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Prologue


In any social order throughout history, everyone is mostly given a place and categorized, if you will. When and where I grew up, some of the slang in my school was: gear heads, potheads and deadheads… jocks, hicks and chicks… nerds, geeks, and freaks… spaz and brown hats… anyway, you get the point. Some references are national, and some are homegrown, but you’ll almost always end up representative of one peer group or another, whether you like it or not!


Except for an entirely different lot, with them sharing only one thing in common, being leftovers, because they don’t quite fit in anywhere else…


“If you’re having fun, then your readers will have fun as well.”

-Ray Bradbury


CHAPTER 01



HOW THE NIGHT MOVES


A mischievous fog crept from the river bottom on the cool night air, in fleeting stealth, it drifted a low-slung cloak throughout the sleeping town. Streets, backyards, and cemeteries alike, the mist knew no boundaries in its deliberate flight upon the gentle breeze. The fog seemed to congregate thickest in an old mill section of town, where sparse lampposts brooded in the seeping fog, casting their weak halos at abandoned street corners and leaving back alleys to themselves in dark seclusion as if to deliberately shroud secrets there.

In the very middle of this abandoned industrial area stands one somber old mill building, separated from the rest. Its façade is subdued and unable to pierce the surrounding fog. A few vintage sedans, sporting period fins, and stylized hood ornaments lights off or low in muted expectation, idle outside the building’s secured area, the motors leaded exhausts adding their small part to the night’s dampness. Cigarette butts grow into small piles outside cracked windows while impatient hours pass, punctuated by occasional squawks of intercepted radio chatter, assuring that the perimeter is secure.

Within the perimeter fence there are more than fifty’s era cars, sitting empty and silent in the VIP parking lot. Dark sentries sporting fedoras and overcoats patrol past them on foot while strange flickers of light teased past the hastily blacked-out doors and high bay windows of the central warehouse they guard, and once inside was an altogether different story, as activity abounded.

The large, well-lit bay was filled with bulky equipment. Connecting everything are large bundles of confused electrical and control cables, crisscrossing the floor and looking like something out of an old sci-fi clip. Among the equipment are about a dozen men and women hurrying back and forth from one assigned task or another, lost in last minute flurries of excited talk and activity.

Surveying the room from behind the central control is their top scientist, wearing headphones and a white lab coat. Over the din of activity, he inquires, “T-minus, do we have a go?”

Personnel scurry to their consoles covered with large analog dials, meters, and knobs. Side vents help cool internal racks of glowing vacuum tubes, humming softly. State-of-the-art black and white CRTs relay important data back to individuals in the lab as each starts to sound off. “Guidance control module up-to-speed and stable.”

“Power supply stable and ready for full loading.”

“Relays and circuit breakers in and online.”

A last assurance came echoing from the back, “LPI is ready for sequence, and the test launch facility says good to go at their end.”


Now seated behind the main console of an improvised fighter jet seat, the top scientist nodded satisfaction and boldly announced, “Commencing count down, on my mark.” Turning the master key that lit important things around the room and then positioning a hand over a large green Go button, his other hand grasped a joystick. “Ten, nine, eight, seven…”


On the outskirts of town stood a large phony water tank, its top opening outward and spreading wide to resemble something of a blooming lotus flower. Once the segments locked open with a metallic bang, out of the gaping hole exploded forth a spinning disc, stabilized by jets vented along its rim, the vapors creating a play of light as it hovered there. At the center of the gleaming underside, a lone nozzle protrudes. After a few hesitant wobbles above the silo, with something akin to a tiny sun, the rocket motor ignites, quickly propelling the craft upwards, like a newly hatched insect, into the freedom of the starry night sky.

Meanwhile, perched atop a mountain ridgeline overlooking the city lights far below, a rotating radar dish sits alongside a camouflaged trailer. The young guardsman inside propped his feet up, chair screeching back in the cramped and poorly lit interior.  He was stuck up here on alert and ruining his weekend because the Soviets were riling American politicians again. And as usual, he was on another predictably long late shift, settling in to study a fishing catalog, popping open a soda, when almost choking, a rude alarm snapped him back to his temporarily forgotten duties. He leaned in closer to the radar screen, wiping his mouth and examining a green dot that had mysteriously appeared. The display indicated a bogie located above the outskirts of town. Its image is continually renewed by the sweep of a green line etching the screen’s black depth.

The airman set the drink atop the fishing catalog, exclaiming to his snoozing partner, “We have a bogie.” and plucked a large red phone from its cradle.

While anxiously awaiting any answer, the two Airmen studied the erratic green dot shoot upward, dancing in spasmodic flicks, and so they did not at first hear the response from the other end of the phone, “Headquarters here… Hello!”

The airmen relayed the conflicting information, which then moved on up through the chain of command until the late-night skeleton crew finally awoke the base commander for direct orders. Using what little information was given, the commander decided to divert two USAF Super Saber fighter jets from a routine night training flight to investigate the bogie.

Inside the radar trailer, the two airmen tracked the green dot on the screen, studying its erratic flight, slowly taking the bogie away from the town’s airspace and up into the mountains toward the radar site. Then, two additional green dots of the two fighter jets running intercept appeared at the far edge of the screen, coming in just subsonic and straight over town. The nervous airman arose from his seat to have a better look, the phone cord snagging his forgotten drink, spilling it into the panel. Smoke, flames, and popping sparks spewed into the air, ending with the crackle of dying electronics.


Jumping from the edge of the bed, outraged by a screech that came over all receivers, the angered base commander howled back into the phone, which was no longer held as close to an injured ear, “What the Hades just happened? What was that? What do you mean, nobody knows?” growling, ”What does the radar say? It’s out? We’ve lost contact with our forward radar site?” Rubbing his sleepy eyes, the commander had heard enough. He barked a direct order back into the phone, “Well, shoot the bogie down!”


Somewhere along the foothills of the mountain, two lone figures stand outside an abandoned mine entrance. Being a moonless night, the constellations shone brightly above through the cool night air, the city lights below seeming to mirror them strangely. Viewing the two sights, the strangers seem oddly trapped between two worlds. They are dressed in long overcoats and hats covering those parts of their head, neck, and shoulders that their flowing hair does not. Large, one-piece, black glasses, worn even late at night, cover most of their upper faces. One looks through a tracking device as the two jets scramble past directly overhead. The other visitor never takes his gaze off the flying disc, bobbing and weaving through the night sky.

The fighter jets bank into a high angle of attack with their afterburners glowing hot, bringing the two jets back around and in for the kill. The lead saber comes in with guns blazing, tracer rounds narrowly missing the bogie as it jinxes wildly. The second fighter comes in for his deadly run at this strange craft. Its erratic flight makes for a tough target, but suddenly, the craft levels out, and he opens fire.

The top scientist quickly realized he had a serious problem as soon as the gyro rocket had become airborne, or as he would later explain, “The gyro rocket handled like a wet bar of soap!” He now struggled at the controls while everyone hollered their ideas. Amid the confusion, the decision was made to try and fly it away from town and up into the mountains. If it could be safely set down in some manner of a controlled crash, maybe the test flight recorder could be recovered. Then, the data for this newly developed remote guidance control system could be retrieved for later analysis. The loss of information would be devastating to the project, ending the government contract.

Landing the craft sounded all well in theory, but pulling it off proved to be another story. A junior technician, nervously chewing a nail, did a double take at the panel. “Hey, isn’t that switch supposed to be in direct control mode instead of backup?”

Realizing the significance of the question, a senior engineer stepped forward, crying, “You’re controlling through a ground link instead of directly to the rocket. There’s better than a one-second delay in the signal that way round!”

The group was yelling, “The switch! Someone hit the switch!” which the head scientist did, which had everyone yelling to draw his attention back onto the erratic dials and monitor flashing, “WARNING, ATTITUDE OUT.” The room held its breath, as did the top scientist, until, “Hey, wait... I think I have it! I’ve got it! I’ve got it!” The controls, dials, and lights slowly settled out as he regained control of the rocket, filling his team with elation. “I’ll try to fly it back towards town. I think I can even land it now.”

An exchange of overjoyed grins and nods were shared, everyone patting the senior engineer on the back for making the catch just in time, except the junior technician, who stood back, crossing his arms in discouragement.

Without warning, the controls and indicators on the console went completely dead. A lone display flashed a large red message, “WARNING: CRITICAL FAILURE.”

The wreckage dropped from the sky toward two pairs of large dark glasses on astonished faces below, being illuminated by the plummeting fireball. “RUN FOR COVER!” one yelled as they fled into the mine, latching a heavy door behind them, with a now well-lit red sign across the outside reading, ABANDONED LEAD MINE! HAZARDOUS! KEEP OUT!

The men scrambled around a Willies pickup truck parked just inside the mine as bright slivers of light flickered through the mine’s boarded entrance. As if choreographed with a pulsing roar, the lights were becoming brighter and sharper, moving up across the truck and walls ever faster, sounding something like a runaway freight train bearing down on them, ultimately crashing through the mine entrance.

Pacing his bedroom filled with hunting trophies, the base commander rubbed his forehead, frustrated with the delay, snapping into the phone, “Do we have a confirmed kill? Where did it go down? Well, then send a team up there and find out what, and where in the blue blazes that thing came from. I’ll be in and expecting some answers.” he barked before hanging up with a bang! His old hound dog looked up, saw his master’s face, whimpered, and wisely chose to go back to sleep.

Back in the lab, a stunned silence was followed by angry panic, “What happened?”

“Who lost guidance?”

“You should have stayed in backup mode!”

Blame was being passed around with escalating yelling and pointing. After removing his large earphones, the man in the white lab coat sat pondering a moment, a finger gently patting pursed lips, before exclaiming, “We have to go get it!”

In the stunned silence, someone asks, “What?”

He repeated, “We have to go retrieve the rocket.” finishing thoughtfully, “Before someone else does!”

“We can’t do that.”

“If we do nothing and lose the data,” he snapped, “then we’ll be set way back and lose all our military funding.”

After silent comprehension passed through the group, there were sudden flurries of excited talk, everyone scurrying to their consoles to prepare.

“I have guidance information,” announced one voice from the room.

“I’ll get some equipment,” came another.

“There’s a flatbed truck in the motor pool,” announced yet another.

“Does anyone know the area where it went down?”

“As close as I can tell, by some abandoned mine on the mountain,” echoed the voice from somewhere in the back.

The convoy from the lab quickly leaves the foggy streets of the town below, making their way through the foothills and spreading out, not knowing they are racing against a military scout mission headed in the same direction. Each group heads higher towards an abandoned mine on the mountain slope, like moths drawn to an open flame.


CHAPTER 02



START AT THE START


“It’s not just the story, it’s in the tell’n.”

“Now, my name would be Bill Adjorlolo. And you may struggle with how to pronounce it properly, but that’s okay with me. I can tell you the fact that most people around here have always just called me Mister Bill. I suppose this is on account of all the youngest and sometimes the older students not being able to say my last name properly. You see, I work at the local public schools as the head custodian. The fact is, after so many years of service as a custodian, I now oversee the cleaning of four buildings. Elementary, middle, and high school. Oh yeah, and including the town library. All these buildings were built close together, campus-style, as if to portray some purpose. Now, one of the schools that I’ve worked at the longest is named Ledbetter Middle to honor one man.

“So, first, I suppose I should tell you a bit about why the school was named after the man, Malcolm Ledbetter, if you have time to hear?

“You see, back in 1903, when stepping off the train on that fine spring day, wearing a new suit with a pocket watch, $1,000 to his name, and big dreams in his head, Malcolm saw potential in this rowdy disorganized riverside town. Why, with the new mining strikes in the surrounding mountains, a railroad, a river, plenty of valley farmland, and lots of labor, well, that all made things perfect for building a personal industrial empire, and you know, that’s exactly what Malcolm did.

“But as with many dreams at their height, including Malcolm’s, sometimes reality will impose. That is to say, after many years of hard work, the stock market crash in 1929 and the great depression that followed it almost spelled doom for the struggling mills in town. That is, until the thirties when a fella named Hitler started causing troubles for folks over there in Europe, and then this country’s economy started recovering. As it always is with the fortunes of war, Malcolm suddenly had a second chance to rebuild and expand his personal empire by selling gadgets to help the military fight an escalating war.

“But Malcolm had a greater plan. Maybe it was this second chance, or maybe it was all that money he was making off secret research for the war effort. Why, even after the war, Malcolm still leased the old mine shafts and large buildings to the government, well into what was to become known as the cold war. Anyway, an aging and ailing Malcolm decided that before he departed this here Earth, he wanted to be one of those philanthropist types or some such thing, and as with everything he set out to do, well, that’s what Malcolm did. Although it would become the last big thing he did in his life, the town library and the schools he commissioned made his name legendary in these parts.

“Now, after I tell you this, you may say that Malcolm was just downright paranoid, and he would have replied that he was just being cautious. And cautious he should be, too. Most folks didn’t care to know much about the cold war stuff, not when it came to the government’s business. As long as the money came into town, folks didn’t ask, and Malcolm didn’t explain. But I know the real story behind Malcolm wanting to be a nice guy. You see, my wife, who has passed away now, used to clean at the Ledbetter Mansion. It’s funny how familiarity can breed contempt in the most cautious of people. That is to say, when someone gets filled with self-importance, they can become so used to seeing something or someone so often they stop even noticing you anymore, especially when you’re cleaning up after them.

“Well, as I said, Malcolm had all that money and an idea.  He was afraid because he knew more about the government’s cold war stuff than all the people in this town added up. Being that he was all involved with the secret projects out in his old mine shafts and with the threat of nuclear war, Malcolm Ledbetter, in his old age, had built an underground labyrinth of tunnels. These underground mazes of corridors connect the schools and the library fallout shelters with the rest of his private empire. And like the mansion his daughter still lives in, Malcolm created all his things to last. Malcolm himself, although, would not last much longer. Strangely, I only met Malcolm just one time, and that was his last day on Earth.

“I was a relatively young black man back in 1958, on my first day of work here in this very school, when it was still shiny and new. It was on the very first day of the new school year, and with much fanfare, everyone came out to honor the grand opening and dedication of all three Ledbetter schools and the library. Everyone was there, mostly because nobody dared to be on Malcolm’s bad side. Of course, that was the thought of Malcolm’s poor health, considering the Ledbetter fortune and a fat will. Everyone sure did his or her share of sucking up, so to speak, and Malcolm sure did like to be the center of attention. But as it turned out, it wouldn’t have mattered anyway if nobody had shown up that day because Malcolm died. Or, more accurately, he disappeared with a boom that night under very suspicious circumstances. Presumed dead, at least that’s what all the papers were reporting, and so everyone was left hoping, with that fat will at stake.

“But as it turned out, not only did Malcolm vanish, but his fortune vanished as well.

“Now, this put the rumor mill in town running in full swing. You see, always a busy man, Malcolm was known for disappearing and then reappearing somewhere entirely different, all the while checking the time on that pocket watch of his. His disappearance caused everyone in town to start talking and speculating about the strange goings-on. Maybe Malcolm was, in fact, still alive and well and just did a little magic. Maybe aliens had abducted him. There’ve been more than a few folks deemed crazy for alien talk and sightings in this town.

“Maybe he and the government were working on a secret new weapon or an experiment that went out of control and had gone terribly wrong.

“Or, maybe Malcolm had met a special lady friend and, with some help from the government, staged his own death.

“And now, with all that tax-free gold and silver stolen from the mines, the two lovers were free to run off to some exotic place with palm tree lined beaches, sipping coconut drinks with little umbrellas in them while reading the papers and laughing at everyone back here. Malcolm was sure known for his mystery. He was a sly old dog, you know?

“Now, with Malcolm’s will at stake and with the business partners, family, and creditors all wanting a share, and then some, the news media was having a field day with the whole thing. All these vultures that had been closely circling because of Malcolm’s old age and poor health were now in a feeding frenzy. The whole mess ended up in a lengthy and expensive court battle. The attorneys had seen to that, of course. All the family’s dirty secrets were coming out into the public’s eye and adding more fuel to an already contentious fire. I guess nowadays, the phrase would be media circus. Why, I’m surprised that nobody ever wrote a scandalous book or at least made a movie of the whole affair, but then I suppose no one would believe it any way except maybe folks who read those gossip magazines if they had such things in those days.

“Well, with all the unwanted publicity and gossip from the town’s people and media speculations about the entire goings-on, and Malcolm no longer there to keep curious minds at bay, the military decided to pull their research projects out of the area. So, with much display to make it clear that they were leaving, maybe with a little too much of a show, the military packed up their things and left town.

“Well now, here it is many years later, and Malcolm never did magically reappear in any way, shape, or form, dead or alive. Ain’t that just like Malcolm’s style? After the dust had settled from his vanishing act, the oldest of his children, a daughter named Pricilla, was left holding her father’s damaged empire, and the grand Ledbetter's reputation was left under her watchful eye. She’s a slender woman who always kept her hair up in a tight bun and wore a shawl over her rich folk dresses, even in the heat of summer. Can you imagine wearing a formal dress with a shawl in the summer heat? I guess dressing up that way made folks around here think she’s always cold. At least, that’s what everyone says about her.

“When she married, she never took on her new husband’s name, Percival, even though it didn’t seem right not to back in those days. Pricilla was proud of her father and of being a Ledbetter, and a Ledbetter was where she was going to stay. Like her father, she did things her own way, and changing her name for a custom wasn’t Pricilla’s way.

“Anyway, when her father was alive, his daughter was the only person anyone knew of that Malcolm trusted, even more than his wife before she died. Pricilla was born with her father’s business smarts, which is all right. She always presented herself with cool, calm grace and control. I guess that’s why she felt such a failure in the end, though it really wasn’t her fault. But try as she may, she couldn’t bring the old wealth back. What with businesses struggling against rising prices and the recession of the seventies, the mines just closed up and were sealed tight as the ore in them was played out. And foreign companies like the Japanese were kicking this country’s industrial butt, and with the oil embargo in the seventies and 1975 marking the end of the Vietnam War, well, the business lost its last military contract and finally failed. Even though she took it all very personally, there was nothing that she could have done to change the circumstances. She’s a very proud woman, you know, and had never let on that things were going badly for the Ledbetter Empire, but deep inside, she felt like a failure.

“Now near broke, she felt as if she had let her father down, and finally, when things were at their darkest, Pricilla’s husband added insult to injury by running off with the last maid they had kept on. The last anyone ever heard from him was a postcard Pricilla received from someplace with palm tree lined, white sand beaches, showing a couple holding drinks in coconut shells with little umbrellas in them. Written on the back was simply, “From Mr. And Mrs. Percival.”

“The times were against her. She wasn’t much of a people person anymore, not like her father, in the sense she didn’t like to be the center of attention. She keeps to herself nowadays, reclusive in her mansion, coming out into town usually at night to avoid the other town folks.

“After struggling for years like so many other mill towns in the early eighties, the town itself is now doing well. Most of the turnaround was from electronic and software companies moving into town about the late eighties. Most of the old company stores and buildings have been converted into malls, restaurants, and shops for young professionals moving here. The town’s main renewal is mostly due to the tireless efforts of Pricilla’s niece, Margaret Ledbetter. Margaret, like all the Ledbetter’s, is a thin, high-strung individual. She is unquestionably the leader of the city council and the driving force behind the town’s economic recovery.

“The council’s last big stubborn problem is tackling what to do about the oldest section of town, with the remains of abandoned mill buildings and little-used railroad-switching yards. It seems that the government still has a 99-year lease on some of the old buildings in that part of town and, for some reason, stubbornly refuses to release them for development. And then with people like the Environmental Protection Agency seen nosing around that part of town, well, you get the picture.

“Other things were happening in this town as well, and just like the rest of the folks around here, I knew something was up. I couldn’t say exactly what it was at the time. Just something in the air, I guess. After so many years of doing my job, I’m usually really good at figuring this kind of thing out well before it happens. That is, before there’s a mess to clean up, I can personally guarantee you there is always a mess to be cleaned up. And the bigger the problem… well, you get the picture.

“Guess I had my mind on retiring for the most part, and it must have distracted my senses a bit. Maybe these are all just excuses for missing what was going on because, as I just told you, this sense that something was about to happen, well, it had already transpired in my life, you see, many years ago, back when I first came to work at this school.

“And those events led to other events and eventually led to the summer the world almost ended if you care to hear about it. Now that’s a story! And did it really happen? Well, listen to what I have to say, and then you be the judge. You see, these schools were built at the very beginning of Old Mill Road, which is also known to all the kids attending school here as the main bus route. On the way to its destination outside town, it crosses Main Street before passing the old Ledbetter Mansion. With its view overseeing the river and most of the old part of town, the mansion stands secluded up there on its majestic hill, surrounded by stately trees.

“The Old Mill road continues past the old industrial area and small urban section at that end of town. Then, after following somewhat along the river and railroad tracks, the road crosses into rolling farmland. Eventually, Old Mill Road turns to dirt and ends at a three-way intersection out in the country. Standing at that far end of the road is a simple tin-roofed farmhouse in need of some fix’n up, you might say. The reason I’ve taken you here is because, as my daddy would have said about telling any tale, ‘Start at the start.’ So this is where I’ll begin, in a little farmhouse on the last day of the school year.”


CHAPTER 03



SCRAPS


BOOM!!

The sound resonated in Critter’s ears, mixing with the remnants of a quickly fleeing dream. His head rose from the pillow, eyes adjusting to sunrise flooding through the window. From Scrap’s usual sleeping place at the foot of the bed, the dog’s head was up as well, staring full attention out the same open window. Both looked at one another and then at the clock, confirming Critter’s suspicions. Up before the alarm!

They could hear Dad’s rants drift through the open window, cussing at cursed varmints get’n into the chicken coop again, raisin’ havoc.

“Well,” Critter accepted, propping himself up on elbows, sleep refusing to give up easily, trying to focus on his dog, “I guess our day has officially started.”

“Woof.”

Throwing the covers away, Critter swung his feet onto the bare floorboards, taking a moment to soak in warmth from a new day’s sun. It felt good letting his mind brush off the last cobwebs of sleep, slowly collecting thoughts. Scraps jumped up with both paws on the sill, intent, his breeding wanting to be on the hunt. Critter stumbled to the window, pulling on coveralls and joining the dog, observing the scene below. His father was standing amongst chicken feathers strewn across the backyard, a sure sign some predator had scored a last meal. The smell of fresh carnage, gunpowder, and skunk punctuated the morning air. Critter sighed, “This is just what I need before school. One more chore of digging a shallow, unmarked grave out back.”

Scraps gave a woof of encouragement.

Critter turned away from the window and its grizzly scene below, discouraged, mumbling, “Guess you know what to do, boy, so Dad doesn’t have more reason to go ballistic.”

”Woof.”

Critter headed downstairs on a daily quest to find some questionably clean clothes, chosen each morning from a big heap of mixed laundry, washed and left atop the dining room table for rummaging through later. Scraps remained behind, padding across the hall to push open a creaky door. The dog stood motionless, silhouetted by the only light entering the darkened room, decided there was a job to do, and ventured forth. At the center of clutter, clothes, and toys stood a solitary bed, a foot still wearing a well-worn sneaker with ragged laces dangled over the edge. The dog stopped to nuzzle under the pile of tattered covers, licking an unseen face. Tommy rolled over and resumed snoring, so Scraps grabbed the blankets in his mouth and pulled them off, revealing a fully clothed boy, small for eight years of age, wearing oversized hand-me-down coveralls. Scraps walked to the window, star points of light coming through the worn curtain material, grabbed the chord ring in his mouth, and released. Flap-flap-flap, morning light flooded the room. He trotted to the door and, before leaving, barked twice, which finally had the effect of starting Tommy out of sleep. After a moan of reluctance, the boy scrambled from the bed, hunched and holding himself, hastening past the dog at the bottom of the creaky stairs, where Tommy ducked into the bathroom, the toilet seat banging open. The dog continued past to sit at his usual spot by the kitchen table, pleased, awaiting his next helpful assignment.

They lived in a typically cluttered working farmhouse, with well-worn traffic patterns aged across creaky planks and plenty of room for oversized spiders to move freely between like the one Critter squashed when their paths crossed. He considered feeding the bug to the baby chicks huddled under a heat lamp, chirping a new day’s chorus from the mudroom, but lifting his foot and feeling nothing but good; he quickly let go of the thought.

“I’ll be stuck doing laundry forever!” he groaned, digging through the large pile of clothes until he found a tolerable combination. Once satisfied, the search was abandoned, and he headed for a shower, entering the bathroom where Tommy was still urinating. Critter carefully smoothed and hung up the day’s clothes selection as Tommy finally finished and rushed for the kitchen, making Critter holler after, “HEY!” Tommy reluctantly trudged back to flush and wash his hands.

After showering, Critter toweled steam from the mirror, his reflection coming back. At age fourteen, he was becoming strong and lean, green-eyed, and well on his way to having his father build. And unlike his brother, Critter tried with more than a little frustration at keeping his clothes neat, wavy chestnut hair combed straight, orderly, and with limited success, under control.

Standing there before the stove, lost in thoughts of the coming day, Critter put together his usual makeshift breakfast, letting the bacon sizzle to crisp. Tommy had set the table, using dishes washed as needed from large piles on the counter, always part of the kitchen décor. Flies circled above, not yet having the misfortune of landing on sticky flypaper. Dad came through the mudroom into the kitchen carrying a shotgun and reeking of skunk. Critter grimaced. A big man with a touch of gray at the temples, he strode across the kitchen floor in large shit-kickers, coveralls, and a flannel shirt, much like the ones Tommy wore year-round. Dad used the gun to push away dishes and other clutter, almost slamming the shotgun against the cleared spot. Passing his youngest son eating breakfast, he plucked Tommy’s ball cap off and dropped it on the table. “Get your hair cut, boy.” Tommy shrank further into the chair. Scraps sniffed Dad’s clothes as he briefly ruffled the dog’s ears in passing, stopping behind Critter to peer over a shoulder into the sizzling fry pan. He stepped around to grab cooling bacon, popping it in his mouth, and tried talking, it being hotter than expected, “Your uncle Kohler and I were talking yesterday. He’s ask’n about that dog again.”

This brought only stiff silence from the boys as bacon sizzled. Scraps lowered his head, whimpering. Frustrated by the boy’s silence, Dad added, “I’m about fed up with this whole thing about the dog. Maybe I should just take him back to the junk yard. Keep peace in the family.”

Everyone in the room knew that ‘Keep peace in the family’ really meant ‘giving in.’ Scraps walked to Critter’s side, nervously nuzzling him, receiving a reassuring pat in return. Critter had heard enough, “Uncle Kohler would have let him die!  I saved him.”

“Yeah!” Tommy unexpectedly added.

Realizing this was a no-win argument and not really having the ambition to pursue the issue further, Dad’s only reply was, “You boys know your Uncle Kohler. He won’t be let’n this go easily. And besides,” he added, stating the obvious, “you still have to ride to school, and this being the last day, I’m sure he’ll be mentioning something about the dog this morning.” Neither of the boys took the bait, and finally frustrated by their silence, Dad shifted the conversation, adding, “Seems as you’re up early, there’re shovels in the barn.” He plucked away a bloody feather dried to his boot to sniff it, grimacing, and added stiffly, “When you’re through with your usual chores, there’s a mess to be cleaned up out back.”


CHAPTER 04



MISFITS


Scraps walked with Critter and Tommy out front to wait for the bus. On this beautiful morning, birds sang, and spring wildflowers swayed on gentle breezes. A dark sedan flew down the dry and dusty road toward them and straight through the intersection, completely ignoring the stop sign. On the other side, it almost skidded to a halt, trying to decide which way to go as a cloud of dust billowed past, coating the tinted windows.  The car began backing up to where the boys waited. The passenger side window slid open part way, revealing two men inside. The boys just caught their frustrated phrase, “Ask those hillbillies.”

Like the car, their suits were dark, their hair slicked, and both wearing identical aviator sunglasses. The passenger, a black man, had an open map on his lap and was clearly frustrated. He sniffed the air and grimaced, “Did someone hit a skunk?”

Critter had an instant dislike for both men. Scraps gave a low growl, hair on the back of his neck bristling. Keeping a disdainful eye on the dog, the passenger asked the boys, “Which way to town, son?”

“Just stay straight on Old Mill Road,” Critter replied, trying to suppress a smirk while pointing in the obvious direction of the driver’s left. Critter asked suspiciously, “What are you looking for a way out here?”

The driver retorted, “Who said we were looking for anything?” As the window whirred shut, the other added, “You oughta watch that dog of yours.” But Scraps had already trotted off behind the house, getting out of sight.

The school bus horn blared right up behind the car, brakes screaming, startling Critter and Tommy. The front wheels of the dark sedan turned tight as the car tore off in a cloud of more dust and gravel, headed down Old Mill Road back toward town. The bus lunged forward with the door slammed open. Coming to an abrupt halt, the bus driver almost snarled as the dark sedan drove away, muttering with contempt, “Dang feds anyway. ‘Bout worse than aliens, that lot!”


Taking advantage of the bus driver’s attention being elsewhere, the boys scrambled aboard the empty bus, avoiding eye contact. Mixed with odors of stale oil, grease, and gasoline. Critter thought he smelled ‘Hair of the dog’ on their uncle’s breath. It seemed an apt metaphor for the situation. The two brothers made for the back of the bus while the driver’s attention shifted to the panoramic mirror. “Hey, not so fast, you two. Take a seat right up here close. We have some talkin’ to do.” Kohler was a big barrel-chested man with unkempt graying hair and a whiskered face and always dressed in grimy coveralls with Kohler’s Auto Salvage and Scrap Yard printed across the shoulders. 


The brothers reluctantly took the opposite seats but got no closer. Kohler slammed the folding doors shut while punching the gas. This is an old malicious trick he likes to pull on the unwary, but Critter and Tommy both anticipate the ploy by sitting down, holding tight, and bracing themselves against the bus’s sudden unnatural forward lurch. Kohler glared in the rearview, never taking his eyes off the boys. Critter thought his uncle looked hung over.

“Well?” the driver demanded, “What do ya’ have to say ‘bout my dawg?” After no answer, he continued, “I talked to your dad ‘bout my dawg. I want him back where he belongs, guarding my junk yard against those dang thieves!”

Critter glared into the mirror, “Tough luck. You were letting him die. If I had left him there, you would’ve killed him!”

“Yeah!” Tommy added angrily.

Their uncle floored the gas, creating a bloom of dust, obliterating everything behind the bus, and bombing ever faster. The usual potholes and turns made the wild ride even crazier, the boys hangin’ on for their accelerating lives. Critter’s eyes locked with Kohler’s reflection, wondering how his uncle ever managed to keep the bus on the road. Kohler was yelling to be heard over the motor and rattling bus, “I’m goin’ to get him back! You hear’n me, boy?”

The bus brakes screeched in protest at the next stop, the brothers hanging on. Kohler added furiously, “This ain’t over. You can count on that!”
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