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Cracked

 

True silence is rare. There’s always something going on somewhere, if you stop to listen. And in the pre-dawn hours of Saturday morning, the sounds of sizzling spiced fillings and lively conversation floated from the back door of Taco Siempre.

Javier kicked the door closed. He preferred quiet and timed his smoke breaks to coincide with dawn breaking across Pacoima and the San Fernando Valley. He pulled a hand-rolled cigarette from a pocket in his denim shirt and perched it between his lips, igniting the end with a flip from his trusty Zippo. He sat on a sun-bleached plastic chair and balanced a tin can ashtray on the arm rest. The smell of fresh corn tortillas, chilis, and cumin rising from an exhaust vent nearby mixed with the sweet tobacco smoke of his first drag. As relaxation washed over his body and mind, his eyes took to the skyline emerging in dark blues and hints of orange.

Local birds had already begun their early morning wakeup songs. Javier was not a birdwatcher, but he knew enough to recognize the American robin with its musical cheerily cheer-up cheer-up call.

Halfway through his cigarette, the robins fell silent in unison. He cocked his head to focus on the sudden lack of sound and realized all birds had ceased their morning calls, leaving only the constant thrum of early morning traffic.

Over the span of six seconds, no time to react, a low rumble rose from beneath Javier’s feet, culminating in one strong shake. He felt the ground jolt and heard a crack like a whip. The ashtray fell off the armrest, spilling its burnt offerings into the back stairwell to the restaurant’s kitchen.

Javier bolted upright, jettisoning the chair away from his legs. One car alarm wailed in the distance, breaking the silence, but birdsong remained absent. He jumped into the stairwell and pulled open the kitchen door.

“Did you feel that?” His shoulders rose and fell with each excited breath.

Edmundo and Reja turned from their cooking stations with confused looks on their faces.

“Feel what?” Edmundo said as he stirred a spiced chicken mixture in a skillet. “And no smoking in here. You know the rules. If Carlos finds out—”

Javier tossed his cigarette out the door and exhaled. “I think there was an earthquake.” Javier’s eyes darted between the two cooks. “Got to be.”

Balls of masa harina sat in ragged rows on Reja’s work surface. She placed one into a press and flattened it into a tortilla. “Didn’t feel a thing.”

Javier crossed the kitchen and pushed through the swinging doors into the customer area of the restaurant. “Hey! Did anyone feel the earthquake?”

Taco Siempre was one of a few 24-hour Mexican food joints in the Pacoima area and had the good fortune of being consistently busy. Folks stopped their conversations and looked up from their meals. Some responded “no”, while most shook their heads or simply didn’t offer any response.

Carlos, the night manager, stood at the cash register making change for a customer and cast a perplexed look at Javier. The speakers in the corners continued to play their piped-in music.

“No birds,” Javier said to himself before returning to the kitchen. “There’s no birds.”

Reja looked at Edmundo, then at Javier. “What have you been smoking? And can I have some?”

“I’m serious,” Javier said. “Come see.”

Both Edmundo and Reja knew Javier well enough to know he wouldn’t stop. Edmundo shot a look at Reja. He turned the stove off, slid the skillet off the heat and followed Reja and Javier out the back door.

Javier stopped at the top of the stairs, Reja and Edmundo standing just behind. “Listen.”

The three stood in silence.

“See?” Javier stepped forward into the back parking lot, gravel crunching under his feet. “There’s always birds singing by this time.”

“What’s that then?” Reja said.

Javier turned to face her. “What?”

Reja held up a finger and shushed him. Faintly at first, birdsong rose from the surrounding trees, followed by the robin’s overpowering call.

“I believe those are birds,” Edmundo said.

“They weren’t there a few seconds ago.”

Carlos appeared in the kitchen doorway and knocked the frame. “What is everyone doing back here? People are hungry.”

Reja and Edmundo returned to the kitchen.

“You believe me, right?” Javier said.

Edmundo fired up the stove again. “Yeah, sure Javi.”

“It’s was probably one of those little quakes we always get,” Reja said. “They don’t do nothing.”

Javier washed his hands and returned to his station to prep tomatoes, peppers, lettuce, and grated cheese. He looked out the back door, the framed sky glowing in brighter blues and oranges.

I’m not crazy, he thought. I know what I heard.
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Glasses clinked and rattled in the kitchen cupboards down the hall from Jack’s bedroom. His phone vibrated a random, audible path across his bedside table, but it was the barking of neighborhood dogs that cracked his eyelids and pulled him from sleep. He grabbed the phone, fumbling with groggy coordination. 

“4:08 a.m. Magnitude 2.9. San Fernando Valley,” the phone read.

Ugh. I got to change the tolerance on that app, Jack thought as he silenced the notification and placed the phone back on the table.

He rubbed his eyes and groaned. Jack had to be up for work in a couple of hours and even though he turned eighteen in four months, fractured sleep had always caused him to feel like a bag of shit the next day. He envied classmates that could pull all-nighters and still function.

Jack laid in his bed and stared at a strip of moonlight slashing the wall, dividing one of his many Mythbusters posters in two. Being an inventive teenager and creative with his hands, working at M5 Industries was his dream job.

The house and surrounding neighborhood fell silent once again, except for his own breathing. Or maybe it was the house he heard breathing. The few dogs who had howled earlier were back to dreaming of open fields and unlimited rabbits.

Jack wondered where his parents were. Luberon? Lyon? Cannes? They had left on a twelve week cycling tour of France and its major cities a week earlier. Their itinerary was stuck on the fridge with a “Cycle the Patagonia” magnet from their last cycling tour. He rarely looked at it. Jack preferred to imagine his parents rolling through the picturesque French countryside he had seen in so many magazines and brochures for the past month. Their research had been relentless. His sleep addled mind calculated that they must be finishing lunch. Somewhere.

Jack had the run of the house and could host a wicked back to school party if he wanted to, but he wasn’t into the party scene. His independence meant too much to him to blow it on a party. And he knew how out of hand those kinds of parties could get.

Jack liked his alone time. He was comfortable in his own skin and knew how to take care of himself. His parents had done a good job in that department. He closed his eyes, his thoughts drifting toward his last year of high school. He’d be a senior, although the title didn’t mean much to him. He’d soon be free to follow his own path. Maybe be a star employee at M5 Industries if he was lucky.

Even after eleven years of school, he didn’t have many friends. Jack preferred quality over quantity. He spent his summers with his best friend Bradley, but this year Bradley had had the opportunity to meet his dad in New York City for the first time in fifteen years. Jack shortened the nearly three thousand miles of distance between them with sporadic emails and texts.

According to Bradley, he’d been helping his dad manage an apartment building, including acting as exterminator, and had one hell of a story to tell involving rats.

Even though Jack enjoyed his own company, the summer had dragged. He hadn’t thought he’d miss Bradley, but texting, email, and the occasional voice call couldn’t hold a candle to hang time in person with his best bro.

He immersed himself in work at Food Fresh Market during the day, and with his inventions at night. Jack didn’t know it yet, but his ingenuity would soon be tested in unexpected ways.
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A ten minute drive from Jack’s House, Hansen Dam Golf Course backed onto the south face of Hansen Dam. The beautifully landscaped grounds offered two unique nine-hole courses, separated by varied elevation and strategically placed trees, predominantly oak and palm.

Each morning during the summer, coinciding with dawn, the automatic irrigation system watered the fairways in preparation for each day’s use. Worms, grubs and insects squirmed to the surface and made an all-you-can-eat buffet for birds of all varieties, including finches, sparrows, scrub-jays and robins. When it came to worms and grubs, robins made formidable hunters, ruthless and efficient, seeking out prey using visual and auditory cues.

The watering had just finished its automatic cycle, but instead of flying down to the greens to begin their early morning feast, the birds remained in the trees. They all sensed danger and stopped their singing, like a hive mind thinking and acting as one, sensing sound and vibration beyond human sensitivity. The birds were unable to pinpoint the source of the danger, but knew it was there and chose to remain under cover of their leafy roosts.

Two miles underground within the Sierra Madre Fault Zone, a perpendicular slip caused two walls of rock to shift and open up. The slow rumbling and release of kinetic energy travelled to the surface. A half-minute later, the golf course and surrounding area felt the full force of the rock plates settling into stasis, echoing a loud impact like a dump truck slamming into a concrete wall.

Many birds took to wing at the startling impact, but not the robins. They remained perched in the trees, waiting.

As earthquakes go, this one was considered minor and it didn’t take long for wildlife to return to their regular routines. A robin launched itself from an oak branch, landing close to the first hole, where the manicured lawns met the rocky scree of Hansen Dam’s south face. Thanks to the recent irrigation, the pickings were good.

The robin ran through the wet grass, stopped, and cocked its head from side to side as it surveyed the ground for movement. Worms and grubs were plentiful, and the bird continued its hunting routine until its keen eyesight spotted something different, a spider, one fully as large as the robin’s head. It hustled toward the crunchy delicacy, paused, re-evaluated its path, and scurried forward.

The spider, whose body was covered in dense, whisker-like hairs, sensed the bird’s approach, but instead of retreating, it lowered its body and retracted its legs like a shield-carrying warrior preparing for battle.

The robin stopped its attack just short of where the spider sat and tilted its head, looking down on what appeared to be easy prey. Convinced the timing was right, the robin opened its beak and jutted its head forward to snap up the spider.

As if anticipating the bird’s move, the spider spun itself around, raised its abdomen and shot a thick, gauzy cloud from its spinnerets to encompass the robin’s head and the tops of its wings.

Immobilized and unable to see, the robin struggled to break free of the webbing trapping its body. Several spiders with the same quill-like hairs on their backs appeared from beneath the turf and joined the defending spider, as if they were called by some unknown, unified force. With quick precision, the spiders worked together to encase the robin in a tight silken sac.

The bird writhed within its wrappings until the first spider, the largest one, sank its fangs through the sac, the bird’s feathers, and into its neck. As the spider’s poison seeped into the bird’s bloodstream, swelling and paralysis set in and within seconds the bird’s struggles ceased.

The spiders connected threads to their newly captured prey and dragged the robin’s paralyzed body below the grass, back into the ground.
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Most of San Fernando Valley’s 1.8 million people slept through the earthquake that shook that night. The tremor was but a small and consistent blip on the valley’s seismographic history, one that residents had come to expect and ignore, taking for granted their lack of danger.

The next morning, the Los Angeles Daily News reported the same information Jack had seen on his phone hours earlier. The quake was minor, almost negligible, and nothing like the magnitude 6.6 tremblor that hit the valley in 1971, a quake that was half a million times stronger and produced half a billion dollars worth of damage at the time.

The Hansen Dam, built in 1940 by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, was later determined to be the epicenter of the recent quake and sustained no visible damage to any surrounding structures. But the quake had cracked a channel a foot wide and a thousand feet down into the earth’s crust at the border between the dam and Hansen Dam Golf Course to the south. Dank air rose to the surface filtered through ancient cave systems never before explored.

With the golf course at their front door, the spiders feasted on small mammals and birds, but they still preferred cool darkness. Working together using a combination of pheromones and touch, the cluster built a central nest close to water, prey, and constant shade from the sun. Multiple tripwires fanned out from the nest in all directions and made hunting more effective when the spiders behaved as one coordinated organism. Together they hunted and fed on the liquefied flesh of their prey.

The spiders’ central nest was a perfect hatching ground and the queen—the most aggressive female in the cluster—wasted no time constructing and filling egg sacs. The male spiders chosen by the queen to fertilize her eggs were later cannibalized by the cluster. With an incubation period half that of a typical spider and a limitless supply of food, the central nest expanded from a cluster to a crowded colony. Emboldened spiderlings cast their silken webs to the wind and the San Fernando Valley became their new fertile hunting ground. But the connection to the central nest—and to the queen—remained.

And their connection, like the gossamer thread of their webs, grew stronger each day.


 

 

 

 

 

 

The Bronx

 

If yah see one rat, there’s ten yah can’t.

Captain Hook’s words had left an impression on Bradley during his summer stay at Sam’s Bronx apartment. And the Captain’s words were reinforced during every supply run to Hunts Point Hardware. Bradley thought the store should make it their slogan and put it on their checkout bags. The Captain was content to repeat it to every living soul. His war injury had done nothing to diminish his ability to prattle.

But after all the extermination work Bradley and his father Sam had done, rats continued to show up in the apartment building. No Gambian white-tails at least, and no hordes, but one special rat continued to elude their traps. A female, the queen, the “holy grail” when it came to wiping out an infestation.

What Bradley and Sam had succeeded in doing over their ten weeks together was reduce the food supply available to the rats. They plugged access holes in all the apartments and regularly checked the garbage chute for blockages. Sam attempted to convince the landlord to install a new, more secure dumpster, but the apartment at 616 Casanova—and most properties in the red light district of Hunts Point—were not a high priority. If the improvement had no immediate return on investment, it was dismissed.

The only major repair approved by the landlord was to the massive access hole under Sam’s kitchen sink. It had been repaired with new drywall, but as cheaply as possible. Sam had no faith in its structural integrity and had reinforced the wall further with a sheet of 16 gauge steel, paid for out of his own pocket. Any rat could chew through that thickness if they wanted to get at what was behind it, but so far none had tried. The extra layer gave Sam some much needed peace of mind, even though he had grown more comfortable around rats with each passing day.

With food in scarce supply, the remaining rats became bolder. The queen rat ventured away from its nesting area and chewed an undiscovered access hole in the closet of Sam’s bedroom, which had doubled as Bradley’s room over the summer. Each night under the cover of darkness, the queen ventured out into the bedroom, hallway and kitchen beyond, looking for an easy meal.

As with the rats, the tenants got smarter as well, starting with Sam. He had upgraded his garbage container to a lockable can with a flip-top lid and recommended the rest of the building’s tenants do the same. He bid farewell to the days of hanging a garbage bag from the under-the-counter door.

Even with increased garbage security, the queen rat still managed to find enough to eat, but it was forced to expand its diet. Instead of the plentiful garbage delight it was used to, the queen kept the apartment clear of insects and spiders.

Tonight, the queen spotted a juicy house spider the size of a silver dollar under the kitchen table. Following the baseboards, the rat paused at the doors under the kitchen sink, rising on its haunches and trying to catch the scent of something better. It caught the faintest odor of ripe food from the lockable garbage can but had already tried breaking into its polished steel shell during previous outings. Slim pickings tonight, except for the spider.

The rat stood up on its hind legs, surveying the kitchen by habit for any predators from above. It scurried across the open linoleum of the kitchen, close to where Sam had encountered the horde of Gambian white-tails two months earlier. The rodent paused near one of the metal chair legs and sniffed, whiskers quivering, watching. The spider held its ground.

The rat bolted toward the spider and a second later both were scrambling across the floor, the rat in hot pursuit.

The spider made it to the corner of the kitchen and headed up the wall, but not far or quickly enough to escape. The queen rat jumped and knocked the spider to the floor. The spider reared up on its back-most legs and quivered its front legs, nimble chelicerae twitching beneath its eight symmetrically arranged eyes.

The rat paused, surveying the spider’s display of defiance before continuing its pursuit. Both creatures ran along the baseboard until the queen cornered its prey. After a split second hesitation, the rat pounced.

In defense, the spider jumped and landed on the rat’s back, sinking its fangs into the rat’s fur. The spider’s venom was not powerful enough to affect the rat in any significant way, but the rat took no chances. It rolled its body, knocking the spider toward the wall again.

The rat brought its paws down, pinned the spider to the floor, and sunk its incisors through the spider’s head and eight eyes.

The spider drew its legs close to its body in reflex and was dead a second later.

The queen rat picked up the spider and held it like a blueberry. One bite crushed the spider’s head. The rat systematically pulled off each leg and ate it, followed by the thorax and abdomen. A crunchy snack. The rat licked its paws, washed its face, and set out on the hunt once more.
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Sam stood in the doorway of the bedroom and watched Bradley collect his belongings, stuffing shirts and dirty underwear haphazardly into his two suitcases. As much as he looked forward to being back in his own bed again, he’d miss his son more. If it meant Bradley could stay longer, Sam would happily continue to sleep on the lumpy TV room sofa he had gotten used to during Bradley’s visit. But Bradley would be beginning his senior year of high school back in Los Angeles and Sam knew that was important to him.

Sam focused his attention on Bradley’s right bicep, the bottom of his new tattoo just barely visible. “How’s the arm feeling today?”

Bradley raised his t-shirt sleeve and craned his neck to get a good view. Slight redness was still visible around the solid black areas of the stylized rat and the red circle-backslash overtop. “Still a little sore.”

“Your mom’s going to be pissed.”

A sly grin broke across Bradley’s lips. “I know.”

“Ah, to be a fly on the wall when she finds out.”

Bradley laughed. “I could live-stream it, if you want.”

“Nah,” Sam said. “That’d be a waste of… bandwidth?”

“Yup. You’re getting it.” Bradley bumped fists with Sam. “You’ll be an expert in no time.”

Sam shook his head subtly. “Doubt it. I have no plans to get a cell phone any time soon.”

“But Dad, we could text each other, send each other photos of dead rats. It’d be cool.”

Sam imagined connecting with his son any time he wanted. But he could already do that now with the old push-button phone in the kitchen. Still, all the teenagers seemed to live through their phones and part of him wanted to meet Bradley at his level.

“I’ll think about it,” Sam said.

“Cool. You got my number, right?”

Sam thumbed back down the hallway toward the kitchen. “It’s written down on a piece of paper by the phone. And it’s in here.” He tapped his temple.

“You won’t forget?”

Sam shook his head. “Mind’s like a steel trap.” He smiled at Bradley, seeing parts of himself and of Claire in the teenager, the good parts.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“No, tell me.”

Sam paused before dodging the question. “You’re a good kid. Don’t let anyone tell you different.” He looked at Bradley’s luggage. “You finished packing?”

“Yup.”

“Hungry?”

“I could definitely eat.”

Sam looked at his watch, the glass face scuffed from his years at Franklin Correctional Facility. The analog face read just past six o’clock. “When does your flight leave?”

Bradley dug out his plane ticket. “10:25 tonight.”

“Could you stand one more pizza from Kingsley’s? Maybe some fried chicken?”

Bradley’s stomach growled, as if on cue, and he grinned.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Sam said. “Let’s eat there this time. Get the authentic Kingsley’s experience.”

Bradley lead the way out of the apartment. Sam followed, locking up. The two of them headed out into the late afternoon autumn sun, up Casanova to hang a right onto Spoffard Ave. Kingsley’s Fried Chicken and Pizza was a few blocks away.

Kingsley’s focused on take-out but had three booths inside for dine-in customers. Images of all Kingsley’s offerings were plastered to the windows beneath buzzing neon signs spelling out their best sellers.

“They sell breakfast?” Bradley raised his eyebrow.

“Breakfast, coffee, and donuts,” Sam said. “But I stick to what made them famous.”

Sam opened the door and the smell of hot oil, chicken, spices and baking pizza crust filled their noses. It felt just as hot inside the restaurant as outside, maybe a bit hotter.

A stout man with closely cropped hair and a graying goatee stood behind the counter. An equally heavyset woman and a younger man worked in the back preparing the food. All their aprons were stained with grease and tomato sauce.

“Sam!” said the man behind the counter. “Good to see you, brother.”

“Hey, Marcus. Busy tonight?”

“Kingsley’s always be busy.” Marcus laughed. “What can I do you for?”

Sam scanned the menu board, looked at his watch, then turned to Bradley. “What do you think? The works?”

Bradley nodded. “Let’s do it.”

“Okay. Get one of the booths,” Sam said to Bradley before turning to Marcus. “We’ll have the large Superbox and pizza combo. Pepperoni and mushroom. And two Cokes.”

Marcus pulled two cans of Coca Cola from the cooler and motioned toward Bradley in a booth taking in the restaurant’s vibe. “Who’s the kid?”

“That’s my son, Bradley. He’s been visiting from L.A. for the summer.”

“Shit, son, you been holdin’ out on me.”

“Sorry, we’ve been busy.” Sam leaned toward the counter and lowered his voice. “You have any Kingsley’s t-shirts left? Extra Large?”

“Sure do.”

“I’ll take one. A souvenir for Brad.”

“Free advertising for me in L.A.” Marcus chuckled, his belly rising and falling with the laugh. “I like the sound of that.” He punched the order into the cash register. “Anything else?”

Sam shook his head.

Marcus hit a button on the register, causing it to rattle out a final total.

Sam took out his wallet and pulled out two twenty dollar bills. “Keep the change.”

“You sure, now?” Marcus eyed Sam’s wallet. “You’re not going to get yourself into any… trouble?”

“Nope,” Sam said. “I got it covered.”

“Hey, thanks Sam. Wish all my customers were like you. I’d be retired to the Bahamas by now.” Marcus laughed, his whole body shaking in response.

“The Bahamas, huh? Sounds nice.”

“Someday, my friend.” Marcus reached under the counter and pulled out a white t-shirt, emblazoned with the restaurant’s official logo: a chicken giving a thumbs up, wearing a black leather jacket and a golden crown, and standing behind a pizza. Surrounding the logo in a circle were the words “Kingsley’s Fried Chicken and Pizza”. Sam stuffed the shirt under his own plaid flannel work shirt.

“I’ll give you a holler when your order’s up.” Marcus turned to the cooks in the back and announced the order.

Sam took the Cokes and slid into the opposite seat of the booth Bradley had picked. “Well? What do you think?”

 Bradley looked around, taking in the details of the restaurant. “It’s like a McDonald’s, except way smaller.”

“But unlike McDonald’s, this place has character.” Sam cracked the tab on his Coke and took a swig. “It’s not run by a corporation. And the food’s better.”

Sam sat across the table and watched his son; a young man he’d thought he’d never get a chance to know. He owed the opportunity to Claire, as strange as that idea was, and reminded himself to thank her the next time they spoke. If there was a next time.

Bradley noticed the silence as he broke the seal on his Coke. “Are you okay?”

“Never better,” Sam said. “Hey, did you say goodbye to Hope?”

Bradley tried to look nonchalant. “Yeah, I saw her in the hallway this morning. She wished me good luck.”

Sam grinned. “You like her, don’t you?”

“Well, sure. What’s not to like?”

“Not much, I guess.”

Sam and Bradley drank their Cokes.

“Can I ask you a question?”

Bradley set his Coke down on the table. “Depends on what.”

“You have someone special back in L.A.? Besides Mom?” Sam winked.

Bradley groaned. “Mom? Please.”

“I mean a girlfriend?”

“Or boyfriend.”

Boyfriend? Sam was just about to respond when Marcus approached the table with their order.

“One Superbox and one pepperoni and mushroom pizza,” Marcus said. “Fresh and hot, the Kingsley way.”

“Smells great, Marcus,” Sam said. “Thanks.”

Marcus caught Bradley’s gaze. “Spread the word about Kingsley’s in L.A., okay Brad?”

Bradley furrowed his brow, his eyes flitting between Sam and Marcus. “Um, okay?”

“That’s the spirit.” Marcus chuckled. “Let me know if there’s anything else you need.” He tapped Sam’s shoulder.

“Will do.” Sam opened the Superbox, chose a piece of chicken, and asked through a bite, “You were saying?”

Bradley pulled out an unevenly sliced piece of pizza. “About someone special?”

“Yeah. Girlfriend? Boyfriend?”

Bradley took a bite of his pizza. “I had a girlfriend for most of the last school year, but she dumped me a couple months before school ended.”

“Why? Without getting too personal.”

“No, it’s okay,” Bradley said between bites. “She was kind of a control freak. I didn’t like how she treated people. I was going to dump her but she kind of beat me to it.” Bradley chased his mouthful of pizza with a gulp of Coke. “I guess we both had the same idea.”

“What was her name?”

“Alexis.” Bradley dug into his pocket and pulled out his phone. After a few finger taps and swipes, he presented a photo of Alexis. “She lives with her foster parents.”

“She’s certainly an attractive girl.”

“Yeah, she’s got looks, but that’s about it,” Bradley said. “I guess that’s why I like Hope. She’s got so much more going on.”

“Maybe Alexis needs control because most of her life has been so out of control.” Sam set his chicken down. “Living in the foster system can be hard.”

Bradley shrugged. “Yeah, maybe.” He took another bite of his pizza and caught a hot spot. As he pulled his mouth away, a big glob of tomato sauce, cheese and pepperoni landed on his shirt, front and center.

“Shit…” Bradley took a quick look around to make sure no one had heard him. “Sorry.” He looked down at his chest and picked up the pizza toppings. They left a large greasy, tomatoey stain. He gave his raccoon tail hanging at his belt a cursory inspection. “At least the shirt’s black.”

Sam pulled the Kingsley’s shirt out from under his flannel button-up. “I was going to save this as a surprise, but I’ll give it to you now.” He held up the white t-shirt for Bradley to see.

“That’s awesome.” Bradley looked to the counter to see Marcus nodding and grinning and giving him a thumbs up. “Spread the word in L.A. Got it. Love the logo.”

“Maybe you can open up my first L.A. franchise,” Marcus called out across the restaurant.

Bradley smiled back. “Maybe.” He turned to Sam. “Thanks, Dad, but I think I’ll wait to put it on.”

“Yeah, sure.” Sam secured the t-shirt under his flannel and looked at his watch. “We’d better chow down or we’ll miss your flight.”

Sam and Bradley dug into their meals, switching from chicken to pizza on a whim.

“Anyway, sorry about Alexis,” Sam said with his mouth full of food.

Bradley shrugged. “I’m so over her.”

Sam held up his can of Coke. “To my son. I hope your senior year is full of adventure.”

“And to my dad, the bravest man I know.” Bradley tapped his can against Sam’s and they both drank.
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Sam and Bradley returned to the apartment with a Superbox partially filled with chicken, mashed potatoes and pizza. The quantity of food Marcus had brought them had exceeded their appetites and Sam couldn’t help but wonder if Marcus had thrown in a little extra in response to his tip.

“Get your things ready,” Sam said. “We should leave soon if you want to catch your flight. I don’t want to piss Claire off.”

Bradley looked at the time on his phone. “We got lots of time. It’s not even eight o’clock.”

“We should be at JFK an hour and a half before take-off. Plus, there’s travel time… and traffic.”

“Seriously?”

Sam walked toward the refrigerator. “Humor me. I’m still relearning this city.”

“Okay, but not before I have one more slice of pizza.” Bradley slipped his hand into the Superbox and pulled out a jagged piece of pizza, the topping barely staying on.

Within minutes of their returning from their farewell dinner at Kingsley’s, the queen rat caught the scent of their leftovers. The smell of fried chicken and pizza was too enticing to ignore. She emerged from the access hole in the bedroom closet and scrambled under the bed and across the floor.

Sam placed the Superbox into the fridge, finding one suitable spot beside a half-full jug of milk. The contents of the fridge bore a striking contrast to its contents at the beginning of summer. No rotting or rancid processed meats permeated the space. There was even a container of salad. Bradley had been a good influence on him, and Sam hoped he could continue the habit of healthier eating.

Bradley crammed pizza into his mouth as he walked to his bedroom, sauce and cheese oozing onto his fingers.

When the sight of human feet appeared at the bedroom door, the queen rat froze, black eyes watching, whiskers quivering at the scent, mouth salivating.

“Hey.” Sam stepped into the hallway from the kitchen. “Try on your new shirt.” He threw the ball of fabric at him.

“Watch it. I’m eating!” Bradley raised his hands out of the way and let the t-shirt drop to his feet. “I don’t want to get it dirty too.”

He took another bite and balanced the remaining pizza on top of the open suitcase lid. The queen rat watched Bradley’s every move from the protective shadows under the bed. He looked at his greasy, saucy hands and contemplated washing them.

Screw it. It’s black for a reason.

Bradley pulled off his already dirty shirt, careful not to snag it on his raccoon tail, and wiped his hands clean. He threw the inside-out shirt into his suitcase.

The rat stretched its body out, trying to get closer to the beckoning scent without leaving the safety of its hiding spot. The dirty shirt smelled a lot better to the rat than the crust balancing on top of the suitcase lid. Chicken, grease, baked goods, all mixed together.

Bradley picked up his new Kingsley’s t-shirt and pulled it on. It still smelled like fried chicken. “What do you think?”

“Turn around.”

Centered on the back of the t-shirt were the words, “FRY THE BEST - FORGET THE REST” in big, bold red letters.

Sam chuckled and clapped. “Fantastic.”

Bradley grabbed the remaining piece of pizza on the suitcase lid and walked to the bathroom to look at himself in the mirror. “This shirt rocks, Dad. Thanks.”

Sam appeared at the doorway to the bathroom. “I couldn’t resist. I’ve been eyeing those all summer.” He looked at his watch. “We should go. Get your stuff and we’ll hit the road.”

Sam patted Bradley’s shoulder as he left the bathroom to collect his luggage.

Bradley popped one last bite of pizza into his mouth as he zipped the lid of the second suitcase. He slung his leather jacket and day pack over his shoulder, picked up his luggage, one suitcase in each hand, and met Sam by the door to the apartment.

“Let’s go.”

Sam locked the apartment, leaving it empty and quiet. He took one of Bradley’s bags as they both stepped toward the foyer, out the front door and down the steps to the wrought iron gate. He held the gate open for his son and followed him to Sam’s old Ford F-250.

One bag at a time, Sam raised Bradley’s luggage over the side of the truck bed. Bradley opened the passenger door, tossed his day pack into the footwell and put on his leather jacket. He slid into the passenger seat.

“Your truck have a name?”

Sam pulled himself into the driver’s seat and closed the door with a heavy clrunk. “Nope.”

“You should call it Rusty.”

“That’s not bad.” Sam inserted his key and turned the ignition. The starter whined until the engine turned over, revving into a rolling rumble. Sam patted the dashboard. “Attaboy, Rusty.” He looked at Bradley. “Got everything? Ticket? This is your last chance.”

Bradley leaned down and partly unzipped a pocket on his day pack. He pulled out his plane ticket as proof. “Got it.”

“What about your phone?”

“Surgically attached to my hip.” Bradley managed a smile. “But I thought you knew that.”

“What about your bags?”

“I checked everything.” Bradley locked gazes with Sam for a couple of seconds.

“I could always mail back the things you’ve forgotten, if you’ve forgotten anything, that is.”

“Or I could just come out and visit you again.”

Sam felt emotion rise in his throat.

“That’d be okay, right?” Bradley said.

“Sure.” Sam swallowed hard. “That’d be perfect.” He revved the engine and the faded orange truck, mottled with rust, pulled away from the curb and headed for John F. Kennedy International Airport.
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The setting sun had already dipped below the horizon when Sam drove Bradley to JFK. The view over the East River from the Trogs Neck Bridge was spectacular, with the cloudless western sky spreading out in hues of yellow, orange, red and blue.

“It’s going to be a great night to be flying,” Sam said.

Bradley glanced out the passenger window to take in the vista. He pulled out his phone and by habit looked for the window switch on the car door.

Sam laughed. “It’s a hand crank.”

Bradley grinned back. “I know that.” He rolled down the window to take an unobstructed photo. The warm wind mixed with the ocean scent of Long Island Sound flowed through the cab of the truck. He closed his eyes and inhaled a deep breath.

Sam cast a glance at him. “Smells pretty nice, huh?”

Bradley nodded, rolled up the window and rested his head against it.

Sam saw a hint of sadness in Bradley’s face. He felt it too but chose not to bring it up.

“Are you by the ocean?” Sam said. “Back in L.A.?”

Bradley kept his eyes closed, facing the passenger window. “There’s no ocean near the San Fernando Valley. Closest beach is in Santa Monica about an hour south. There’s an outdoor aquatic center pretty close to where I live, but it’s not the same.” He heaved a sigh. “I’m landlocked and it’s hot as fuck…”

Sam smiled ever so slightly.

“Sorry. Slipped out. It’s so hot during summer. I thought I’d escape most of it by being here, but it wasn’t very cool here either.”

“I wouldn’t know. This was my first summer on the outside in 15 years.”

Bradley’s eyes settled on the prison tattoos escaping from the cuffs of Sam’s work shirt, just barely visible by the dashboard lights and dimming dusk. He turned his head to the window again, his thoughts straying toward how his life might have turned out differently if Sam had been around for all his summers. Bradley felt a wave of sadness wash over him as he pushed the “what ifs” out of his mind, choosing to focus on the future and his final year of school.

Bradley remained quiet for the rest of the ride and Sam didn’t try to force conversation. At one point, to try and break the silence, he flipped on Nash 94.7 FM right in the middle of “Five More Minutes” by Scotty McCreery. A good song but the wrong time for it.

“A pause button would be nice,” Sam said in a low whisper as he turned the radio off.

Sam navigated onto Belt Parkway and soon after JFK Expressway, the F-250 rumbling and rolling in a predictable fashion. The sprawling JFK International Airport loomed in the distance. It wouldn’t be long before Sam would have to face a moment he had grown to dread.

A creature of habit built up from years of routine, Sam found the same parkade he had used when he had picked Bradley up ten weeks ago. So much had changed between them since then, and changed for the better. But the parkade looked the same.

Sam pulled into a parking stall. “This is it.” He reached out and gave Bradley’s left shoulder a light squeeze. “I’ll get your bags.” He slid out of the truck and slammed the door with a familiar clrunk.

Bradley grabbed his day pack and exited the truck. The parkade was filled with vehicles, but only a few visible travelers making their way to Terminal 8. Bradley’s feeling of sadness and isolation amplified.

Sam checked his watch. “It’s a few minutes after nine. We made pretty good time.” He heaved Bradley’s bags out of the truck bed and headed toward the main entrance of Terminal 8. Sam tried not to walk too fast or slow. He didn’t want to appear eager, because the truth was Sam would have preferred Bradley to stay.

Bradley followed a step or two behind.

After passing through the sliding doors of the entrance, Sam turned toward the escalators to the departures level. “What airline are you on?”

“American.”

Sam spotted the ticket counter for American Airlines. “Let’s deal with your bags.” There was no one lined up in the winding queue. “Aren’t you glad we’re early?”

“I guess so.” Bradley said in a hushed voice. He stepped up to the counter and presented his ticket and travel documents.

Sam spotted a Visa card in Bradley’s wallet. “You have a credit card?” Sam gave Bradley a playful nudge to try and ease the tension. “You’ve been holding out on me.”

Bradley shrugged. “Mom got it for me. It only has a five hundred dollar limit.”

“I might have to get myself one.” Sam lifted both bags onto the scale. The agent tagged each bag with a flight information ribbon and deposited the luggage onto the trundling conveyor belt behind the counter. The bags soon disappeared into the massive unseen machinery of JFK’s luggage processing area.

Sam stepped away from the ticket counter. “So, what do you want to do now?”

Bradley shrugged, stowing his ticket and wallet.

“We could get a snack or a drink.”

“I’m kind of full from our dinner at Kingsley’s,” Bradley said. “Which was dope, by the way.”

Sam returned a small nod. He could see the conversation was becoming uncomfortable for Bradley. It wasn’t easy for him either.

“Okay. Let’s get you through security,” Sam said. “I’ve never been big on long drawn-out goodbyes.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he could see the relief on Bradley’s face. “You’re definitely a chip off the ol’ block.” Sam smiled and placed his arm over Bradley’s shoulder as they walked.

Sam stopped just in front of the entrance to the security checkpoint. “This is it.”

“I guess so.” Bradley shifted from foot to foot, his hands fiddling with his raccoon tail attached to the side of his jeans, his eyes flitting, not settling on anything or anyone.

“Can your old man give you a—”

Before Sam could finish his request, Bradley stepped forward and wrapped his arms around him, squeezing tight. Sam reciprocated, taking in the hug and filing the memory away for darker times.

Bradley stepped back and wiped a tear away with a stealthy twist of his wrist. “It’s been really great, Dad.”

Sam smiled. “Yeah. It has.”

Bradley took a step toward the security entrance. “You got my phone number?”

Sam tapped his temple. “In here. Steel trap, remember?”

“Speaking of traps, let me know if you spot any Gambians.”

Sam raised his eyebrows. “I hope I don’t, but I will. For sure.”

“Say goodbye to the Dobbies for me,” Bradley said. “And I forgot to check their trap this morning.”

“I’m on it. I’ll let t hem know.”

“And get a cell phone.”

“I’m working on it.”

Bradley sent Sam a “thumbs up” and headed for the security checkpoint.

“Hey, Brad.”

Bradley turned immediately, as if he was expecting Sam to say something.

“Call me any time. Day or night.”

Bradley nodded.

“I mean it.”

“Okay,” Bradley said.

“Goodbye, son.”

“Bye, Dad.”

They both waved at each other. Bradley turned and walked into the security checkpoint and disappeared into a sea of people.

Sam stood outside the entrance for a long time. He closed his eyes and pulled up the memory of their farewell hug. It turned out he wasn’t such a bad father after all. He’d just needed a chance to prove himself.

Sam retraced his path out of Terminal 8 back to his truck. Along the way, everyone he saw seemed to have a cell phone. He unlocked the truck’s driver-side door and stepped up to his seat.

Can I afford to have a phone? Sam admitted the thought of sending Bradley a text message right now was appealing. Can I afford not to?

He started the truck’s engine, pulled out of his parking space and began his journey home.
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Once through security, Bradley found Gate 37, sat, and pulled up the photo app on his phone. Flipping through the images, most were of Sam and him, working alongside each other. Bradley found his favorite photo of Hope, wearing the same Ramones shirt she had worn when he first met her. He pinch-zoomed to her face and studied her.

He flipped to the next image, one of himself giving the camera two thumbs up, with a baited rat trap in front of him. The amber pendant given to him by Washington during his friend’s last moments of life hung loosely over his t-shirt.

Bradley’s hand went instinctively to the pendant around his neck. He felt the smooth, rounded ball of amber through the fabric of his Kingsley’s t-shirt.

Even though he tried not to, his mind revisited Washington’s death. It was one of the most horrible experiences of his life so far, one that he would never forget. Bradley didn’t want to believe it had been suicide but something else, something deeper. Maybe in time he’d understand why Washington had sacrificed himself. For now, it would remain a mystery. He doubled his efforts to focus on the man Washington had been before the Gambian white-tail invasion.

When his flight was called for boarding, Bradley sent a text to Claire. “On my way. See U 2morrow.” He found his seat, which happened to be next to a window, fastened his seatbelt and promptly fell asleep. When Bradley next awoke, the plane was landing in Los Angeles. He had slept through the entire flight. That was the good news.

The not so great news? Now he had to face his mom.
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With his day pack slung over his shoulder, Bradley recalled how he had played a cat-and-mouse game when he’d first met Sam, making him sweat a little. No such luck with Claire. She was waiting front and center at Arrivals, wearing tight jeans and a plain purple t-shirt, waving excitedly.

“Brad!” she called out. “Over here.”

As much as Bradley wasn’t looking forward to seeing Claire, it was good to be home, despite the heat of Los Angeles and soon, the valley. He smiled and waved back.

Claire threw her arms around his neck, gave him a kiss on the cheek, and hugged him tight. One thing was for sure: both Sam and Claire knew how to hug.

“Let me look at you.” She took a step back and scanned him from head to toe. “I think you’ve grown.” She reached up and ruffled his hair. “Your hair has definitely grown. We’ll have to get that dealt with before school starts.”

Bradley swept his mussed hair out of his eyes. “I think I’m going to grow it out long this year.”

Claire cast him a sideways look. “We’ll see about that.”

As the crowd thinned, a man remained standing by Claire’s side, a man unfamiliar to Bradley. He wore black brogues, sharply pleated tan pants and a red golf shirt. All that was missing was a set of golf clubs and a sun visor over his curly blond hair.

Claire followed Bradley’s stare, prompting her to take a step closer to the man. She placed her hand on the small of his back.

“Brad, I’d like to introduce you to Roy,” Claire said.

Roy stuck out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Brad.” Roy’s bleached smile in his tanned face looked oddly fake to Bradley. “I’ve been hearing good things.”

Bradley took Roy’s hand and shook it.

Ugh. Limp. Not a good first impression. Bradley forced a smile. “Thanks. How do you know my mom?”

“Roy and I have been seeing each other, honey.” Claire looked up at Roy and touched his chest lightly. “We met a week or so after you left for New York. On the jogging trail near Hansen Dam.”

Roy gazed at Claire and grinned. “Your mom is quite a woman.”

“Oh, Roy. Stop.”

Is this guy for real? Bradley contemplated turning around and catching a flight back to New York. “I need to go pick up my luggage.”

“American Airlines, right? This way.” Roy grabbed Claire’s hand and led her and Bradley to the luggage claim area.

Bradley avoided conversation as he kept an eye out for his two suitcases. He pulled out his phone and texted Jack. “@LAX. Want to hang later?”

Claire approached Bradley and touched his shoulder. “Are you okay, honey? You’re awfully quiet.”

“I’m just tired,” Bradley lied. “I didn’t sleep at all.” He spotted his luggage and grabbed his bags. Roy didn’t offer any help.

“Well let’s get you home, then,” Claire said.

The sooner the better.

Bradley slipped his day pack over his shoulders, stacked his bags, and rolled them out to the parkade. Claire rested her head on Roy’s shoulder a few steps ahead.

Bradley didn’t like his mom’s “new development” one bit. He clenched his jaws and looked for their charcoal gray Nissan Pathfinder.

After several minutes weaving around parked vehicles and other travellers, Claire and Roy approached a bright red vehicle.

“Where’s Gandalf?” Bradley looked left, right and back in the parkade for the SUV that he had ridden in his whole life. He was looking forward to driving it when he got his license.

“Don’t get mad, honey. We traded in the Pathfinder for a hybrid.” Claire pointed to a small Nissan Leaf. “Isn’t it sweet?”

This can’t be happening, Bradley thought. He’d be the laughingstock of the school. No one who cared about their senior year reputation would be caught dead in a little hybrid. But there it was, Claire and Roy beaming next to it like it was their new baby.

“I can’t believe you traded in Gandalf the Grey… for this.” Bradley looked at Claire, no longer trying to hide his disappointment. “You loved Gandalf.”

Claire’s smile faltered for a moment. “It was time, Brad.” She looked up at Roy, finding her smile again. “Plus, Roy got me a great deal. He works for Sylmar Nissan.”

“Roy sold you the car?” Bradley shot a look at Claire, then daggered Roy. “I bet you got a nice commission, huh?”

“Bradley!”

Claire took at step forward, but Roy stopped her, shaking his head. “It’s okay. He’s just looking out for you.” He opened the back hatch and extended a hand. “Let’s get you loaded up.”

Claire got into the driver’s seat and closed the door. It took a little juggling to get both suitcases to fit in the back.

“They fit fine in Gandalf.”

“It’s all good.” Roy closed the back hatch and took a calming breath.

As the back hatch swung past his line of sight, Bradley thought he saw a subtle undulation in one corner of one of the suitcases, but he was too annoyed to pay it much thought. “So, did you sell my mom the car before or after your first date?”

“Look.” He motioned Bradley aside and lowered his voice. “That’s none of your business, but just so you know, I split the commission with your mom.” The two stared each other down for a moment. “Now please, get in the car.”

Bradley opened the back passenger door, threw his day pack onto the back seat, and sat down, slamming the door behind him. He buckled his seat belt and looked out the window.

“Hey.” Claire gave him a puzzled look through the rear-view mirror. “You okay, hon?”

Bradley looked at Claire’s eyes reflected back at him, then returned his stare out the window. He could see Roy watching him through the passenger side mirror. He crossed his arms and recalled his first meeting with Sam over two months ago, which was similar in a lot of ways except one. Sam wasn’t intentionally being an asshole.

 “Yeah, I’m fine. Just tired I guess.”

Claire nodded. “We’ll be home soon.” She pressed the ignition button, the start-up chiming from the dash. It was a stark contrast to Sam’s old Ford F250. She backed out of the parking stall and began the hour long journey back to the valley.

The new car sounded like the Japanese bullet trains Bradley had seen in a documentary at school. It was an electronic whirring that rose in pitch as the little car accelerated. It was a cool sound, almost pleasant. He closed his eyes and imagined himself in a sci-fi movie. Anything to diffuse his annoyance toward Roy. 

“Oh, I love this little car.” Claire looked to Roy and squeezed his knee. Roy smiled back. “It’s so zippy.”

Once out of the LAX parkade, Claire navigated onto the 405. Normally by seven thirty in the morning, the freeway would be approaching gridlock. But being a Sunday, there was no delay as the little car zoomed north through the Sepulveda Pass, toward the Santa Monica mountains and the San Fernando Valley beyond.
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Despite the pungent new car smell and having no pillow, Bradley slept during the ride home. He awoke as Claire passed through Sherman Oaks.

Twenty minutes and I’ll be home. Bradley rubbed sleep from his eyes.

Claire spied him in the rearview mirror. “There he is. You nodded off for a bit.”

Bradley yawned. “This car is so quiet. You should hear Dad’s truck. Probably drive you crazy.” He smiled at the thought before remembering who he was talking to.

Shit. I hope I haven’t opened a can of worms.

As if on cue, Claire tensed up, her hands gripping the steering wheel more tightly. She deflected her eyes away from the rearview mirror and tried to keep a scowl from creeping onto her face.

“So… how is Sam?” Claire spoke through clenched teeth. Even Roy noticed the change in her tone of voice.

“Mom, we don’t have to talk about this. I know how you—”

“No, I’m fine,” Claire said. “It was going to come up eventually. Better sooner than later.”

Bradley paused, trying to gauge Claire’s level of aggression.

“Besides,” Claire continued. “If you hadn’t connected with Sam this summer, I would never have met Roy.” She reached out and squeezed Roy’s hand and offered him a smile. Bradley thought it looked forced.

“Well, Dad is doing really well.” Bradley stretched his shoulders and leaned his head against the car window, replaying memories of the last ten weeks. “He’s the building superintendent of an apartment in the Bronx. And we just finished exterminating a rat infestation that you’d have to see to believe.”

Claire’s eyes widened. “You killed animals?”

“They’re rats, Mom. Besides, if you had seen them, you would have wanted to kill them too.”

“Every animal is placed on this earth for a reason.”

“I hear the rats in New York are pretty bad,” Roy said.

Claire turned her head and daggered Roy with narrowed eyes. “Don’t you take his side.”

“I’m not. But it’s true, isn’t it?” Roy looked back at Bradley.

“They’re bad everywhere,” Bradley said.

“Not here, in the valley.”

“Don’t count on it.”

“Stop it,” Claire said. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

“Anyway, Dad’s doing fine.” Bradley watched Claire’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “I’d like to see him again next summer.”

Claire cast a quick glance at Bradley.

“Maybe sooner,” he said.

Silence hung in the car like fog.

“We’ll see.” Claire signaled and switched lanes.

“Isn’t the Bronx a hotbed for prostitution and drugs?” Roy said. “See any hookers, Brad?”

Bradley remained silent, visions of Carmela in her tight white tank top and red hot pants bubbling up even though he fought hard to suppress them. He still found it hard to believe that Sam knew her.

Claire gasped. “Brad! You didn’t—”

“No, Mom.” Bradley looked away, embarrassed, but caught Roy’s smirk in the passenger side mirror. “Give me a little credit.”

“I think Sam is a bad influence on you.”

“He’s a better man than this jackhole,” Bradley said in a hushed voice.

Roy turned his body almost completely around in his seat, brows raised in surprise and anger. “What did you say?”

Bradley faced Roy. “I said soon I’ll be old enough to do what I want.”

“Hmm. I heard something different.” Roy settled back into his seat. “You better watch your mouth.”

“I’ll get right on that,” Bradley said. “By the way, remember that rubber rat?” 

Claire’s gaze locked with Bradley’s, a combination of anger and guilt simmering behind her eyes.

“You didn’t tell me that Dad was afraid of rats, like really afraid,” Bradley said. “Thanks for that. Went over so well.”

“Watch the road,” Roy said, breaking Claire’s focus on Bradley in the back seat.

“What? Oh…” Claire returned her eyes forward.

“He’s over that now, though,” Bradley said. “His fear of rats.”

Claire straightened her posture. “Wonders never cease, do they?”

Silence returned to the car, something Bradley was coming to prefer. If home life was going to be nothing but angst and arguments, he’d take silence in a heartbeat, especially if the arguments were about Sam.

Claire didn’t like silence and turned on the radio. It was tuned to 104.3 MYFM, just as it had been in Gandalf before Bradley’s trip. “Ironic” by Alanis Morissette floated out of the little car’s stereo system. 

“So, anything interesting happen while I was away?” Bradley watched Claire shoot a quick look of warning at Roy. Busted. He knew the look because he had used it dozens of times with Claire when he’d gotten into trouble with Jack.

Claire stammered and turned down the volume of the radio. Bradley recognized it as a stalling tactic. “Um, we had an earthquake a couple of weeks ago. That’s about it.”

“Did you feel it?” Roy looked at Claire with a lascivious grin. “Because I certainly felt the earth move that night.” 

Gag. The thought of Claire doing anything sexual with this douche-bag turned Bradley’s stomach. He didn’t get what his mom saw in the guy.

“Nope.” Claire sent Roy eyes of admonishment. “Didn’t feel a thing. It wasn’t very big. But I remember hearing about it on the radio. Do you remember the magnitude?”

Roy looked out the passenger window, sulking.

Score a point for Mom. The corners of Bradley’s mouth turned up into an almost-grin.

“It wasn’t more than a three, if I recall,” Claire said.

“I’ll talk to Jack about it.” Bradley closed his eyes and rested his head on the window again. “He tracks that kind of stuff.”

Traffic continued to be light as Claire left the 405 and headed east down Ronald Reagan Freeway toward the suburbs of Pacoima, Lake View Terrace, and finally Stonehurst.

1068 Sheldon Street. The house that Bradley had grown up in. It was a small light-yellow rancher with an even smaller backyard where Claire managed to cultivate a select crop of vegetables, fruits, and flowers. She’d have more workable earth if it wasn’t for the shed in the corner of the yard, but it held all the necessary tools and materials she needed to keep her green thumb healthy.

A white wrought-iron fence joined brick pillars four feet tall at the corners of the property. Smaller brick pillars framed the gate in front of the house. The Hansen Dam Golf Course lay about half a mile west and the Hansen Dam Recreational Area, with its outdoor public pool and dozens of trails, sat just north of that.

Claire turned down a side alley and stopped the car in front of a detached garage on the back edge of the property. Bradley was used to her parking Gandalf in front of the house, but apparently the new electric car needed to be plugged in to charge every day.

“Roy, do you mind?” Claire looked at him with eyes considerably brighter than they had been moments earlier.

Roy grunted and got out of the car. He twisted a lever on the garage door and opened it. Claire rolled forward silently and killed the engine. The low whine of the electric engine faded away.

Bradley grabbed his day pack, slid out of the car, and maneuvered to the back. The Leaf took up a lot less space than Gandalf had.

“Need some help with those?” Roy said.

“No, I got it.” Bradley didn’t wait for the back hatch to fully open. He had his luggage in hand before Roy had even taken a step forward to offer help.

“Suit yourself.” Roy watched Bradley walk down the alley and around to the front of the house, his arms straining under the weight of his suitcases.

Claire stepped up beside him. “You’re a big change for him. He’ll come around. Just give him time.”

Roy clenched his fists, leaving nail grooves in his palms. “I hope you’re right.”
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It felt a little strange to be back in his own room again, walls covered with rock and roll posters, his shelves of books, his clothes dresser, a few plastic models, and a laptop on a desk in the corner. Part of him expected bare walls and a broken-in bed, just like in New York.

It was obvious Claire had been in his room. His bed was made, more precisely than he would ever do himself, and the window was open, allowing a warm August breeze to move through the space.

Bradley stripped off his jacket dropped it to the floor. He heaved his two suitcases up onto the bed and made a beeline to the desk in the corner. He pulled open the drawer and reached into the back right corner.

For a moment, fear took hold of him when he didn’t immediately find what he was looking for. Bradley ran his fingertips across pencils, erasers, rulers and other school-related paraphernalia before they fell upon a familiar rectangular object. Then another thought dawned on him.

Did Mom move my condoms? Bradley pulled out a small box and looked inside to take inventory. They’re all there. He let go a sigh of relief as he placed the box back into the drawer. Maybe things had shifted around since the last time he had used one.

The last time. Bradley laughed. It was months ago, just before he and Alexis broke up. At least it wasn’t drugs. Having condoms made him a responsible young adult.

At first Bradley thought the noise he heard next was the wood of the drawer scraping as he pushed it back into the desk. The drawer had always stuck in spots. He stood and cocked his ear to one side and heard the sound again.

Scritch-scritch-scritch.

Bradley turned and faced the room, listening.

Scritch-scritch.

This time, in addition to the scratching, he saw the fabric of one of his suitcases move in time with the noises.

“What the hell?” Bradley stepped to his bed to get a closer look at the suitcase. There was something moving inside.

Scritch. Scritch-scritch.

He rotated the suitcase to get better access and slowly began to pull the zipper open.

What the actual fuck am I doing? He took a deep breath, unzipped the suitcase’s lid, threw it open, and stepped back.

Nothing. No movement. No noise.

Bradley padded forward on the balls of his feet, closer to the open suitcase. He could see all his clothes, just as he had packed them in New York.

Nothing appeared to be wrong. He reached in, pulled out a shirt, and shook it out in front of him. It passed inspection: he threw it on the bed and grabbed another shirt. He looked at both sides for holes and found none. He tossed it aside. Odors of fried chicken, pizza, dirty clothes, and something else—urine?—rose from the case.

He spotted his “Home is where the WI-FI connects automatically” t-shirt. Bradley pulled a corner of the shirt and the suitcase exploded in a frenzy of motion. A rat leaped to the edge of the suitcase. Its tail swished back and forth in angry twirls and he could hear the familiar chi-chi-chi-chich of the rat’s grinding incisors. Bradley stumbled backward, his feet tangling in his jacket, and fell to the floor.

The rat jumped from the suitcase to the clothes dresser and scurried out the open window. Everything happened so fast that Bradley wasn’t sure if it had been real. 

“Brad?” Claire called from elsewhere in the house. “Is everything alright?”

It was real. Brad sat on the floor, catching his breath.

Claire popped her head into his bedroom. “What are you doing on the floor?”

“I tripped on my jacket.” Bradley rolled onto his knees and grabbed Claire’s extended hand for balance. He stood and brushed himself off.

“What is that?” Claire’s concern was replaced by anger.

“What are you talking about?”

“This.” Claire pulled back the right cuff of his t-shirt, revealing his anti-rat tattoo.

Bradley sighed. He had hoped to ease into the topic later, but as usual, things were not going as planned.

“It’s a tattoo,” he said.

“I know what it is. I suppose that’s Sam’s doing?”

Always trying to blame Dad. “Actually, no. I got it done myself.” Bradley stood his ground. “Dad had nothing to do with it.”

Claire was livid but had difficulty finding words. “This isn’t over, mister. Not by a long shot.” She stomped back down the hallway.

“I’m not removing it,” Bradley called back. “It’s my choice.” He expected a response, or even Roy to pop his head in where it didn’t belong, but was met with silence.

Bradley replayed the path he remembered the rat taking just moments ago and stepped to his bedroom window. The back yard looked just as it had every August, with assorted vegetables (tomatoes, peas and onions this year) growing in their designated patches of earth. The shed just behind the garden needed a new coat of paint.

 And the rat was gone.

Was it a white tail? God, I hope not. Bradley couldn’t remember. Everything had happened too fast. The rat hadn’t appeared big enough to be a Gambian, but he couldn’t remember for sure.

His phone chimed in his pocket. He pulled it out. There were several texts waiting from Jack.

His latest text read, “Breakfast burrito?” Jack had a one track mind when it came to food. Go Mexican or go home. His favorite spot was Taco Siempre, close enough to walk or bike to.

“Sounds good,” Bradley texted back. After his dustup with Claire, getting out of the house would help him cool down.

“C U in 5.” Jack texted. Translation: He was planning to drive. Jack had had his driver’s license since April. Bradley had to wait another couple months before he could apply. As envious as he felt, this also meant that he didn’t need to walk or ride much. Jack loved driving almost as much as Mexican food.

Bradley slipped his wallet out of his inner jacket pocket, pocketed his phone, and headed for the front door of the house. He slipped on his shoes without tying them.

“Going to grab some food with Jack,” Bradley called back before stepping out into the morning sunshine. The faster he was out of earshot the better. He stopped and sat at the curb, tying his shoes as he waited.

Bradley didn’t have to wait long. He heard the rusted-out muffler of Jack’s orange 1982 Honda Civic before he saw it. The Civic zoomed around a corner onto Sheldon Street and barreled toward the house, accelerating instead of slowing. A budding daredevil, Jack applied the brake at the last moment. The little orange car came to rest about three feet from where Bradley sat.

Jack leaned out the driver’s side window. “See that? Didn’t leave rubber. Hop in.”

Bradley pulled open the passenger door with a creak and slid into an aftermarket bucket seat. The two teenagers gave each other dap.

“It’s about damn time, bro.” Jack pulled away from the curb, accelerating down the street. “Was starting to wonder if you were coming back.”

“New York is cool and all,” Bradley said as he buckled himself in. “But I’d never want to live there.”

“Let me guess. Too many rats?”

Bradley laughed. “You could say that. So, are these seats new?”

“Damn straight. Got them put in a couple weeks ago. But if you checked your texts, you’d know that.”

“Sorry. There was no Wi-Fi and data charges were killing me.”

“No Wi-Fi? For the whole summer?” Jack ran his fingers through his short afro. “Damn. I think I’d go nuts.”

“I got used to it.”

Jack wove his way through Stonehurst and west along Glenoaks Boulevard toward Pacoima, the Civic’s belching muffler alerting everyone along the way.

“You got to fix your muffler.”

Jack shrugged as they passed the southern edge of Hansen Dam Golf Course. “I’ll get to it eventually. Hey, you heard from Alexis?” 

“Fuck, no. That was the only plus to having no Wi-Fi all summer.”

“You will.”
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Jack pulled into the small parking lot in front of Taco Siempre. The smell of Mexican seasoning, cumin, chili, and cilantro drifted through the car.

“Smells like heaven,” Jack said. “Hope you’re hungry ‘cause I’m buying.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Jack slid out of the open driver’s side window like it was second nature.

“What’s up with that?”

“Damn door wouldn’t latch, so I welded it shut.”

“I bet that goes over well on dates.”

“Dates? I don’t got time for dates.”

Bradley pulled open the door to the small restaurant and the smells intensified. His stomach growled, almost loud enough to be heard above the sounds of sizzling from the back kitchen.

A corkboard hung on the wall beside the entrance where various announcements and business cards from the community were tacked. Bradley noticed a couple missing pet posters before his brain skipped back on track.

“What did you mean I’m going to hear from Alexis?”

Jack’s eyes focused on the menu board. “Food first. Know what you want?”

The breakfast selections were limited to two items: breakfast burrito and breakfast plate. Bradley shrugged indifference.

Jack turned to the young woman behind the counter. “Hey, Sofia. Could I get two breakfast burritos, a side of guac, and two coffees.”

Sofia punched in the order on the cash register. “That’s $18.93.”

Jack had pulled out his wallet and was handing Sofia a twenty before Bradley could protest. “Keep the change.”

“Gracias,” Sofia said with a smile. “I’ll call you when your order’s ready.”

Jack nodded and headed toward one of the few empty tables available. Even at eight-thirty on a Sunday morning, Siempre was hopping busy. He slid onto the red form-fitting melamine bench seat, with Bradley taking the opposite side.

“Thanks, man,” Bradley said. “I’ll get the next one.”

“Deal.” Jack clasped his hands behind his head. “I must have some Mexican blood in me because damn, I love this food.”

“I hadn’t noticed.”

Both teenagers laughed and bumped fists.

“So, what were you saying about Alexis?”

“I’m surprised she wasn’t waiting on your doorstep,” Jack said. “You haven’t gotten texts? Because I’ve been getting them all damn summer. It’s like I’ve been your secretary. Fucking annoying.”

Bradley pulled out his phone. There were no new texts from Alexis. He placed the phone on the table. “What was she saying?”

“She wanted to know where you were, to tell you that she’s sorry, crap like that.”

“You didn’t—”

“Hell no. We both know she’s crazy.” Jack studied Bradley’s expression and saw the gears turning in his head. “Don’t even think about getting back with her.”

“No, I won’t,” Bradley said. “Just curious.”

“You know what they say about curiosity.”

“Jack?” Sofia called out from the front counter. “Order’s up.”

Jack stood up to go get the food.

“You know what they say about satisfaction.” Bradley grinned.

“No.” Jack pointed at Bradley. “Just no.” He lifted the tray off the counter and inhaled the aroma deeply. “Smells great. Thanks, Sofia.”

Sofia nodded.

Jack transported the tray back to the table and both teenagers dug in. He lifted the additional cup of guacamole.

“You want some guac?”

“Nah.” Bradley took his plate and coffee off the tray. “Good call on the coffee.”

“I figured you needed something to wake you up after your flight.”

Jack peeled back the paper on his burrito and took a large bite, savoring the flavors. “I got to learn how to make this. Maybe Sofia is single.”

“I thought you didn’t have time for dating.”

“If it was Sofia, I’d make time.”

Bradley laughed and cut into his burrito. “I wonder if they have rats in a place like this?”

“I doubt it,” Jack said between bites. “The food doesn’t last long enough to attract rats.”

“You’d be surprised.”

“Right now, I don’t give a damn.” Jack chomped another bite.

“Hey, take a look at this.” Bradley raised the right cuff of his t-shirt and exposed his anti-rat tattoo.

Jack’s eyes went wide. “Bro, that’s sick.”

“Souvenir from New York.”

“Bet your mom freaked.”

“Yup.”

“So, what’s the big deal about New York City rats?” Jack crammed in a mouthful of burrito.

“Actually, these ones were hybrids. Part Gambian, from Africa, and part Bronx,” Bradley said. “Strong and smart as fuck.”

Jack pumped his fist. “Africa, for the win.”

“One of the exterminators, Washington, he invented all his own tools,” Bradley said. “There was this big, electrified cage he called the Kill-O-Matic. We lured thousands of rats into that thing and fried them.”

Jack’s attention took priority over food for a moment. “Thousands?”

Bradley nodded. “I wish I had video of it. Then again…” He trailed off, his hand instinctively touching the pendant under his shirt. Bradley removed it from around his neck and set it into his palm. “He gave this to me.”

Jack took the pendant with careful fingers and examined the rat skull encased in amber closely. “That’s seriously cool.” He handed the pendant back and Bradley placed it around his neck.

“Washington was a cool guy.” Bradley sipped his coffee. His shudder from its strong flavor also disguised his reaction to the memory of Washington’s death. “You would’ve liked him.”

“Wait.” Jack raised his eyebrows. “Would have liked?”

“He was electrocuted. Right in front of me.”

Jack stared and his jaw slackened. “You’re shitting me.”

Bradley shook his head. “He died inside his own invention. But he took a lot of rats down with him.”

“Damn.”

A somber tone fell over the table. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“Don’t worry about it, bro.” Jack drank from his coffee. “I would’ve done the same thing. Lucky we don’t got rats in the valley.”

“We do now,” Bradley said. “One of those bastards hitched a ride back in my suitcase.”

“A…” Jack searched his memory, then snapped his fingers. “A Gambian hybrid?”

“I don’t know. It was too fast.”

“Tell me more about the cage.”

Bradley could tell Jack was switching into “idea mode”.

“The Kill-O-Matic?”

“Yeah.” Jack continued eating his meal, mouth full but ears open.

Bradley had barely opened his mouth when his phone lit up and began vibrating on the table.

“What the?” The phone was showing weeks of unanswered texts from Alexis popping up in rapid succession.

Jack halted his chewing. “What?”

Bradley held up his phone’s display as more texts appeared, getting more and more recent.

“Oh, shit,” Jack said.

Oh, shit is right, Bradley thought.


 

 

 

 

 

 

Predator

 

Claire never locked the shed in the back yard. She needed tools and supplies from it far too often to bother. Without a lock, the rain and heat-warped doors offered a gap at the bottom about an inch wide. Just the right size for a hungry and recently escaped rat.

After scrambling out Bradley’s bedroom window and scaling an electrical conduit to the ground, the rat followed the foundation of the house until it could find cover in the garden foliage. The rat’s nose quivered madly as sorted through the scents to determine the best source of food.

The rat bypassed the onions and tomatoes completely, focusing on low-hanging pea pods. It gnawed a stem, picked up the fallen pod and began to eat.

Under normal circumstances peas would have sufficed, but the rat could smell something else, something more tantalizing. It dropped the pea pod to the dirt after eating half and searched under cover of shadow for the source of this intoxicating smell.

The rat followed its nose until it found itself at the foundation of the shed. It stood on its haunches, looking across the back yard and to the open window through which it had recently escaped.

The odor was strong here. The rat was close. It surveyed the yard, the front of the shed, and the surrounding trees for danger. Raptors were always a threat.

Satisfied it was safe, the rat scurried along the front of the shed and wriggled through the uneven crack between the double swinging doors.

What little light there was in the shed entered through vented openings near the roof joists, one on each wall. The dim environment proved little challenge to the rat’s eyesight. So close to such a heavenly smell, the rat’s snout kicked into overdrive.

The rat shot across the shed to the right wall and followed the exposed floor studs until it found what it was looking for: a bag of premium bird seed, chock full of shelled raw sunflower seeds. It gnawed the corner of the bag until a small torrent of seeds cascaded onto the wooden floor.

The rat picked up a seed from what seemed to be an endless supply and consumed it without pause. It was about to pick up another seed when something in the shed moved. The rat froze in its tracks, listening and watching.

After half a minute, the rat returned to its feast, searching with its paws for another seed. After its third helping, the rat saw something that it had missed on its way in. The rat had been so intent on finding the sunflower seeds that it had bypassed a plum lying on the slats of the floor.

Rats love plums and this new delectable find would be the perfect dessert. It kept its body low and stretched its neck forward, sniffing and testing the nearby air.

In the blink of an eye, the plum was no longer a plum, but the abdomen of a large spider. Its eight spindly legs mobilized from underneath its body and long whisker-like hairs sprang up from around its thorax and abdomen, acting like feelers.

The rat was quick, but the spider was quicker. It shot a jet of sticky silk from its two spinnerets, covering the rat’s eyes, snout, and whiskers. Unable to see, the rat reversed itself into the open floor of the shed and emitted a raspy wail. The spider jumped on top of the rat and punctured its neck with its venom-filled fangs. The rat’s wail morphed into a short-lived shriek.

The effect was instantaneous. The rat lost control of the left side of its body and rolled onto its useless limbs. Its right legs spasmed as the rodent tried to regain control of its body.

The spider crossed the rat’s body from side to side, front to back, until all remaining air in the rat’s lungs was squeezed out by a thin but tight net of silken webbing. 

Several more spiders emerged from the shadows, each attaching their own threads to the paralyzed rat, and together they dragged the cocoon into a corner of the shed and deep within a woven funnel-like structure.
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For almost two years, Jack had begun his days at five-thirty in the morning. Working at the local Food Fresh Market had helped him finance his customized Honda Civic and buy the supplies and equipment he needed for his inventions. He was the only teenager he knew at Washbrook High that worked before school started.

Jack got up, took a quick shower, and threw on his Food Fresh shirt and comfortable jeans. He ran his fingers through his tight afro curls, noting a need for a haircut soon.

He finished the carton of milk with his cereal and saw that the fridge looked bare. He’d need to make a grocery run at the Food Fresh sometime today.

He slipped out his phone, called up his banking app, and checked his expense account. Being the beginning of a new week, funds for running the household should have been automatically deposited overnight by his parents. For a moment, the Internet hiccupped as he waited for the app to load. But the screen updated as it usually did, showing his weekly allowance. His parents had made it clear that the money be used for household bills and supplies first. Any remaining balance by the time Sunday rolled around was his to keep, and Taco Siempre got a fair share of it.
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