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Chapter 1

Rumblings at the Vladivostok Abode

“AAACK!” said Mrs. Vladivostok, startled at what she saw waiting in bed as she entered the bedroom. “Byron!” she called to her husband, “there’s a space creature in our bed! Bring the gun!”

“I am not a space creature,” said the apparent space creature in Byron’s customary place in bed. “I am your husband.”

Vladexa Vladivostok approached the entity in the bed and peered more closely at it. 

“Oh, so you are. What is that absurd contraption on your face?” 

“These are just my reading glasses with a couple of small lamps welded to the frames. See, I can direct the light straight at the magazine I’m reading. So I can read in bed without disturbing you.” Byron turned out the bedside lamp and demonstrated that the lights could be directed at his magazine page and nowhere else. 

“Well, OK,” said Vladexa, climbing into bed. “I just hope I don’t have nightmares about aliens in the house. By the way, what are you reading?” 

“This is the newest issue of Science Gone Wild. The article I’m reading is all about the latest experiments with the Large Hadron Collider and the successful isolation of hydrogen anti-matter particles. The scientists are thinking about expanding their research to figure out how to create anti-matter for building material, like bricks. Then they can work out ways to demolish old buildings without all those messy explosives.”

“Whatever,” said Vladexa, completely uninterested in the Large Hadron Collider after all the problems it caused in the last Uncle Bert story. 

The Vladivostoks settled themselves in bed. But they weren’t settled for long.

RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE…CRUNCH! RUMBLE Rumble rumble pop!

Mrs. Vladivotok sat up in bed. “What is all that Rumble Rumble Crunch business?”

Mr. Vladivostok said, “It can’t be the kids. Vladetta is working the late shift tonight and the others have moved out.” This was true. Vladetta was a nurse and lived at home, but was working the graveyard shift at T-Ville hospital that evening. Vladerina, also a nurse, was married to Codeine, who was a nurse. They lived elsewhere with their little boy, Pint, who at the age of 1, had not yet made a career decision. Vladimir, a graduate student, was away at graduate school studying lunatics. 

The Vladivostoks looked at each other. “Do you suppose anything good can come of a Rumble Rumble Crunch episode late at night?” asked Byron.

Vladexa thought. “No, probably not.” She sighed. “I guess we should go see what got crunched.”

Nothing in the house seemed to be awry. They went to the garage. Mrs. Vladivostok’s car was smooshed up against the back wall of the garage, crumpled up like an accordion. 

“Well, that was the Crunch part,” said Byron. “Unless you parked it that way? Ouch! Don’t kick me; I was just asking…”

“I did not park my car that way,” said Vladexa. “But I did forget to close the garage door. What do you suppose rumbled in here and shoved my car up against the wall like that?”

Byron investigated the floor area around the crunched car. “Hmm. Looks like brick dust, maybe some loose mortar, too. Looks like your car hit a brick wall, or a brick wall hit your car.”

“There are no brick walls anywhere nearby,” said Vladexa. The garage, house, and outbuildings were either wooden or metal structures. There were no brick walls in the vicinity. Or so they thought.

“True,” said Byron. “Well, good luck explaining that one to the insurance company.” He went to bed. Vladexa called the insurance company, which was skeptical about roving brick walls, but agreed to send a claims adjuster out in the morning, along with a rental replacement car. Vladexa went off to bed. She and her husband both dreamed about brick walls roaming aimlessly about the countryside. 

In Raleigh, North Carolina, Abner Dreadfuldriver parked his 1969 Pontiac Bonneville at the curb in front of his house. He was proud of his car. It had all the original equipment on it, including the turn signal bulbs. He presumed the original bulbs still worked, but he had never actually used them in 42 years of driving the car. He had long ago adopted the driving philosophy that it was nobody’s business where he was going or intending to go. It was a matter of privacy, guaranteed by some law, somewhere, he supposed. 

As he stood in the middle of the residential street admiring his old car, Abner heard a rumbling in the near distance. Odd, he thought, there was no rain in the forecast. Couldn’t be thunder. He turned in the direction of the rumbling.

“What?” said Abner. “That can’t be!” He stared in disbelief at what was coming toward him. But unfortunately not only could it be, it was. 

RUMBLE RUMBLE RUMBLE…SPLAT! RUMBLE Rumble rumble pop!

The pancake-flat body of Abner Dreadfuldriver was found early the next morning by Abercrombie and Albemarle, who were out for a morning stroll before the heat of the day set in. 

In Houston, Texas, NASA officials were worried. Their technicians were reporting an increase in a Strange Phenomenon that had been observed in random locations around the world since the late 1970s. “Should we alert the military?” asked a technician. His superior said, “I’d better ask my superior.” So the matter was left there for the moment. The Strange Phenomenon had been a closely guarded secret since it had first been identified in late 1977. All occurrences had so far been successfully hushed up and any fallout from the occurrences had been blamed on something else. NASA officials decided, initially, that it wasn’t that big a deal, and no one would believe it, anyway. Besides, there was still no known way to stop it.

So the policies of “Let’s try to ignore it and maybe it will go away on its own” and “Let’s hush it all up and silence all the witnesses” had been in force, and working, so far. But that was about to change. 

Somewhere in the Midwestern United States, three busloads of itinerant plenipotentiaries pulled over to the side of the road to plan their next moves. It was decided that one busload would go to Galveston, Texas. One busload would go to T-Ville, Pennsylvania and the surrounding area. The third would go to Raleigh, North Carolina.

Times were hard for the out-of-work plenipotentiaries.

“Times are hard for lots of folks,” said a passing farmer. “I ain’t surprised to see plenty of potentiaries out of work.” He thought for a moment. “What is a ‘potentiary’, anyhow?”

Uncle Bert, who might turn up anywhere, said, “Plenipotentiary. A plenipotentiary is a person, especially a diplomat, who is authorized to act or transact business on behalf of another.”

“So it’s just a fancy schmancy way of saying ‘diplomat’ or ‘ambassador’.”

“Well, OK, I guess that’s close.”

“I ain’t got time for no high-falutin’ people or words like that. Got my own troubles. Hmph.” The farmer drove off.

Somewhere, there was a “scritch, scritch, scratch” of pencil on paper. There was a “No, that’s not right, either,” from the person operating the pencil and paper. There was a “slide, slide, click” of an old slide rule and a “tap tap tap” of keys on a calculator. The calculations continued, so far in vain.

But nobody knew about these calculations, or the reason behind them, so no one worried about them. 




Chapter 2

Abercrombie and Albemarle, Tex and Prince Stefan

“What are we doing out here?” said Abercrombie, looking around at the street. He and Albemarle were standing on the sidewalk of Henhouse Way, the street where they lived in Raleigh, North Carolina. 

“We are out for an early morning stroll so as to get that done before the heat of the day sets in,” said Albemarle. “At least that’s what it said near the end of the last chapter.”

“Last chapter?” Abercrombie hadn’t had his coffee yet. Slowly, it dawned on him. Literally, and figuratively, it dawned on him; it was very early morning. The sun was just coming up. And he was beginning to suspect the worst; he and Albemarle might be trapped in another Uncle Bert story. He had no memory of getting up and dressing or leaving their house. And they never went on walks at this hour of the morning, when they should be either in bed (on a weekend) or drinking oceans of strong coffee to wake up (if it was a workday).

Albemarle guided Abercrombie down the street and around a corner. A busload of itinerant plenipotentiaries drove quietly by them, but they took no particular notice of it.

“What’s that in the street?” asked Abercrombie. Albemarle walked over to a flat thing in the middle of the street. 

“It is…or was…Mr. Dreadfuldriver. Looks like something ran over him,” said Albemarle. He bent down and inspected the pavement around the flattened neighbor. “Looks like brick dust and bits of mortar.”

Then they heard a noise coming from the direction of their house.

RUMBLE RUMBLE CRUNCH CRUNCH Rumble rumble pop!

“Hey, what’s all this rumble-y crunch business?” said Abercrombie. “That can’t be good.”

They hurried around the corner back to their house. In front, they saw their two cars had been smooshed together. Albemarle said, “Looks like something hit one of our cars and pushed it into the other.” He bent down to look at the pavement. “Hmmm. More brick dust and mortar crumbles.”

Just then Miss Ann, a friend of theirs from Jacksonville, drove up. “Why are you standing out here? Get inside, quick! Before another brick wall comes along!” Miss Ann parked her car and all three of them rushed inside. 

Abercrombie said, “OK, I don’t know what’s happening, but I need several cups of coffee before I can cope with it.” He went into the kitchen to brew coffee. 

Miss Ann said, “I woke up in the middle of the night and heard a strange rumbling noise, followed by a crunch, then a splat. I looked out the window just in time to see what looked like a brick wall fade out of sight in the parking lot. Poor old Mrs. Bibblebobble’s DeSoto had been demolished. That miserable Mr. Gherkin , who liked to go out and kick dents in her car when she wasn’t looking, was squashed flat beside the car.”

“Oh, so I’m right,” said Abercrombie. “We must be in another Uncle Bert story. These sort of things don’t seem to happen anywhere else.”

“That’s what I thought, said Miss Ann. “So I decided to drive up here to save dialogue, time, and explanations. That way, the story will be over with faster and we can get back to normal.”

“Good plan,” said Albemarle. He went into the kitchen and was pleased to find that someone had prepared a hearty breakfast for all of them. “I must have done this before the story started,” he mused. But before he ate any breakfast, Albemarle decided he’d get a jump on the day’s activities by starting a load of laundry. He picked up the laundry basket, which was full of dirty clothes, and headed for the basement stairs. 

At the top of the stairs he saw a mysterious red semi-liquid puddle. It appeared to be drying blood. Switching on the light, he saw that a mysterious trail of the red stuff led down the stairs and into the dark, in the direction of the washer and dryer. “Uh oh,” he said.
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