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Overview: Til the Streetlights Came On is a story about growing up. It brings to light an era rapidly fading from America’s memory, what I like to call the golden age of childhood; an age of vacant lots and backyards, of digging underground tunnels and making forts – til the streetlights came on. 

A lot of nostalgia surrounds the time of when chores were plentiful and toys were simple; where attitudes weren’t treated with a prescription – you just beat the kid good. The next generation missed it, overrun by a culture of TV, video games, and shopping malls. 
Target audience: Children 12 and older – well, my intention here is to reach the child in all of us. But some of the words and themes are perhaps too robust for a younger audience. It is, however, suitable to be read to children. I wanted to create something that all ages could enjoy – plus be a piece that parents can read aloud, that would captivate both age groups and spawn numerous discussions – from the discovery of our imaginations to the deep spiritual questions we tussle about – both worthy topics for a family to commune with.
The worldview is Christian, conveyed in a provocative, often humorous style.  I believe it has crossover appeal.  

Here are some excerpts.

 From the Prologue, where Stevie returns to the home of his youth after forty years…
Monrovia, California

March, 2008

…The bedroom they entered looked small, but remarkably unchanged. Stevie stood silent in the doorway for a moment, absorbing it all. “This was my room part of the time. We rotated every year. But Cody, my oldest brother – he liked to entrench himself in here by buying us off.” 


Luke said, “It’s my room now.” 


The man looked down at him. “How do like your closet? Does it still have the trapdoor in the back?”


“Yes,” said the boy. “But I don’t like it. Especially at night.”


“I know what you mean. But take heart. I lay awake worrying about it fifty years ago and I’m still here. By the way, I don’t suppose you’ve explored the secret passage, have you?”


“Where? Behind the door in the attic?”


“Sure is. I could tell you a story about that.” Something occurred to him. “As a matter of fact…” He stooped down and began feeling along the floorboards. 


The boy asked, “What are you looking for?”


“There’s a secret place here, somewhere. I never told anybody about it. I used to hide my stuff in it.” 
He felt a crack with his fingers. “Ah, this is it.” His fist banged on one end and the board popped loose. He carefully plied it open with a finger. A hollow space was revealed in the floor, about four inches deep. A large aging cigar box all but filled it. Reaching down with trembling hands he carefully lifted it out. It was dusty and he blew on it before opening the lid.


“What’s that?” Luke asked.


The man looked at it for a moment without speaking. Then he slowly opened the box and looked inside. “This…my dear Luke, is my childhood.”


“It is?” The boy wasn’t sure but it certainly drew his interest. “What is all that stuff?” 


All heads crowded over the items crammed into the small space. A balloon, a fancy marble, a scribbled map of a trail leading through some mountains… The man dragged his fingers through the clutter; touching a Coke bottle cap, an old bone…He pulled out a small stuffed monkey and whispered, “Monkey Dirty…” 

Luke picked up a small rubber figure that fell to the floor. “Look. An army man.”

“That’s not just any army man, Luke. That’s Private Rivera.” 

The boy’s mother rested a hand on the man’s shoulder. “This is all your stuff?” 
The man’s wife pointed, saying; “Look! It’s your Gil Hodges baseball card. And

this can’t be the same piece of jump rope that tied the cowboy to the stake?”

He nodded. “What can I say? I’m sentimental about things.” He carried the box to a small table under a window. The view offered a splendid panorama of the backyard. When he saw it his face seized upon the scene, unable to look away. 

The boy asked, “Are you alright, mister?”

The man didn’t seem to hear for a moment. To no one in particular he whispered, “What happened to all the avocado trees? But…there’s an orange, and an apricot…but surely they aren’t the same ones?” Then he snapped out of it and looked at the boy. “Did you say something, Luke?” 

 
The boy stared at him queerly and pointed at his hand.

“This?” He was holding a broken arrow shaft and rubbing his thumb over the tip, practically black with tarnish. “This, my dear Luke, is one of my earliest souvenirs. Would you like to hear the story?”

“We all would,” the mother answered.

“Okay,” he said. “The beginning is always a good place to start.”

Excerpts from 1: Moving Targets

    November, 1955


Stevie sat in the notch of a peach tree holding perfectly still. Bark scraped the underside of his thighs and a bead of sweat blazed a trail down the bridge of his nose. He wanted to shift about, to give that downward trending itch a good rub, but he didn’t dare. Then an ant crawled close to his arm and wriggled its little feelers at him. He blew at it sideways while keeping his head rigid, hoping the gale force puff would send it into oblivion.

His eyes closed and he sensed still more of the world’s arsenal; the unseasonable heat, the hungry stomach, the tickly flies – and a worrisome bee that kept buzzing around, making him feel like an intruder. 

Stevie hated bees. Something about the drone made them sound aggressive – even mean. He could still hear it growling faintly in the distance as if searching for something to attack. And he worried that it might come back.


He started humming again but remembered and stopped abruptly. A moment ago his brother had yelled at him to quit – and he was right; humming did make his head vibrate. But he still blamed the bee for setting his brother off. The drone had grumbled faintly at first; buzzing along, buzzing along…buzz buzz BUZZ! Whaagh! 


He wondered what made it pester his ear. Stupid bee. Sniffing around with his stinger. Oh yeah, and then Cody got mad, saying: what are you moving now for? You’re going to get us all killed! Stevie remembered the apology and sucking back the tears. 


A whirring sound made him flinch, but only a little. What was – ah, a humming bird. It flirted with the blossoms higher up, where the leaves silhouetted against the sun, the bright bright sun. The lingering look made his nose tickle – a sneeze. He tried to still it by scrinching his eyes shut…but the intensity… 


“Ahh – pfffppfpfp!”  An orange flew off the top of his head. So much for the obedient statue he was supposed to be. He looked up in alarm as Cody flew into another tizzy, once again stomping across the grassy stretch to meet him with a mouthful of complaints. Stevie fidgeted with worry. Stupid sneeze. Why did it do that? He waited for Cody regretfully…not about the delay so much but because he had let his brother down…again. And the king was certain to be mad. 

     
Cody retrieved the orange and hoisted himself up, scrutinizing Stevie’s face. He intended to unleash a scolding barrage but softened instead after seeing the pitiful look. Stevie always had this effect on him. Danged if he could ever stay sore at him. Instead, he tried to think of something encouraging to say.

Stevie blubbered and puffed, trying to hold back the tears. The disappointment on his brother’s face, so difficult to bear. For before him was a hero, an illustrious warrior who could run, jump – why he could throw a dirt potato so far you’d squint and sometimes not see where it landed – or climb the fattest oak, or build forts in trees or anywhere else. 

The peach trees sufficed for now, he knew. Cody needed a spot where level-shooting archery could be achieved without having to contend with the altitude of oaks or the tangle of avocado limbs.

Relief warmed Stevie’s heart as his brother’s frustrations turned fatherly. “That’s okay little bro,” Cody said. “We’ll try it again.” 

He raised the orange to place it on Stevie’s head and added, “Now you must not move. I only have one arrow and one try.” 

He replaced it carefully, looking for that sweet spot of balance between knobby orange and knobby head, then waited to catch it if it happened to totter once again. 

Stevie resumed his statue-like performance, whispering, “Sorry Cody. I hope the kings not sore.”

Cody jumped down and paced back to where his bow lay on the ground. His stride changed subtly as he resumed his role. He looked somehow more…responsible. He was William Tell, after all; the savior of the realm and enemy of the evil Austrian governor. (The concept was explained as a king to Stevie.) The mantle bestowed bravery and ability – but more than that. One saw here a reliable friend; a defender of the wronged and downtrodden.

Cody conversed with the invisible governor, apologizing for the delay, adding that the orange would have to do. There simply weren’t any apples to be found. 


Stevie resolved to remain still as granite. He watched as Cody worked the nock of the arrow into the string and took aim – and it looked good too! The faint glimmer of the arrow tip matched Cody’s right eye. It moved up slightly, then down, then back center as if gauging some sort of windage. 


Stevie held his breath, and then felt more than saw the quiet lightning of the arrow speeding across the space to meet him. An explosion of white left him devoid of time and space. Only the dimmest ghost of impact penetrated his consciousness.


“Uncle Harry!” Cody cried, “I just killed Stevie!” 


He dropped the bow, turned, and then fled towards an old Victorian house rising tall beyond a patchwork of apricot and orange trees. He continued screaming his uncle’s name over and over. 

 Somewhere during Stevie’s back flip the far away cries invaded his awareness. Pain spilled into him, pushing away dizziness and incomprehension. His mind returned with freakish alarm, needing answers: how – why would an orange being shot off his head produce such agony? His mouth opened wide to accommodate the cry but the ground ambushed him, handling him roughly and stealing his breath away. His priority shifted desperately to the need to get it back. Instead, all he managed was the grimace of a silent scream.

He laid there grappling with an instant hell while staring up at leafy branches – panic now flooding his consciousness – along with the pain; heaps of pain. Oh why had his brother speared the arrow through his face instead of the orange? (It never occurred to him that he might have missed.) He had seen, or rather Cody had just read the book and shown him the pictures – they were playing the story out – it wasn’t supposed to happen this way! Dark thoughts grooved out deeper despair. Punishment – for moving, maybe? Oh-ho noooo! But he hadn’t moved, had he? The torture of not knowing added to his suffering. And still the sweet breath of air deserted him, piling on fears that it wouldn’t come back.

Instinct led him to his feet where he groped about blindly for caring arms to pick him up. His mouth stretched wider, aching to fulfill the scream – the need made worse when looking cross-eyed at an arrow jutting outwards like a horn. The far end of it bumped against a low hanging limb, jarring his anguish to new levels. But the lack of oxygen screamed with increased panic. Breathing remained a pleading priority.

 Uncle Harry’s voice broke in the distance accompanied by a door slam. “Stevie! Oh Lord, please no. Stevie!” 

Cody turned about after seeing his cries had roused his uncle. And for the first time he spotted his baby brother wandering aimlessly under the peach tree, leaves in his hair, a screaming mask smeared in crimson. A bloody arrow protruded outwards from the dead center – between the mouth and nose. Cody stopped in his tracks, stupefied. The vision before him – could there be anything more wonderful, more…glorious?  

Strange, such a reaction. For many might witness such a horror, especially knowing where the fault lay, and fall to their knees in wretchedness. Or some, if possessing such strong fiber as a William Tell, might rush to the tragedy with lucid assessments of aid and comfort. But Cody did neither of these. Instead, relief resuscitated the pit of his stomach. The knot there was akin to death and he couldn’t comprehend it. 

Cody’s mind asked the question as if afraid of the answer. You mean Stevie’s alive? And the answer trumped everything else. Stevie was alive! 

And, as if on cue, Stevie let go with the biggest scream in his short memory. The breath of life had finally rescued his starving lungs, bringing sweet inhales of relief before becoming exhales of anguish. 

Cody reached him, watching the torment with stupendous relief. He was alive! He leaped for the sky whooping for joy. “Ah ha ha ha! Stevie’s alive!” 

Like and Indian around a bonfire he began skipping and dancing in a great circle. He waved his arms about, shouting: “Stevie’s alive, Stevie’s alive! Look, Uncle Harry, Stevie’s alive!” Cody’s uncle still panted across the lawn trying to put together the danger, the extent, even the folly of it all. 

 As Cody danced, the arrow gnawed at his awareness. It didn’t fit the picture of a crying brother. The symmetry was all wrong. He bounced over to him and grabbed hold. He yanked. It didn’t budge. The pitch of Stevie’s wails rose an octave. Cody braced his bare foot against Stevie’s chest and tugged again. The arrow came loose, causing both to sprawl backwards and onto their backs. Cody leaped to his feet, jubilantly waving the arrow, resuming his ‘Stevie’s alive’ dance while his brother bawled even louder.

Uncle Harry finally stumbled up, out of breath, retrieving a handkerchief and lifting Stevie’s head. He applied pressure to the round bloody hole – a bull’s eye perfectly centered in the middle of his face. He glanced sharply at Cody and snapped, “Cody! That’s enough!”

Cody paused, blinked, and then collapsed on the two of them, his exuberance collapsing into startled reality. He cried out, “Stevie! Oh my God, what did I do? I’m sorry, Stevie. You’ll be okay, huh, Stevie? Uncle Harry will fix you, you’ll see! Please forgive me, Stevie!” Cody, on his knees, his arms raised in a pleading request to the God above, let loose an anguishing wail.

Stevie looked at his brother between the sobs, through the pain that filled him, seeking an answer to the act that crushed him. “Why did you shoot me, Cody? You said you were going to shoot the orange! Whaah!” It was a cry of heartbreak, for having disappointed. Both hurts went with him as Uncle Harry cradled him up and gently made his way back to the house.

Excerpt from 5: Stevie, In Spite of Himself
June, 1959


Stevie stumbled along behind Mrs. Milligan, wincing at the pincer hold she had on his ear. The cracks on the sidewalk passed beneath his stooped form in predictable succession. 


“Is that it?” She pointed with her free hand at the tall Victorian home coming into view.


“Ow – yes ma’am – agh hoo hoo!” Stevie resisted grabbing the lady’s flabby arm as he craned his neck to see. The grip on his ear kept him uncomfortably bent over, the pain coupled with the pit in his stomach most distressing. 

“Oooh,” he whined inside, “Uncle Harry is going to make me walk the green mile. Then…it’s miscellaneous chores for sure.”


The woman pulled Stevie to the front door and knocked. Only then did she release her hold, leaving the boy standing there rubbing his ear with one hand while dangling a pair of rollerskates with the other. A familiar form appeared in the entry hall and looked questioningly through the window. The door swung open. 


“Yes, may I help you?” She looked vaguely familiar to Harry but he couldn’t place her. 


“Are you this boy’s Uncle Harry?” She spoke too loudly, like the man before her required an ear horn; she might have expected him to say, “Eh!” before smacking his gums. She glared at Stevie after she said it, expecting to confirm that the boy lied about the uncle bit, making the whole thing up.


Harry responded, “Yes, that’s right. Is everything okay?” 


“Humph.” She seemed surprised but gathered her thoughts and proceeded. “Well, my name is Mrs. Milligan from over on Melrose. I was sitting on my porch when this child came roller-skating down the street in front of my house!” She paused as if this might have been a flagrant act in itself. 

Harry said nothing and she continued. “He seemed to be having problems with his skates. And then he just plops down on my lawn, takes them off and starts throwing them at my tree!”  

Stevie started to say something but she spoke over him. “And that’s not all!” She squinted narrowly at the boy. The hooligan part was apparently forthcoming. “He started yelling at them! Treating them most dreadfully – like they were alive or something!” Her tongue clucked with disapproval. “Saying things like, ‘you skates don’t deserve to be ridden on,’ and, ‘you bad bad, stupid, ungrateful, uncooperative’...I think he even called them unworthy besides!” 

She dwelled on the thought and suddenly remembered the rest. “Then!” The word resonated with accusation as a finger jabbed skyward, promising the next point to be gushingly worse. “He started to walk away from them, leaving them on my driveway, and saying things like he was never going to wear them again! The very idea. He said that they’d be sorry! He was going to buy some new skates and parade them in front of the old, making them seethe with jealousy.” She paused to catch her breath, red-faced and indignant from her dutiful chore.


Harry said calmly, “Go on, Mrs. Milligan. What happened next?”


“Well, Of course I shouted at him to pick up those skates this instant! I told him he had no right to treat them that way. All this posh. I asked him if his parents knew that he was mistreating his toys like that. He tried to tell me that they didn’t mind! Humph!” The grunt shook her body even more than the previous one.


Harry thought it punctuated the end of the tirade. He opened his mouth to say something but she wasn’t finished. “I told him that he was going to march with me right back to his house and we’d see about that! He said he had no parents. I didn’t believe him. I guess you are his…parent?” The final word was uttered as if unsure whether Harry qualified to stand in the role. She would concede a relationship, but little boys without proper parents could only come to no good.


“I am his uncle, ma’am. His guardian. My name is Harold Van Orden. But you may call me Harry. And thank you so much for taking the time to instruct the boy.”


“Well. I felt it was my duty, seeing someone mistreat his toys that way.” She waited expectantly to see if Harry was going to include her in announcing Stevie’s judgment, sentencing, and subsequent punishment.


Harry said kindly, “I am sorry my nephew upset you so, Mrs. Milligan. I will make sure Stevie fully understands the lesson you began.” He looked at Stevie who squirmed in place trying his best not to make eye contact. “Wait for me up in your room, young man.”


Mrs. Milligan didn’t make a move to leave so Harry offered, “I hope there wasn’t any damage to your tree.”


“The tree didn’t suffer much.” She looked at Harry as if something just occurred to her. Harry caught the look and asked, “Is there something on your mind, Mrs. Milligan?”


“You’re the brother of Albert Van Orden. I remember now, the accident that happened several years ago.”


“That’s right, ma’am. Stevie – the child you tended to – was his son.”


She clucked again. “Such a tragedy. It must have tested your faith.” The look turned to condolences.

 
“In what way, Ma’am?”


She raised her eyebrows. “Well, I only thought…people often question when tragedy strikes. Wondering, if God exists, how he could allow such a thing to happen.”


“Ah, sadly that is true enough, Mrs. Milligan. The pain. It can leave us… desperate for answers – looking to find life’s purpose. In such times we often realize how little control we have. And often, out of grief, we lash out thinking… wondering that if we were in charge of the universe we would do it better. But, of course, we cannot. And even so there is never an excuse for rejecting God.”

“I’m not sure I follow you.”

“Asking for understanding is one thing. But who gives us the right to pass judgment on God’s integrity? It presumes a position morally superior to God’s, does it not?” 

“Maybe, at such times, people just feel helpless.”

“Ah, to the heart of the matter. So, with the frustration that comes with the presumption of knowing better – but without the omnipotence to do anything about it, such a person feels justified with their bitter heart as they shake their rebellious fist heavenward. They want to fire God and take His place.”  


The woman remained indecisive about this man. “I’m glad you are so certain...Harry. But I only meant that since we can never know for sure...”


Harry’s smile was genuine. He was always happy to be in the presence of another believer. He offered, “Perhaps it is due to the blindness of our own self importance.”


“That’s just it. It isn’t always clear.”

“Mrs. Milligan, clarity has nothing to do with authority, nor one’s responsibility to it, for that matter.”

She appeared flustered. “I only meant that…oh for heavens sake.”  


 Harry decided to try a new tack. “Let me put it this way. Suppose you went out on your porch one morning and found a blindfolded man camping out on your lawn.”


“Camping out? Whatever for?” Her look grew suspicious. 


“Bear with me, Mrs. Milligan. Then let’s say you ask him to leave and he refuses, claiming the front yard really belongs to him. Or worse yet, let’s say he ignores you completely and goes about his business without even acknowledging your presence.”


“I should call the police!”


“I am just giving you an analogy, Mrs. Milligan, for argument’s sake. Pretend you have no phone. You go back inside and later hear noises in your kitchen. You make your way there and find the same person sitting at your table having a snack.” 


“What is your point, Mr. Van Orden?”


“I’m almost there. You confront the man and tell him he has no right to sit in your house and eat your food. The man takes no notice of you, however. He doesn’t seem to hear you, see you, nor even realize that you are in the room. Day after day he keeps coming back and making a mess of your yard and kitchen, and never once does he acknowledge your existence. 

“Finally, just when you’re at your wits end, you reach over and pull his blindfold off, and he suddenly looks up and sees you for the first time. You show him the deed to your property and he realizes at last that you are, in fact, the owner, and he is very sorry.”


Mrs. Milligan was listening but still quite wary. 


Harry pushed on to the end of the story. “So finally, in recognition of your title of ownership, he says to you, ‘Based on the proof that I have now witnessed, I hereby grant you sole authority of this property, Mrs. Milligan. Not only that, I also proclaim you to be the uncontested owner of everything in this house!”


“That’s ridiculous! How could he grant me authority over my own house? He is in no position to do so!”


“Exactly the way I see it, Mrs. Milligan. Thank you again for correcting the boy. I promise you that he will not repeat that stunt again.”


She opened her mouth to speak but closed it instead, uncertain whether a point had been made.


“Good-bye, Mrs. Milligan.” Harry moved to close the door. Seeing there was nothing more to be done, the woman turned and headed out to the street and back towards Melrose Avenue, her backside swaying dutifully as she did so.

**


Weeds spread out along the fence line in stubborn glory, their roots like anchors clinging to the rocks hidden beneath the soil. Stevie pictured them as gnarly grimy hands – gripping and clinging – maybe to each other in some secret comradery – and  then letting go suddenly and on purpose, exploding dirt everywhere – even in his eyes.

He hated them. The thought interrupted his rendition of “Yes, Jesus Loves Me;” corrupting the verse to say: “I am weak but weeds are strong.”

Stevie gouged his knuckles on a rock as he tried to tug-o-war one out. “Oou-how how!” 

His grimace looked skyward in hopes of seeing the sun high overhead, but it was still early morning, drudgery at a standstill. The only outlet was to hate the weed. “Yes, Stevie hates you!” He sang it ferociously and then felt guilty. Looking up once more he worried that God was frowning. 

“Guh-guh-guh-gow-ooj-ah,” he muttered as he went back to work. It made him feel better somehow; to pronounce the sore slowly and with feeling; it described what the rock did. 

Pulling weeds was punishment, of course. Harry had him doing ‘miscellaneous chores,’ another word he hated even more than ‘gouge.’(Okay, it was a phrase, not a word, but Stevie didn’t care.) It meant more than work. It meant work, dot dot dot. Three dots in a row meant work stretching on forever. Like three rocks piled up meant danger. Cody had taught him that.

The weeds grew along the fence beyond the side yard, taking up bulb space, no doubt. Stupid weeds. Stupid skates. The bent skate wheel had decided to go bad right in front of Mrs. Milligan’s. 

Geezy peezy, never easy! How many empty porches did he pass? Why did the skate choose to misbehave in front of her house? Because it knew. It plotted against him. 


Stevie tired of being grumpy and tried to focus on something else – like new skates. He looked heavenward for help. “God? Please make new skates appear…” 

The prayer sounded silly; he knew that God, being a grown-up, would require him to work for it. But the more he thought about it…“Hey, but I’m doing work!” Nothing happened. He complained inwardly, thinking: God. Humph, the stingy old miser. Another rise of guilt wrestled his attempts to squash it.

He wallowed in self-pity as the drudgery continued. He wondered if God kept a pair of scales in a castle nestled in some white puffy clouds – where the ghost of each weed appeared as he pulled them. Of course weeds were bad and would certainly weigh in his favor. And at some point the scales minimum threshold for exacting God’s blessing would be complete. 

But as time passed and nothing happened…he decided the request seemed…selfish.  He needed to countermand it; to dismiss it with loathing. But when the replacement prayer blurted out of him it sounded more like a whine. “Ohhh! Alright. Sorry, God. But can’t you just make the problem go away? I’m tired of not playing.” 

His sour mood loitered like a bad street kid.  He determined to uproot it like an invisible weed. Maybe he should concentrate on the plot before him with more effort.

With mechanical resolve he attacked the field: pull the weed, shake the root off, pull the weed, shake the root off, pull the weed, throw the weed, with root clot attached, against the chain link fence…

Hey, neat! Watch the dirt splatter like bombs bursting in air. He searched for big weeds with great big balls of dirt clotted to them. They made huge explosions.


“What are you doing?” 

Stevie flinched and dropped a tall strand of pigweed. Uncle Harry looked at him sternly. He pointed at the limp spidery weed ornaments decorating the fence. “Get that stuff off of there! The weeds go in the wheelbarrow!”


“Sorry.” Stevie felt glum. Weeds and skates, Uncle Harry and God, the universe kept ganging up. Humph, he thought. I wish I were in charge. Then life wouldn’t be so dog-bone hard. 

While picking at the fence he wondered about the stringy yellow-flowered weeds – or plants. He wasn’t sure. And maybe, if they were flowers, it would mean less work.

“What are these, Uncle Harry?” His uncle had already moved on to a plum tree. While lopping off a sapling he looked over his shoulder and said, “Mustard weed. Pull it.” 


Stevie sighed. But then he noticed they were pretty. An idea began to emerge.

**


Selling weeds is hard work. First off, one has to be willing to search out weeds to pull, an abnormal behavior for any seven-year old. Then, only big fat flowery weeds will do, with big fat root systems – harder to yank out by far. And once they’re out, how does one market them? Who buys weeds, anyhow? How does one get customers interested? It’s not the sort of thing people stop and buy at a stand. Lemonade – yes, avocadoes – yes, – but not weeds. Stevie found that out quick enough. It would rate about as high as running a liver stand, or tootling around the neighborhood in a cauliflower truck (even a stupid ding-a-dong vegetable ditty wouldn’t fool kids for long.) 


He ended up pushing a rickety old wooden wheelbarrow (more hard work), up and down the sidewalk and knocking on doors. He found encouragement at the beginning. Mr. Brown, old and stooped, came shuffling to the door simply delighted to have a young visitor. He didn’t mind the barefoot and shirtless boy standing there all grimy in his tattered patched up jeans, holding out a cluster of pigweed, common groundsel, a few strands of mustard – and some sort of white scraggly stuff. He had a few special bouquets of purple thistle as well. 

Stevie stood there polite and erect, offering his bouquet like he was on a first date. It was a spindly tangle but he presented them in the best possible light.

“How much are they?” Mr Brown asked.


“50 cents a bunch. But if you want just the purple ones I’ll have to charge you 75. They’re harder to get and they prickle your hands a bit…almost like cactus.” It struck him then that he was probably an expert. He knew a lot about weeds. 

A few minutes later found Stevie flipping a shiny half dollar in the air as he bounded lightly down the steps. He imagined an endless flow of coins filling his pockets. It was the dawn of a burgeoning enterprise, complete with new wheelbarrow – maybe a whole fleet! With uniforms, name tags, perhaps a little hat…and a brand new skateboard sporting the best roller wheels money could buy.  


 His enthusiasm wasn’t to last, however. Pushing a wheelbarrow around on a hot June afternoon can be discouraging – especially when nobody else is interested. 

Some were, in fact, downright rude. One lady didn’t get it at all. She glanced over his shoulder at the pile of debris lying in the wheelbarrow and said, “You’re not dumping that rubbish pile in my yard! Not for a dollar I won’t let you…what’s that? You want me to pay you for the trespass? Get that stuff out of here – what’s the matter with you? Where did you say you lived again?”

 Then Jared, Cody, and Charlie happened by on their bikes, returning from a run to Kay’s Liquor. They spied him on a porch where a man studied him suspiciously through a barred chain in the door. They rode up the street hooting back and forth, “Ha ha! Stevie’s selling weeds!” They circled around to tease him some more until the boy started throwing dirt clods. He stood there defiant; his fists balled and jaw set. He couldn’t understand why some people had no vision. 

The brothers zigzagged up the street passing jokes between them until passing out of ear shot. It didn’t take long before their laughter reached Uncle Harry who quickly sent them back with a ‘cease and desist’ order. 

Harry viewed Stevie’s act as a scam and later marched him across the street, right up the steps to Mr. Brown’s, determined to make him return the money. It was most humiliating. But Mr. Brown refused, claiming Stevie never misrepresented the goods he had for sale. He knew what they were and had even put them in a vase. Mr. Brown was such a nice man. 

Excerpt from Chapter 8: Miscellaneous Chores 

February, 1960
Harry directed Butch to a plot of ground to weed; a work zone. When the boy was in place Cody pointed to a strand of barbwire capping the fence and whispered, “That’s just to remind you where you are.”

Butch worked hard and fast, hoping to impress with a handshake and a job well done. The other boys knew better and waited. No sooner had Butch finished when Harry walked over and said, “Great work! Now start over there along the fence…no, no – not just that part, the whole fence line.” 

He led him over to another weedy spot. Due to the distance, Butch’s words were muffled but they could easily hear their uncle.  He was saying, “That’s right, all this here, and then clear up to there. What’s tha…? I know! Look at em all! Yes, Butch, you’re right. They do grow like weeds. You have a que…? Of course I’m serious. Pull them all out!” The look on Butch’s face was priceless.

  
The boys finished their plots and moved over to help. The sun rose high in the sky. Stevie whimpered and said, “Hot.” 


The others ignored him and continued working. The boy paused to get some stickers out of his socks, musing, “You know what? I bet I can name the ten worst words in the world.”


“What?” Cody asked.


“Words. You know. Things you hate…and then I’d come up with the ten best words. I oughta make a list.”


Butch laughed. “Work is on it. That’s one.” 


“And ‘hot,’” Stevie added, pouring on the anguish like gravy. 


They started bantering words back and forth as they worked, discarding ones that didn’t encapsulate the true spirit of what they were after. Besides an explanation, each word also came with instructions on how to say it. Context and feeling were important. Later, after completing it, Stevie taped the list to the wall in his room. 

Stevie and Butch committed it to memory, complete with all the inflections and mannerisms. Gonzo and Janie learned parts of it too. In fact, please memorize the following:  

TEN WORST WORDS 

1. Miscellaneous Chores – Means work, dot dot dot. The worst work ever invented. Hopeless and never ending work. Say it like you’re dragging chains. 



2. Gouge – You’re going to get a scab. Point at the sore and say, Guh, guh, guh, gouge. 


3. Where – You looked in every possible place. Since you know you left it in at least six of the places you checked, wherever it is now is impossible! 

4. Hot –You’re standing on Mercury facing the sun...in July. Say it like weakness is seeping out of every pore.  


5. Why – There is no possible reason but for some reason they said “no” to your reason.  


6. No – Pretend to blow black little smoke-ring-Os when you say it.


7. Wait – The birthplace of whining. Pointless boring moments spent listening to wishes that now taunt you like an ice-cream cone from the future. 


8. Can’t – Say it like you failed so badly that someone will see you, take pity on you, and do it for you. Say it like the big fat loser you are.


9. Knot –A shoelace knot small and tight like a pill bug. I hate knots. Clench your teeth with frustration as you say it because the knot doesn’t care.


10. Lost – Nobody but you touched it and it’s not where you put it. Yes, it really did disappear. All you can do is waste time until a miracle poofs it into existence again. 

TEN BEST WORDS 


1. Play – I know it sounds stupid but it’s true. Say it like you’re skipping through a meadow full of butterflies while laughing and wearing shorts. 


2. Saturday – The day even starts with the word sat, like resting. Day of play. 


3. Found – It turns out to be where you left it, and you can finally scold it for not beeping at you to tell you where it was hiding in the first place.


4. Yes – Play and more play. Because all questions answered with a ‘yes’ means: now you get to. For who asks permission to do work? Say it smilingly.


5. Fun – It’s what heaven is all about. God will laugh and say, “Run along now and have fun.” And it goes on for-ever!  


6. Win – You can allow a touch of, “I’m better than you” to eke out but you have to act like you’re not.


7. Allowance – finger snap the line, “get to Kay’s liquor if you can’t get there quicker!”


8. Done – Because the things that get done are always bad. Like chores and homework. Because nobody says, ‘Whew! I finally got playing army done.’ The word ‘quit’ goes with playing. ‘Whew! I finally quit playing army.’ Sweep the word off your forehead when you say it.  


9. Know – You don’t have to waste time figuring it out. Say it with a knowing glance.


10. Works – Not to be confused with work. When things do what they are supposed to do. Be amazed when you say it. 

Excerpt from Chapter 11: The Tunnel of No Return
April, 1961

The wheelbarrow groaned under Big Omar’s bottom. Sweat stains clung to him like lichen and it was only 9 o’clock in the morning.  

“It started in the trees, Willie,” he was saying. “Believe it or not.”

“In the trees?”

“Stevie and Gonzo – Janie too, I think – they were playin squirrels. Shoot. Everybody was playin squirrels. Go look! The huge nests are still spread out along the treeline, at the tops of the avocado trees. It looks like we got invaded by a bunch of giant condors.”

“But how did that end up being the tunnels?” Willie asked.

“Acorn wars. Everybody laid around in those nests, at first. Rocking in their cradles and watching the clouds go by. They stashed their oranges and cheeped and chirped – like a bunch of dopey squirrels. The oranges were supposed to be acorns.”

“But how did –?”

“The war, Willie. It was like…a miniature society! They got lazy and someone, I don’t know who, started robbing the nests. That spawned the first attack. It spiraled quickly out of control. At one point the melee got so bad it took to the ground. Mr. Van Orden caught em in the midst of throwing and woo wee, you never saw anybody so mad!”

“So he stopped it then? That was the end?” 

“No. Not by a long shot! They started digging after that – calling the holes their ‘Winter Quarters.’ It turned into trench warfare. They kept it hidden, of course, staying back behind the trees. Their uncle still doesn’t know.”

“So from that it grew into this maze of tunnels?”

“Pretty much. They put roofs over them, to offer protection from bombardments. Pretty soon they realized the concealment offered other advantages. They began digging their way across no-mans land, trying to surprise one another.  Of course, the building frenzy got carried away as it always does. The rest is history.”

Willie looked around at the field covered in dirt mounds. A thought occurred to him and he looked at Omar doubtfully. “What were you then – the jumbo breeding squirrel?”

Omar let out a wheezing laugh. “Not me. Trees uproot and run away when they see me comin. I showed up during the trench phase. Stevie and Banzai ambushed me – thinkin I’d joined the ‘Chip-n-Dale’ gang.” He guffawed. “They called themselves ‘The Friends of Bullwinkle.’ Anyway, I plucked those two out of a foxhole by their scrawny little necks – like chickens.” 

“What did Stevie’s brothers do?”

“Aw, it wasn’t like that. In fact, Cody approached me at school last week.” His face became an evil leer. “Cody remembered, Willie. In fact, he said I was perfect for the role.”

“Role? For what?”

“You don’t want to meet me down in them tunnels, Willie. I’ll pluck you up by your scrawny little neck.”

“What?”

“I’m the monster.”

Willie smiled uncomfortably. “I heard about that. They tell me you’re pretty scary. But, I mean, are you? I never thought of you as the bad guy.”

The wheelbarrow complained as Omar leaned forward. “It’s a funny thing, Willie. When I go underground something awful comes over me. Like Jekyll and Hyde. They call me…“The Borgon.” 

Willie tried to imagine. “I guess I’ll find out soon enough. After the Van Ordens finish their yard work.” 

Omar just smiled. He pictured Willie screaming to get away in the darkness, running like a scared chicken. 

Footsteps sounded and the boys looked up. Stevie hailed them. “You’ve got some catchin up to do, Willie. Better let me show you around before things get serious.”  

His jeans and t-shirt were smudged with mud, so bad that he and his brothers used the ranch house as a changing room. It averted suspicion from their uncle.  

“I’ll give you a couple of minutes,” Omar replied. “And then I’m comin for ya.” He grinned at Willie. “I love fresh meat.” 

Willie gulped. Stevie ignored the remarks, concentrating instead on lighting a candle. He ducked into the tunnel and crawled off on all fours. Upon reaching the first intersection he told Willie, “Once the monster starts to prowl the light goes off, my friend. So get all you can quick. We only have a few minutes.”

Stevie crawled quickly, pointing out each junction by name as the dark holes gaped back like open maws. At every room he did the same, sometimes telling a little story to go with it.

“We’re coming to The Suburbs, Willie. Remember – three rooms one after the other. And all have two tunnels leading out. After you get lost remember to turn left at the third suburb. Not the first or second. Those double back, which, if you’re being chased, could be disastrous. It’s the third. It’ll take you clear around. When it Ts, go right to the exit or two lefts to the Bone Room. Your choice.”

“You said…after?”

Stevie smiled. “We all try and stick together, Willie. But when the monster shows up it’s a scatter. You’ll see. And someone always gets lost. Remember, you can’t see a thing.” He signaled three fingers and pointed at the Suburbs again before leaving.
To Willie, the tunnels seemed to go in circles, except that every bit of familiarity left him rounding a corner into another unexplored hallway. He felt lost even with a tour guide. 

Stevie paused suddenly and looked at Willie with a glint of curiosity. “I hope you’re ready for this.” 

Willie opened his mouth to answer…and then the light went out. He didn’t like it. Not one little bit. He stifled his panic and groped for Stevie.

The boy whispered through the darkness. “It’s time we talk in quiet hushes, Willie. It’s down here now. I can always tell.”

“Where are we?”

“In the Gauntlet. It’s a hallway with lots of sharp passages left and right. The Borgon likes to reach out and snatch you as you go by.” 


Willie felt Stevie touch his shoulder. “Only two ways to cross the Gauntlet, Willie. As fast as you can…and as fast as you can.”

“But what about…” He heard his fear sounding helpless and disoriented. The thought of running into…what was it? The Borgon...?

Stevie tried to sound reassuring. “Don’t worry, Willie. You don’t have your tunnel sense yet. But you will.” He started crawling forward and stopped again. “And Willie?”

“Yeah?”

“We’re all brothers down here. It’s one for all and all for one. You start thinkin, every man for himself and himself for every ma – wait, that’s not right. Anyway, you do that and you die. We survive by our wits and courage, but most of all, each other.

“Okay, Stevie. You help me and I’ll help you.”

“That’s the spirit, Willie. Now. Don’t fall into a pit. And dead-ends can fool ya too. You don’t want to discover one when you’re getting chased.”

Willie made a mental note. Learn where the dead-ends are. Check. 

They wandered in the dark for a minute and he asked, “Stevie. Is it fast?” It occurred to him that he’d just referred to the monster as it. 
“No. But it’s like meeting a crocodile in a sewer. It fills a passageway, Willie. Shoot, it fills two! And the smell,” Stevie shuddered, “it’s the smell of Satan.”

“What about…how does it attack?” 

“Like a Mac truck. But scarier. Lots more. And it’s cunning. One time it came at us in the Hall of Roots. There were so many of us we log-jammed trying to escape out a narrow tunnel. It’s a bad place to get caught, Willie. Remember that.

“Anyway, the monster kept circling around, causing those in front to back away. Then it would double back to the room.” He shivered. “It kept scraping off the stragglers like a shark circling a capsized boat. The screams were bad enough, but the roar – it can stun you into putty if you let it. Nearly all of us died.” 

A faint thumping of dirt. The Suburbs. Only Stevie heard it and he led Willie speeding through the Arches of Rin, (named after a favorite army man). He didn’t pause again until reaching the Glory Hole. 

Gripping his arm he whispered, “Work on getting your tunnel ears, Willie. It’s real important. Everything else – wits and instinct – but it don’t matter if you’re dead.”

Willie whispered, “I didn’t hear anything.”

“That’s okay. Your hearing is going to get a whole lot better.”

Willie realized the room was large. He spread out to explore and a sudden empty void nearly caused him to fall in. “Whoa! What the –!”

 “I see you found the pit,” Stevie said. “We’re in the Glory Hole, but it’s probably not a good idea to be here. It’s dangerous. Too many roads leading everywhere. And stay away from the pit, Willie. The Borgon loves that place. It’s sort of like a den.” 

Willie sensed an odor coming out of it and shuddered. He backed off while going over the different places in his mind. Some were easy to remember; the ones named after an artifact or a pronouncement of doom. But the counting on one’s fingers. “How do you manage to keep it all straight? The numbers especially?”

 “Never fear, Willie. We came up with a saying. It goes: 

Beware even numbers, they lead into blunders, dead ends ruin days

Look for seven, which leads to heaven, The Suburbs, anyway.”


“Am I supposed to say that while being chased through the Gauntlet?”


“You’re catchin on, Willie. And don’t forget to…listen...”


“For what?”


“Shhh! No, I mean listen…” A faint shuffling of dirt paused and then picked up again. 


“We gotta move!” Willie cried. “I heard it. It’s coming!”


“Hold on,” Stevie said. “It’s passing through the Bone Room.”


“I don’t care! Let’s go!”


Stevie tugged on his shirt. “Get a hold of yourself, Willie. There’s a barred window between us. It has to go around. It’s headed towards the Tunnel of No Return…I think.”

“What do you mean, you think?”

“I’m not sure. You were talking when we should’ve been listening.”

“Stevie! Which is it?”

“We should retreat again through the Gauntlet. I’m…eighty-two percent sure.” Without waiting he hurried off, with Willie groping to feel his heels. Beyond the hallway the floor dipped like a spoon. 

Stevie whispered, “We call this place, ‘The Bowl.’ It’s a good listening post.”


They huddled in silence, remaining alert. Stevie chastised himself for allowing the distraction. Very careless. All this talk had made him forget that a monster stalked them.  

As for Willie, he kept flexing his eyes out of habit. He made an effort to relax his face, self-consciously flaring his nostrils and wriggling his ears, as if that would engage them into picking up the slack. 

He wondered where the exit was, knowing for certain he had no idea. It still amazed him how this whole labyrinth had come together so quickly. A support beam settled somewhere and he worried about its sturdiness. But Stevie gripped his arm and dread gripped his heart. Not a support beam? 

Stevie whispered very close. “Somewhere in the Gauntlet. If it doesn’t turn soon, stay on my heels. I will make a series of lefts. Meet me in the Bone Room. It’s a good place; our favorite listening post.” Both poised to bolt.

The sounds stopped. They waited. Willie heard breathing and worried. A faint whisper reached him. “I don’t like this, Butch. We should have gone the other way.”

“Gonzo?” Stevie breathed.

“Stevie? That you?”

Willie sighed with relief. “Who’s all there?”

“Me and Butch. Jared and Janie split off at the Glory Hole.”

“We thought you were the monster.”

“Pshu – the monster will never get me – Bwaaghh!” 

A flurry of movement – bodies bumping, arms grappling, and most of all, the screaming. A hand clamped Willie’s wrist. With an ear-deafening roar it tore loose, the beckoning cries fading quickly down a side passage. 

A stampede of knees and hands erupted all around him. He joined in, pummeling the ground as fast as he could. They carried him along nicely, at first. But then he realized he stampeded alone. 

Dread filled him. In a small voice he blurted, “Hello? Anybody there?” but then he felt mortified at how loud it sounded. Gonzo’s screams had smothered into nothingness, leaving him alone with the pressing darkness.

He padded onward, groping along walls. At intervals a support beam bumped his shoulder and he wondered if it was the same one. How long had he been wandering? Five minutes, ten? What did Stevie tell him? Turn left at the Suburbs. The third room, he remembered. But where was he? How would one ever know? Fat lot of good that tidbit was.

He ventured a whisper. “Stevie? Butch?” The silence responded with tense awareness, telling him he was alone.

Despair threatened and he sensed how crippling it could be. Strange imaginings invaded; noises, smells, a ghost – even light. More than once he glanced back, trying to shake the feeling that something followed. He could hardly bear it. But then whispers came to him somewhere up ahead.

His heart leaped at the thought of finding companionship. “You guys?” 

“Willie! That you? Over this way.”

He groped ahead, his excitement rising, wanting to close the distance. “Keep talking! I don’t want to get lost again.”

“Right here, Willie. Keep coming.” 

Relief washed over him. “You have no idea how glad I am to fin –” His face smacked into a hard grate. Reaching for his forehead he cried, “What’s happening?”

“Willie?” Butch was very close. “How did you end up in there?”

“Where?”

“You’re on the other side of the bars, Willie. You’re in the Glory Hole.”

“Is that…”

“Listen to me, Willie. That’s not a good thing.”

“What do I –”

“Shhh!” Janie’s voice now. “Do you smell it?”

Willie did smell it. Something awful. But which side was it on?

 A low gurgle reached him and Willie knew. The Borgon. It stalked him. His mind shouted for a decision. Bolt or freeze! No. It’s a Mac truck. It’s going to lumber through an intersection – this intersection.  

He backed away from the bars as the smell grew more pungent, burning at his eyes – even heat. A thumping vibration beside his hand, then a brush of clammy flesh. The air around him split with a brain freezing roar. He felt rather than saw the bear sized arms reaching out to grab him and rolled back, finding the brink of the precipice again. 

With no time to think, he rushed forward keeping the pit to his left. The ground thundered behind him. 

“It’s got you on his favorite ledge, Willie!” Stevie cried. “You’re circling the pit!”

“What! Why – is that bad? Am I going to die?”

“Keep it together, Willie! And beware! The Borgon likes to double back the other way! 

“He what?” Willie screamed. “I can’t see a thing! How do you know?”

“You don’t! I know times like these can be trying, Willie! But the thing is, try not to panic!”

“Aaaghh! The thing almost grabbed me!”

“At least you know where it is, Willie! Cuz when its pitch black you can’t always know! It might stop and just wait for you to come around…or double back – hard to figure. Course, it might just want you to think it has. Trickery, trickery, trickery, Willie. Don’t let it fool ya.”

“Are you kiddin me!” he screamed. “That’s no kind of help!”

Willie sensed the thing pounding the ground right behind him. Another furious roar and he sped up. He flew around the ring, desperate to stay ahead of the grappling claws that touched his feet more than once. His hand missed the rim, almost spilling him into the abyss. How deep was it? How had he not thought to ask? 

He screamed again as the monster roared. Oh, what possessed him to spend his Saturday this way – in the dark, running around the rim of a black hole, monster at his heels. He thought about his older brother chasing him around the dining room table wearing socks on a slippery hardwood floor. A day at the movies compared to this.

Butch gained the podium. (The Bone Room also functioned as a great coaching cage.) “Willie! Whatever you do, don’t fall in the pit! If you do…oh-ho Willie – the thing is – don’t!”

Stevie took over. “Cuz that’s what it wants! It’ll roll off the ledge and probably land on you! You’ll be squashed!” 

Butch called out again. “And even if it misses, your only option is the Tunnel of No Return. Only, think about the name, Willie. We named it that for a reason. I mean, cuz, nobody ever does!”

Willie heard words but couldn’t concentrate. He screamed, “What are you talking about? Tell me what to do!”

He felt himself tiring but slowing was unthinkable. He reasoned that the monster must be tiring as well. And then he felt something to his front; warm, damp, and writhing. “Wuaaugh!” The monster – doubling back? It now faced him? But such was not the case. His adrenalin had only powered him around the course until he’d lapped it, trampling on it’s feet. 

A deafening roar confronted the insult, twisting around. Willie turned too and fled the other way. 

“Oh, sweet God in heaven, help me!” he screamed. “It’s going to get me! I can’t keep this up!”

Stevie answered, “Flee the pit, Willie! It’s your only chance!”

“Flee? Flee where?”

He spun out into the Glory Hole, groping lest he crash into a wall. He felt dizzy and disoriented, even nauseous from fright. With no thought to direction he dashed away blindly. The Borgon remained close on his heels. 

“Not that way, Willie!” Butch cried.

“What way? How am I supposed to know what way?” he screamed. Willie found it amazing to be having any sort of conversation but wished desperately to hear something useful.

Butch answered, “I mean, didn’t Stevie tell you?”

“Tell me what?” The question came with a sickening feeling. But before he could ponder it, empty space gaped where the floor should have been. What the – another bottomless pit!!? Why would they put…Flailing uselessly he fell headlong into a hole. But not a pit, exactly. It had rounded walls, like a tube, or maybe a sewer. 

Trailing off came the reply as he tumbled down and down: “…to stay clear of the Tunnel of No Return!” 

His stomach did flip-flops. Is that where I am? It didn’t have a good ring to it. He felt the passage leveling out and then empty into a room. Pressing forward he groped for the other side, hoping to find a passage but expecting none. He found a wall and traced it around quickly, remembering Stevie’s lesson of avoiding the dead end. It was. Open space yawned above. No ceiling either? Understanding poured in. He stood up in the bottom of a pit. The monster’s pit. The name of the forbidden tunnel made sense at last. 

Strangely enough the Borgon didn’t follow. But why? He pushed into the tunnel and listened. Nothing. Oh, but wait a minute. Raspy breathing – faint and guttural. Fear rushed back afresh. It’s toying with me, he thought. I’m a mouse. No. More like…kid pie. 

An odor drifted over and he thought of Satan. Stevie was right. A low growl rolled down the hole, standing the hairs on his neck. He backed out into the pit again. If he could only reach the ledge!

“Help!” he cried. “Won’t somebody please help?”

Dirt and scuffling rumbled in the tunnel. The Borgon. It was coming. He retreated to the far side, tracing the pit again. This time he found a small step carved into the wall, about a foot off the floor. He stepped up and reached for the top. His fingers cupped the lip. So high!

“Help!” he shouted again. “It’s coming for me!”

Whispers then and scuffling feet. He dared to hope, but without patience. “Hurry oh hurry oh please please hurry!”

“Keep it together, Willie,” Butch whispered. “Just give me your hand.” 

“We’ll pull you out.” Stevie crowded at his side.

Willie leaped blindly, swiping his hands but they only slapped harmlessly. He fell back to the step where his balance wobbled, sending him sprawling backwards with an “oof” onto the floor. The monster snorted from somewhere up the tunnel, anticipating the kill. Willie squealed with adrenalin and leaped up for another try. 

“Grab on this time – please! Make the hands grab me!” He leaped again and found more palms but once more failed to latch on. 

The monster lumbered near the pit entrance, hearing the urgings from above for the first time. That made it angry. A rescue mission in progress? The outrage poured forth in a stifling roar before storming out in fury. 

Willie felt the presence rising in the room as he landed on the step, struggling to keep his balance.  He leaped again and this time grabbed hold. He flung his free hand upwards for another and struck gold a second time. The angels from above pulled.

The monster thumped the walls with swiping paws – like cedars. Butch grabbed a wad of t-shirt as the monster closed in – grabbing at Willie’s ankles. 

“Waugh! It’s got me!” 

“Hold on!” Butch and Stevie pulled but the monster was stronger. They felt their grips slipping. Willie stretched out like a wire in space. 

Stevie grunted encouragement. “You’re doin good, Willie! Keep doin what you’re doin!”

“Aaaghh! Are you crazy? My legs are gonna be bloody stumps!” 

More hands grappled around his arms from above, yanking furiously. “Get his belt!” someone cried.

“Gonzo! You’re back!” 

“You’ll hear it all, Stevie. Jared and Janie’s here too. Now pull!” 

With all of their heaving they still feared the worst. But Willie lost a shoe and it gave them reprieve. Butch found the belt and Jared helped him pull. Willie gained the edge and rolled, Gonzo forcing him away from the ledge with a mighty shove. 

“I’m alive,” Willie said. “Thank you God.” He turned back to Gonzo pleading; “Get yourself safe bro; you’re too close to the edge.” 

“Pshu – the monster will never get me – Bwaaghh!” 

“Gonzo!” The others cried in chorus as a mighty hand swept through the darkness and took him from the ledge. They heard the screams below as the monster tore into him, lavishing on the solace that someone paid at last.

They were reluctant to leave but nothing could be done. Unable to help Gonzo they departed, maneuvering through the maze of passageways until the screams grew faint. 

When they finally stopped, Stevie breathed, “Poor Gonzo. Did you hear what he said? Before he went over the side, that is?”

Butch responded, “You catch that? It’s what he said in the Gauntlet – the same last words…twice!”

“How did it go?”

Jared quoted the words verbatim. “He said, ‘Pshu – the monster will never get me bwaaghh.’”

Butch expressed what they were all thinking. “Memorize it, you guys. Gonzo’s line is officially jinxed. You can think the monster will never get you… but you can’t ever say it.”

Stevie thought of Willie and queried, “What do you think now, Willie?”

Willie replied, “I think I wet my pants.”

**

