

“Right now I’m lookin’ for my brother Roddy,” said Dante.

“Riding a big horse and looks like a little bit bigger version of you?”

“That’s him.”

“I passed him just now. Going in the opposite direction. You might want t’be a bit careful, though.”

“How come?” asked Dante.

“Well...there’s a black bear lives in the neighbourhood, and this year she’s got cubs. You don’t wanna get between her and her cubs.”

“I know that. Roddy knows too...but that’s why we came out here. We wanted t’see her.”

The guy in the Volvo nodded a bit, and then leaned towards him and explained a few things before driving off. Dante started walking south along the roadbed. Fifteen minutes later he found Roddy sitting at the side of the road.

“Where’s McClane?” he asked.

Roddy shrugged disgustedly. 

“I dunno. The big bunny got spooked by somethin’ and next thing I know I’m rubbin’ a sore butt while his is high-tailin’ back the way we came. I guess we’re gonna have t’walk all the way home. I sure hope we don’t meet up with that bear on the way...”

Roddy went on a bit, oblivious to the fact that now Dante wasn’t really paying attention, with his eyes focused well beyond where Roddy sat beside the road. 

“I think it’s too late, Roddy,” he whispered.  “There she is...”

Roddy  turned around and said, “Holy shit now we’re in trouble...”

*  *  *
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They got home about the same time as their father, but with a few minutes to spare that were enthusiastically filled with helpfulness as far as setting the dinner table was concerned, and making sure Eddie didn’t drown himself with his suddenly defective sippy-cup. Roddy was still a bit stunned.

“I can’t believe it,” he said, slapping paper napkins and silverware on the table.

Dante put plates in between and went for another glass of water.

“I don’t believe it either.” he said, after a big swallow. 

“How’d you know?”

“Some guy drove past me right before I caught up with you. He said the bear lived out there...that everybody knew her and called her Stella the Bear.”

“So...”

“So he said she wasn’t really dangerous...except maybe when you got between her and her babies...but otherwise, if she got too close, all you had t’do was say Sit down, Stella and she would.” 

Roddy ‘s eyes bugged out a little.

“That is so stupid!”

Well...yeah,” said Dante. “But it worked, right...?”
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Chapter Six – GONE FISHIN’
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“G’morning Mom is it okay if I go swimming today? Bethany’s having a pool party.”

“Are there going t’be boys at Bethany’s pool party?”

“Probably.”

“Then this time remember to bring a bathing suit? And not the excuse you wear in the back yard, please. The last time you wore that one your father almost wrecked the four-wheeler...”

Roddy and Dante were having Cheerios with raisins and brown sugar, but paying close attention. They’d never seen Camille blush before. With the killer tan it was hard to tell, but when she was gone both of them agreed that their sister had definitely gone a shade or two red underneath it.

“I saw her in that one once,” said Dante, “but that was like over a year ago and I wasn’t sure what it meant. Dad almost ran into the back fence, though, so it musta been a heck of a excuse for a bathing suit.”

He stopped with a spoonful of Cheerios halfway to his mouth and his face got dopey,  dark eyes going a bit dreamy for a few moments as the actual memory caught up with him. Then he shook his head and seemed to shiver.

“Wow,” he whispered with a newfound reverence. “I guess there really wasn’t a lot t’that bathing suit...”

Both were roused from reverie and recollection by the voice of their mother.

“What’re you guys up to today?”

For Jeannie Broussard, as the maternal arbiter of their existences, this was a question that seemed necessary in order for her to feel as if she were doing her part to protect the world from the scattershot impulses of her oldest sons. Most of the time, she received a stock answer:

“I dunno,” they would say in unison. “We’ll think of somethin’.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” was her standard reply. 

Nevertheless, one thing she knew for certain about her boys was that they had good hearts, even if their rambunctious natures all too often led them into the uncharted waters of shit disturbance. With this knowledge she found she could forgive them most of their transgressions, allowing them to run a bit wild whilst trusting to their innate good sense to keep them from doing deeds of any serious negative consequence. Today, however, it seemed they had some definite plans.

“When me and Roddy went lookin’ for Stella the Bear, we found this really neat little lake. We’re gonna go fishin’...”

Jeannie nodded, began weighing pros and cons, conjuring up worst-case scenarios and finding none of them dire enough to warrant her pulling rank on the boys.

“I know that pond,” she said. “It’s a bit of a hike.”

“We was gonna ask if we could take the four-wheeler,” said Dante.  “Dad’s doin’ stuff somewhere else today so we thought it would be okay.”

Jeannie gave it some thought...remembered how McClane had been jumpy for a week after the adventure with Stella the Bear...

“You can take the four-wheeler,” she said slowly, “but Roddy’s got t’drive, and you will not go any faster than you can walk.”

She looked pointedly at her eldest, who seemed about to protest but thought better of it. Jeannie Broussard sighed.

“Just be really careful, okay?”

What she meant was I know you’re not going to listen to me but just don’t hurt yourselves or trash the four-wheeler. The boys exploded with reassurances that everything would be just fine they would behave responsibly and thanksalot Mom you’re the best. Jeannie Broussard sighed a second time and waved, cleared two unfinished bowls of Cheerios with raisins and brown sugar off the kitchen table.

*  *  *
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“...Wow,” said Dante, hanging on for dear life. “I thought for sure she was gonna say no way Ho-zay.”

They were a good mile from the house. Roddy eased up on the throttle and looked over his shoulder.

“She’s beginnin’ t’realise we can be responsible adults.”

I guess that’s why we’re goin’ a hundred miles an hour across this field, Dante thought to himself. Aloud he shouted, “Watch out for that tree stump, Roddy!”

*  *  *
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It wasn’t much farther after Roddy did a quick swerve to the right and then got them back on course. Dante was a little bit dizzy from being smacked in the back of the head by their fishing poles, but by the time they settled down beside the pond and had tucked into meat loaf sandwiches and root beer, he wasn’t feeling too much the worse for wear and almost ready for whatever Roddy could conjure up in the way of excitement. 

“Good job Scraps and Bounder aren’t here,” remarked Roddy an hour later, when they were down to their own swimsuits and feeling dozy in the heat. “They’d be jumpin’ around all over the place an’ scarin’ all the fish away.”

Dante thought They musta been here before us then, ‘cause I’m not seein’ any fish yet. Aloud he said, “Roddy, I’m feelin’ bad about Cami.”

“What? How come?”

“Now I keep seein’ Cami in that really small bikini thing and I feel like I need t’run into a telephone pole or somethin’. It’s not like when we was watchin’ her in the shower, ‘cause we didn’t know anything then...but now it’s different...”

Dante turned to his brother with an expression that could only be described as woeful. Since neither one of them had no clear idea of the concept of woefulness, Roddy found his younger brother’s words had dislodged a bit of something that had been nagging at his own unconscious thoughts as well...

“Cami’s our sister,” he said quietly.

“I know that,” said Dante.

“She can’t help it if she’s a hottie, ” said Roddy.

“I know that too...but if she’s our sister how come I feel bad now when I think about her with no clothes on.”

Roddy thought he had a quick response to that, until he realised his younger brother was only saying things that mirrored his own thoughts.

“I think maybe we’re growin’ up...a little bit, anyway...”

“I just don’t want her t’know, is all,” said Dante miserably. “If she hugs me now it’s gonna be different. I hate it. I wish it was like before.”

Roddy didn’t respond at all, doggedly pulled in his fishing pole and spent a lot more time than was necessary in preparing another hook to go into the water. He couldn’t say for sure how long it had been going on, but there had been an uneasiness in his own thoughts for weeks; he figured Dante must’ve been listening...

They were so lost in a small common misery that neither one of them paid any attention to the sounds that that got closer and closer to where they drowsed in the mid-afternoon sun. Cutting through the buzz of the cicadas and the horse-flies that hung about the edges of the pond, from far off they heard voices and laughter, and some innate sense of ...something...sent them scrambling to collect all their gear and tuck themselves away along with the four-wheeler, a dozen or so yards back from the pond where a thick stand of wild juniper rose up high enough to conceal them. Moments later, a half dozen teenagers appeared on the opposite edge of the pond, four boys and two girls, who pulled the top off a styrofoam cooler and began to slip out of their clothing.

“We gotta go, Roddy,” said Dante. “We gotta be real quiet and go away now. I thought walkin’ home from all the way out here after we found Stella was bad...now we gotta push the four-wheeler too...”

“Not right away, Dante,” said his brother. 

“But they’re gettin’ undressed, Roddy,” whispered Dante. “The girls too...”

“I know I know...but look, Dante, that’s asshole Sean and some guys from the soccer team. What’re they doin’ here this is our property? They don’t belong here.”

“Yeah but the girls are takin’ their clothes off, Roddy!” 

“Yeah sure...but asshole Sean is, too...along with the rest of his asshole buddies. I think got an idea.”

Whilst waiting for Roddy’s idea to take on a clearer notion in his head, he and his little brother got an eyeful. Roddy didn’t seem to mind all that much, but Dante was having a problem with so much in-the-flesh mystery on parade no more than a few dozen yards away. They watched as beer came out of the cooler and then one of the boys pulled a pack of cigarettes from his jeans pocket and they all passed one of them around before heading for the water.

“What are we waitin’ for?” said Dante with some real unhappiness in his voice. “Let’s get outta here... please...if they find out we’re watchin’ them...”

“Yeah I know,” said Roddy. “We’ll really catch it if they do...but what if...?”

“What if what?”

Roddy turned to Dante and grinned the grin he saved for when one of his ideas caught fire and became something much more intriguing than just an idea. He whispered into his brother’s ear and grinned some more when Dante’s eyes first went wide with terror, and then began to shine as an answering grin spread over his face. 

“First we gotta get everything back on the four-wheeler, okay?”

Dante nodded.

“D’you think you can do it?  You gotta be really quick, though...”

Now Dante looked scared all over again, but Roddy could also see the flicker of excitement in his eyes as what they were going to do started firing his imagination. Getting all their gear loaded back on the four-wheeler was the work of a few minutes.

“You sure you’re gonna be okay with this?” Roddy asked again. “Don’t worry about sneakers or sandals... and if they come after us just forget the whole thing I’ll be right there and we’ll take off...”

Dante nodded again, and then they waited...until all six of their victims were chest-high in the water of the pond, the boys splashing, carousing and pretending they were getting chummy with the girls entirely by accident. One of the them landed a pretty good right hook alongside Sean’s jaw when he got too chummy. Roddy fired up the four-wheeler and they roared in a tight arc that brought them up along the far side of the pond. 

Dante was on the ground in a heart-beat, scrabbling for shorts,  jeans, t-shirts, boxer shorts and brassieres, gathering them up in a shapeless bundle he threw into the small cargo bed of the four-wheeler. He climbed back on board and Roddy reefed on the throttle, sent them bouncing back towards home amid the shouts and curses of the teenagers now wading out of the pond and shaking their fists into the cloud of dust they had left behind. When the dust cleared, though he was hanging on for dear life, the “pool party” participants were treated to Dante turning and bestowing a giant raspberry in their direction.

*  *  *
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“...Wow that was SO neat!” he said, when they were well away from any danger of serious pursuit.

“I told you it was a good idea,” said Roddy with large measures of smuggitude, “but how come you threw all that stuff back out behind us right away?”

“Just the girl stuff,” said Dante. Once they were clear of reprisals he had started pitching everything else out behind them.

His older brother eased off on the throttle and let them coast awhile as they neared the broad open field where they’d spent the first part of their summer with a small army of other people’s dogs. Dante had started jettisoning the girl clothing as soon as they were  away from the pond, but still close enough that six naked teenagers could see what he was doing.

“I felt bad, Roddy,” he said. “I was thinkin’ what would happen if we was two other kids and Cami was one of them was in the pond. She woulda been really embarrassed...”

Roddy mulled that thought over and couldn’t do anything but agree..

“You did good, little brother,” he said, and then they were home, past the back yard fencing and just in time to see their sister coming home from the pool party at Bethany’s.
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