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Chapter One - The Parting
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The driver slumped over his steering wheel and glared at the traffic light. It figures, he thought. I would hit every red light on Central. I should have taken 101 all the way. He grimaced as he mentally pictured the bumper to bumper madness on Highway 101. Stretching, he reached for the steaming hot cup of coffee on the dashboard and sipped at it gingerly. Well, there's no hope for it, he thought. I'm gonna be late.

The light turned green and the driver began crossing De La Cruz Boulevard. He had to get into the far right lane to pull onto Highway 101, but the heavy morning traffic made maneuvering difficult. It was one of those early California spring days that spent the morning fogged in, as if to excuse the warmth and sunshine in the afternoon. The sky was a soupy gray that blended into the gray asphalt, and the air was damp and chilly.

The driver cursed as the woman in front of him hemmed in his BMW. He was being forced towards the De La Cruz overpass when an opening suddenly presented itself. The driver jerked hard on the steering wheel and was hurtling down the on-ramp when a small dark shadow went flying across the road in front of him. He instinctively stomped on the brake and brought the car to a screeching halt. Coffee flew across the front seat, and a great thundering crash came from the rear of the car, sending a shuddering jolt through the floorboard and up the driver's spine.

The driver leapt out of his car in an instant, not so much as a result of the crash as from the effect of the hot coffee. The other driver also came hurtling out of his car, but his anger was entirely motivated by the crash.

“You idiot,” he shouted. “Are you out of your mind stopping on the freeway?”

“It's not my fault,” shouted the first driver. “A squirrel ran across the road. Besides which, you could have braked! You didn't have to drive up my back!”

The two men glared fiercely at each other, their hands clenched into tight fists. Matters might have progressed beyond shouting, but the confrontation was interrupted by the wail of a police car's siren. The black and white vehicle carefully made its way through the heavy traffic from where it had been monitoring the morning commute.

“Morning gentlemen,” came a calm voice. Both drivers turned to see two police officers. The one who had spoken was leaning out of the window while his partner negotiated the jumbled mess of cars in the middle of the on-ramp. “Let's get these cars hauled to the side of the road,” said the police officer. “Then we can discuss who's responsible.”

The policemen apparently had lots of practice with wrecks because they had the on-ramp cleared in a matter of moments. The two drivers were recruited into helping push, but the short exercise did nothing for their tempers. Both couldn't wait to tell their version of the accident.

“Okay,” said the first policeman, puffing a little from pushing. “What happened here?”

“He stopped right in the middle of the on-ramp!” shouted one driver.

“This is not my fault,” the first driver declared angrily. He jerked his suit jacket straight, but there wasn't much he could do about his trousers. They were unmistakably damp, and he was having to stand a little straddle legged which made him feel silly and even more angry.

The police officer tried to reason with him. “Sir, calm down please. I need to hear both sides of the story.”

The second driver interrupted with, “A story is all he's got! The idiot slams on his brakes right in front of me and says I rear-ended him. Like he had nothing to do with it. That's not what happened and I'm not paying for anything!”

“My partner will take your statement over there,” said the police officer. He was very deadpan for someone who was beginning to get irritated, but like most policemen, he was trained to remain impassive. His partner felt no such compunction however. He marched the second driver down the on-ramp and started barking questions at him.

The first police officer sighed inwardly and turned back to his driver. The man was bent over, wiping his trousers and growling to himself.

“Look at what that clown did!” the driver said. “These pants are probably ruined, thanks to him.”

There were degrees of professional behavior in the police officer's code. People with an attitude problem got a less refined variety. “Can you explain why you stopped in the middle of the on-ramp, sir?” he asked.

“I told you,” said the driver. His preoccupation with his trousers and irritation over the whole situation made him rash. “It's not my fault. Some stupid squirrel came singing and dancing across the road right in front of me.”

The police officer didn't change expression, but the driver, realizing what he said, looked up hastily. “That is,” he said, “it looked like a squirrel. It was foggy and it moved too fast. I can't really be sure.”

The police officer directed a pointed stare at the driver's damp trousers. His gaze rose slowly from the driver's feet to look him piercingly in the eyes. The driver found himself swallowing hard. The police officer straightened up to his most imposing height.

“Excuse me, sir,” said the police officer. “Stretch your left arm directly out to your side. Bring your forefinger towards your nose, bending your arm at the elbow.”

The driver stared at him in disbelief. “What?” he shouted.

The second driver watched in satisfaction. “Serves him right,” he told his police officer. “Trying to blame me for his mistake. He's living in a fantasy world if he thinks I’m paying for his car.”

The second police officer thought You're both living in a fantasy if you think either one of you is getting anything free from your insurance companies. But he said nothing. He turned to go, having finished his report. His foot slipped against some loose gravel, sending it cascading into the undergrowth. The police officer caught himself from falling and went off grumbling.

Deep in the embankment undergrowth, a red-winged blackbird crouched to avoid the shower of pebbles and grumbled. “You always do this,” he complained to the creature next to him. “You’re always getting us into trouble and now we're going to be late and we'll probably get into more trouble. Why do you do things like this?”

His companion, a chubby ground squirrel, said nothing, but lay curled up on the ground, shoulders shaking.

“You better come on,” said the blackbird. “We’re late as it is. The commute has already started.”

The squirrel looked up at him with streaming eyes. He fought for breath and finally gasped. “Did you see that guy, Skip? He... he... hee, hee, hee, ha, ha, ha!” The squirrel rolled onto his back, his feet waving in the air as merriment consumed him.

Skip. the blackbird. looked at him in exasperation. Then he said, "You're crazy, Francis, you know that? You could get us killed playing in traffic. Why do you do things like that?”

“Because it's fun!” Francis shouted. “It's great!” The squirrel staggered to his feet and stretched his arms out in front of him, pretending to be a desperately swerving driver. His eyes rolled wildly and his face twisted into horrible grimaces. The whole thing set the blackbird to giggling, and pretty soon both were rolling around in the dirt together, hysterically laughing and kicking up a generous amount of dust.

Eventually, the squirrel sat up shakily and swiped at his streaming eyes. “I love seeing the drivers swerving all over the place. It's great.”

“Wonderful,” sighed Skip in sincere appreciation. “But we're late. We should go now.” The squirrel picked himself up, dusted himself off, and the two continued into the embankment. The squirrel darted around so much that he put nearly twice as much effort into the journey as was necessary.

A few feet away from the highway's edge, they came to a small clearing. An elderly grasshopper, a tiny gray armor-plated bug, and a little old man with a long white beard and a peaked brown cap stood shivering in the early morning chill. A more ill-assorted or ill-at-ease group would have been difficult to find. Their sadness was a palatable heaviness in the air. Even the squirrel, normally so cheerfully and carelessly exuberant, felt the somber mood and stopped his mad capering. The blackbird sidled gingerly up to the Grasshopper and said, "I'm sorry we're late, sir. We... uh... we got caught in traffic.”

The Grasshopper looked sharply at the blackbird and the squirrel who was twisting his head into strange contortions to avoid looking back.

“Hmph!” grunted the Grasshopper. “Got caught playing in traffic more likely. You're lucky you two scamps don't get caught in traffic the way you fool around. One day you'll end up as pavement. See if you don't."

The Grasshopper wasn't really as gruff as he sounded. However, he felt he was old enough to have some advice worth passing on, and he wasn't shy about doing just that. He was the unacknowledged leader of the community because he carefully thought through his decisions and followed them without deviation, taking others with him through the sheer force of his conviction. He rarely considered anybody else's desires, being just naturally oblivious to the thoughts and feelings of those around him, even as he included others in his plans. The end result was that while his decisions were usually right, they were seldom what anyone really wanted, even though everyone was too polite to object.

“It is really most uncivil of you, Francis, to behave in this fashion,” the Grasshopper said. “We all have a civic responsibility to foster our community, but you seem to take a perverse pleasure in being a disruptive influence.”

The squirrel looked properly abashed, but the Grasshopper wasn't fooled.

“Yes,” he went on, “I know you think I am just an old creature, but mark my words. One day there will be dire consequences as a result of your foolishness. Highways are no place to play.”

Francis looked like he might be going to argue, but he didn't get the opportunity. The Grasshopper went firmly on. “Now then,” he said. “I imagine that most of you know why I've asked you here today. However, for the sake of clear communication, I will reiterate. As you may know, I have decided to move away from the embankment. The fumes from the passing cars have grown to be too much for me and for the sake of my health, I find I must leave you. So I am moving to the Guadalupe Canal to live with my cousins, the crickets. This will be a very good thing, I think. I have some small talent with the baton and I will be able to contribute to their summer concert series. It will be a most useful way to live out the rest of my life. As you know, I have always advocated community service...”

The Grasshopper continued in this vein for quite a while longer, but he did so without his audience. Francis yawned repeatedly and rudely, then succumbed to his pretense and fell asleep for real. Skip groomed an odd feather or two, then he too settled down and nodded off. Perhaps the only one who listened with any degree of attention was the tiny insect, and even he was pretty much preoccupied with his own thoughts. 

The bug was called Kim and possessed many other names: doodlebug, pill bug, tater bug. He was known primarily by his reflexive action of curling up into a tiny gray ball of armor plating every time anything or anyone startled or frightened him. He was worrying over what the crickets would think of the Grasshopper's ideas. The doodlebug was prone to worrying over matters he couldn't possibly help. 

One member of the group showed his restlessness. The gnome stood two inches high and was named Kneehigh. He was dressed in brown wool trousers and vest and stood huddled against the morning fog, cold and miserable. Generally, he was an amiable, gentle soul. But today he was very upset, and his unhappiness showed in small nervous gestures. He kept clasping and unclasping his hands and glancing over his shoulders as if he expected someone to come up behind him. Kneehigh had a habit of smoothing his long white beard with one hand, but today it stood out in frizzy wisps, looking almost as wild as his continually darting eyes.

The rising sun was beginning to burn off the early morning mist. Skip raised his head from under his wing and looked anxiously at the warming sky. It wouldn't do to get caught in early morning traffic from the airport either. He looked over at the Grasshopper who was still going strong. There was no hope for it. He’d have to interrupt. “Uh, sir,” he said. “Perhaps we should be getting on.”

“What? Oh yes, yes you're right,” replied the Grasshopper. “Now hold still while I get aboard. You squirrel, squirrel!” Francis jumped awake. “Help me up and be gentle with those things.” 

Francis boosted the Grasshopper onto Skip's back, making exaggerated faces behind him all the while. The Grasshopper settled himself comfortably and Francis tossed a couple of grass bound bundles up to him. Then the Grasshopper was ready to go. Clearly though, it wouldn't do to just leave. Something more needed to be said. 

“My friends,” the Grasshopper began and stopped abruptly. The three on the ground looked restlessly around, anywhere but at him. The Grasshopper suddenly realized that if he was going to say anything, it would have to be something special. Undaunted, he rose to the challenge and let down his pride. Quite simply he said, “I will miss you all very much.”

A lump arose in his throat that visibly shook him, but the Grasshopper continued, making an obvious effort to be cheerful.

“Now I expect to see all of you soon,” he said. “You must come and visit me, especially you, Kneehigh. It will be good for you to travel. You’ve become rather set in your ways lately.”

The little gnome didn't reply. He stared at the ground and only his lower lip moved, trembling a little. Seeing this, Skip intervened. “I really think we should be going now, sir.”

The Grasshopper was secretly relieved though his response was gruff. “Alright, alright,” he said. “At your age, you have all the time in the world while I have very little. So why are you in such a hurry? I should think...”

With the Grasshopper thought was lost as Skip took off in a flurry of wings. The two soon disappeared in the cloudless blue sky. On the ground below, the three remaining creatures stood looking after the vanished bird and his passenger. Kim was the only one who waved goodbye.

Francis blew out his breath in a great gust and said loudly, “Well, I’m glad that's over with. Talkative old goat!” and he looked around slyly to see if his remark had caused an uproar. His eyes widened in shock as he saw Kneehigh bend his head to hide the large tears welling up and heard him sniffle harshly in a vain attempt to stop the tears from coming.

Francis panicked. “Oh, oh, oh,” he cried. “Don’t cry! Quick, Kim, do something!”

Kim had largely been unaware of what was going on up until that moment. He had been pondering what it must be like to ride on the back of a blackbird high up in the clouds, but Francis's frantic cries brought him back down to earth with a thump. He shuffled slowly around to look at Kneehigh and was astonished to see him burst into wrenching sobs.

Kneehigh had been determined not to cry when the Grasshopper left, but of course, the minute his two young companions showed the least little bit of sympathy, he lost all control. As often happens, their sympathy had a more devastating effect on him than what had caused his grief in the first place. Kneehigh was reduced by Francis's one plea to a blubbering, humiliated mess.

Kim felt close to tears himself. He hated to see anyone hurt, and the sight of Kneehigh in tears made him miserable. Earnestly, he tried to soothe the gnome. “Don’t cry, sir,” he said. “It’ll be okay. Francis and I are still here. We'll be your friends.”

Kneehigh cried all the harder. He was greatly embarrassed and tried to explain, but his words got lost in his tears. Great gasping sobs wracked his body, and he hunched over with his arms pulled tightly into his side. His face turned an ugly crimson, and he breathed in great gulps like a drowning man fighting for air.

The gnome had been very shaken when the Grasshopper had first announced his departure. Kneehigh depended on him for far more than friendship for the gnome was well over two hundred years old and after a while, he had grown tired. It had been easy to let the Grasshopper manage his time and form his interests. The Grasshopper always had such sure ideas. Now faced with having to fill his time by himself, Kneehigh discovered he no longer knew just what he liked or what his interests were. He had no memories whatsoever to fall back on. After two hundred years, he’d forgotten all about where he’d come from and who he had once been.

Kim could see that Kneehigh wasn't recovering immediately and decided to take action. “C’mon, Francis,” he said. “We better get him home.” 

Francis took Kneehigh's arm and draped it over his shoulders. With the other arm circling his waist, the squirrel half supported, half carried the gnome deeper into the embankment. Kim scuttled along in front, twisting back every other step to utter some encouragement. “Not long, sir,” he said. “We’re almost there, just a little way further.”

“Stop babbling,” Francis gasped, breathless with effort. “And get out of the way!”

The two helped the sobbing gnome across the embankment to the oleander bush that was his home. Dimly, Kneehigh felt that he shouldn't be putting the squirrel and the doodlebug to so much trouble, but he was so relieved to be home that he tumbled into bed just barely conscious of their presence. Quietly, the squirrel and doodlebug tucked the covers up around him and tiptoed outside.

“Wow,” said Francis. “He's really a mess.”

“Yes,” Kim agreed slowly. He was rather surprised at Kneehigh's tears himself, but he was reluctant to pry. He started to say as much but was interrupted by Francis.

“Well, this really makes me mad,” Francis declared. “The Grasshopper just goes tearing out of here without any thought whatsoever for any of us. After all the bossing and nagging he's done over the years, you'd think he could have at least asked someone's opinion before he took off. But nooo, he just takes off leaving - ”

“Oh, shut up!” snapped Kim and was immediately shocked at himself. “I mean,” he ventured timidly, “It won't help to yell about the Grasshopper. He was sick and he had to leave. That's all there is to it.”
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