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Preface
Sometimes, life throws you a curveball. You can back away from being struck in the head, or you can take a swing at the ball on the chance you might hit a home run. For my friends in this story, they opted to hit away.
The Robbery
It was the Fourth of July. The sun was setting; it cast long shadows across the face of a 19th century Romanesque structure. People trickled out the entrance past the polished, brass double doors. It was closing time.
Above the entrance, a marble portico with the words, “Natural History Museum,” engraved into its facing shielded the entryway from rain. Two marble columns supported the portico. Behind one of the columns hid an adult giraffe, Raffster.
Raffster was identical to a standard African giraffe in nearly all respects –- from the spots on his hide to his long eyelashes -- except for one essential difference -- he was nine-inches tall.
Raffster was not alone. Sitting like a jockey in a western-style saddle on Raffster’s back was his passenger, Li’l Raff. Although of grade school age and unlikely to be of much assistance, Raffster had decided, nevertheless, to allow Li’l Raff to participate in the mission.
Of greater concern to Raffster was the third and final member of his company, a teenage giraffe whose name was Riffraff. Characteristically, he was fidgeting on his hooves and ducking in and out behind the column. Raffster had to bite Riffraff’s tail and yank him behind the column to keep their presence secret.
When the coast appeared clear, the tall giraffe said to his compatriots, “We’re going in.”
With his neck held low, Raffster skulked forward towards the double doors. Li’l Raff planted his head on Raffster’s neck. He shivered in his stirrups. Riffraff followed in his cousin’s shadow, swinging his head left and right.
Upon reaching the entrance, Raffster paused. Riffraff was not paying attention and plowed into the team leader.
“Watch it,” scolded Raffster. “This mission is risky enough without your bungling.”
The two Raffies tiptoed -- as best as giraffes can because they have hoof-like feet -- into the main gallery of the museum. What met their eyes astounded them.
Dinosaurs! Gigantic skeletons of ancient life were on display like giant guardians of the museum. Li’l Raff slumped in his saddle and nearly fell off. Riffraff retreated.
Raffster swung his head around and nudged Li’l Raff upright. Then, he grabbed Riffraff by the tail and swung him forward. He slid across the polished floor headlong into a three-inch high, circular retaining wall surrounding a dinosaur. Clunk!
“Ouch!” cried Riffraff. Wiggling on his back, the embarrassed giraffe struggled to right himself. Above, a giant skeleton towered over him. Once on his hooves, his eyes followed the bones skyward where he saw the monstrous head of a Tyrannosaurus rex.
“Yikes!” shrieked Riffraff. He scampered to Raffster, who was hiding next to a Triceratops exhibit. Riffraff bumped into his adult guide, nearly knocking Li’l Raff off his saddle.
“Keep your voice down,” whispered Raffster. “Why can’t you behave yourself like Li’l Raff?”
Before Riffraff could offer an excuse, there was a loud bang. This was immediately followed by a second bang. They were trapped. A museum guard had closed the main doors.
“Raffster, Ogs!” Riffraff shouted.
“Follow me!” commanded Raffster.
The giraffes took off as fast as they could run. A blur of hooves carried them past a Brontosaurus and a Velociraptor. Panting heavily, the two galloping Raffies took a moment to look behind them. It was a critical mistake. Looming ahead of them was a stairwell that was ready to swallow them like the open jaws of a Tyrannosaurus rex.
There was no way to stop in time, but they tried anyway. Raffster’s and Riffraff's legs collapsed like folding chairs. On their bellies, they slid towards the stairwell that led to the basement. Just before falling over the edge of this wooden waterfall, Raffster turned his head to be nose-to-nose with his passenger. “Hold on tight, Li'l Raff,” he said.
“Oh nooo!” said Li’l Raff.
Head over hooves, tails flaying, the giraffes tumbled down the stairs. Riffraff crashed to the floor with a thud. His legs thrashed the air. Raffster landed on top of Li'l Raff. The Raffies paused to listen.
“You’re squishing me,” Li’l Raff said.
Raffster rolled off Li'l Raff. “When I agreed to let you come, Li’l Raff, it was with the understanding you'd stay firmly aboard,” said Raffster.
Li'l Raff grinned guiltily.
“What do we do? What do we do?” said Riffraff.
“Oh, help Li’l Raff up,” said Raffster.
Riffraff grabbed Li’l Raff by the fluff on his neck and lifted him aboard Raffster. The Raffies scanned the space. What they saw was a huge room filled with metal shelves that held historical artifacts of all types. There were boxes of bones, boxes of rocks, and boxes of mechanical gadgets. There were file cabinets and furniture, old cars and farm machinery, sculptures and paintings.
“Look around,” Raffster instructed. “You have an idea of what the Doctor needs.”
The giraffes scattered. They examined many curious objects. Their long necks allowed them to poke their heads into boxes, and their long legs gave them the height necessary to inspect the lower surfaces of shelves.
Wandering along a walkway that ran the length of the basement, Riffraff found a closed door labeled “Albert Einstein Archives.” He pushed on it with his rump. Nothing happened. He jumped up and down. The tapping of his hooves on the concrete floor roused Raffster to his side.
Raffster looked at the sign and studied the door handle. “Li'l Raff, put a bite on that handle,” he said.
Li'l Raff attempted to grab the knob with his mouth, but it was too big for him. He saw an exposed screw that held the handle to its spindle. He bit it. The handle turned, the door swung open, and Li'l Raff was pulled from his saddle. He dangled in midair.
“Don't forget about me,” mumbled Li’l Raff.
“You're always looking for a free ride,” said Raffster.
While Li’l Raff repositioned himself into Raffster’s saddle, Riffraff galloped through the doorway. He crashed into the leg of a table. A telephone on the table was shot from the surface and fell to the floor.
Riffraff stumbled to his hooves and shook his head to clear the stars that seemed to swirl in his brain. From the telephone handset on the floor, he heard a voice. He bent down to listen.
“If you wish to make a call, please hang up and dial again.” is what Riffraff heard.
“I think there's an Og in there,” he said.
“Never mind that, you dimwitted giraffe,” reprimanded Raffster.
The Raffies wandered around the boxes and furniture in the room. Raffster paused next to a trunk that was marked "Dad's Papers.” “This looks important,” he said.
Riffraff was quick to pop the latches. Raffster pried open the lid. Like a flash, Riffraff scrambled inside. He ran in circles and dug through the contents with his nose. Papers flew everywhere.
“Riff,” counseled Raffster, “will you please relax.”
“I’m so misunderstood,” Riffraff said. Nonetheless, the overexcited giraffe decided to follow Raffster’s advice. He pushed papers aside and sat. His rump landed with a thump. His splayed legs revealed an envelope secured with a string. A handwritten message on the envelope read “To my son, Hans. Solution to the Secret of Gravity. Dad.”
Raffster looked at the envelope then at Riffraff. “This is what the Doctor ordered,” said Raffster.
Raffster grabbed the envelope with his mouth and placed it into Riffraff's saddlebag. “It's now up to you,” he said. “Let's get out of here.”
The Raffies dashed out of the room and made their way to the stairs that led back to the gallery. Using their necks as levers, they lifted their bulbous abdomens over each step. Upon reaching the gallery, their spotted hides were shiny from perspiration.
Riffraff was tired; he panted heavily. His long neck was bent; his head lay on the floor. Raffster was a stronger giraffe. He did not need a rest. He stepped cautiously into the dinosaur gallery and carefully scouted the cavernous room. Except for bones, it was empty; there was not a living soul present. This indirectly presented a problem. How were they going to get out?
“Where do we go? Where do we go?” yelped Riffraff.
“I don’t know,” said Raffster. “We may have to wait until morning.”
“Oh nooo, Li’l Raff said. “I’m hungry.”
“Me too,” said Riffraff, as he raised his head off the floor. “I was so looking forward to munching on some of those acacia trees we passed by.”
Suddenly, a humming sound preceded the appearance of a machine. A boxy looking device, it buffed the marble floor leaving a sparkling sheen in its wake. When it reached the far end of the gallery, it reversed course. Back-and-forth it went, cleaning a stripe of the floor with each pass.
Relentlessly, the floor polisher came closer to the Raffies. Li’l Raff slid low in his saddle, hiding his head in Raffster’s neck fluff. Riffraff danced on his hooves, imitating the come and go action of the machine.
“I’m going for a ride,” Riffraff said impulsively. He huffed and puffed to the polisher with the Einstein letter flapping in his saddlebag.
Raffster was caught unprepared. “Come back here,” he shouted.
There was no stopping Riffraff. He made a flying leap and jumped on the floor polisher. Unfortunately, this fatigued giraffe had underestimated his strength. The best he could manage was to get his neck on top of the machine. His legs dangled over the side.
Riffraff scrambled to pull himself aboard. He wiggled his legs. He waggled his rump. He twisted his neck. His nose hit a red button labeled “manual control” on the instrument panel. “That can’t be good,” he said.
Abruptly, the machine veered from its path and skated diagonally across the floor. The change in direction caught Riffraff by surprise. He lost what little grip he had and tumbled to the floor. He landed with a thwack.
Raffster came on a gallop. “You dimwit,” he said.
Once again, Riffraff struggled to get to his hooves. The floor, still slick from being polished, provided no footing. A dazed and confused giraffe fell to the floor. Li’l Raff giggled.
“You’re a disaster area,” said Raffster. As the tall giraffe lifted Riffraff to his hooves, the floor polisher jumped the wall surrounding the Brontosaurus exhibit and crashed into the dinosaur with a bang. It bounced off the skeleton and careened like a pinball towards the Tyrannosaurus rex.
The long neck of the Brontosaurus whipped back-and-forth. Raffster and Riffraff watched in awe how it oscillated. Li’l Raff looked at the weaving skeleton then compared it to Raffster. He observed how similar their necks were to the ancient animal.
Crack! Halfway down the neck of the Brontosaurus, the bones separated. Like a missile, the head of the dinosaur took aim at the stunned Raffies.
“Yikes!” yelled Riffraff.
“Oh nooo,” moaned Li’l Raff.
Bang! The floor polisher crashed into the Tyrannosaurus rex. The skeleton collapsed. Bones crashed to the floor.
“It’s raining bones,” screamed Li’l Raff.
“What do we do? What do we do?” groaned Riffraff.
Honk! A burglar alarm barked. Bling! A red light flashed. Bang! A door opened. Bang! Another door opened. Museum guards rushed into the gallery. Pelted by falling bones, the guards stumbled to the floor.
“This is our chance to get out of here,” hollered Raffster. “In the event of a bone storm, leave through the nearest door.”
As bones bounced off the floor like hailstones, the Raffies dodged and weaved their way through the maelstrom to the open doors.
Coming upon two guards who lay on the floor with their hands over their heads, Riffraff faltered.
“Keep going,” Raffster urged, “Sue Town is depending on you.”
Riffraff found a burst of energy. He lowered his neck and gave all his might to his running.
At the edge of his eyesight, one of the guards glimpsed two shadows. “Did you see that?” he yelled to his partner.
“See what?” the other guard shouted.
The Raffies sped past the guards through the main doors.
Boom, boom, boom!
“Oh nooo,” said Li’l Raff. “Now what?”
Li’l Raff turned in his saddle and looked at the museum. He focused on the light streaming from the open doors. Then, unexpectedly, the night sky morphed into daylight.
The Raffies did not pause to enjoy the spectacle. They raced from the museum as Independence Day fireworks exploded overhead.
The Red Boulders
The sun was high overhead; it was a hot. There was not a cloud in the sky. It was a typical summer day in the Mohave Desert.
Nestled in the foothills of the Spring Mountains was the home of Mr. and Mrs. Morton. The split-level house was located in a new subdivision in Las Vegas, Nevada -- at one time, the fastest growing state in the nation.
As was custom for many families in Las Vegas, the Mortons had a swimming pool. Surrounding this backyard oasis was a concrete patio and a security fence. Sitting in a lawn chair next to the pool was Mrs. Morton. In her hands was the local newspaper. She stared at one of the headlines. It read “More Layoffs at Nanosecond Communications Corp.”
A commotion in the pool distracted Mrs. Morton’s attention from the headline. She looked up and saw her thirteen-year-old daughter, Becky, holding her brother’s head under the water.
The boy wrestled himself free and lunged to the surface gasping for air. “Quit it, Becky!” he shouted. “You're drowning me.”
Age eleven, Joshua Morton was at a physical disadvantage to his larger sister. Becky laughed at him. Adding insult to near injury, she used her hand to shoot water into her brother’s face.
“Mom,” Joshua shouted, “Becky's trying to kill me.”
Mrs. Morton cautioned her daughter. “Becky, stop trying to kill your brother.”
Joshua glared at his sister. Becky stuck her tongue out at him. She turned and swam to a rock waterfall at the far end of the pool.
“I’ve had it. Lilli, let’s go,” Joshua said, as he slogged through the water.
Ten-year-old Lilli Carswell, Joshua’s next door neighbor, climbed out of the pool ahead of him. She grabbed a towel and dried herself off, starting with her long brown hair. Dripping wet, Joshua plodded to his mother’s side.
“Mom, why is she always picking on me?” he asked.
“Not now,” Mrs. Morton replied.
Water dripped from his body onto the newspaper.
“Look what you're doing,” she scolded.
Joshua’s body sagged; his shoulders became stooped. More water fell on the newspaper. The drops highlighted an article about a break-in at the natural history museum.
“Look! That's where we went,” Joshua exclaimed. He wrestled with his mother for control of the newspaper. “It says the museum was broken into and the dinosaurs are all broken.”
Lilli cautiously approached.
“I don't have time for this,” Mrs. Morton said.
“But, Mom,” he moaned.
Mrs. Morton snatched the paper back. It ripped. “Now look what you've done,” she said.
Lilli froze in her steps.
The rear door of the house slammed shut. Mr. Morton had returned early from work. He walked briskly towards his wife. Joshua sprinted to his father's side. Mr. Morton did not pause to acknowledge his son. Joshua tugged on his father’s pants for attention.
“Dad, Dad, wait 'till you hear,” Joshua pleaded. “Just wait. The dinosaurs got broken into, and they're broken, and their bones are all over the place. Remember, we went to see them and can we go see them again? Can we?”
“Joshua, please,” Mr. Morton groaned.
When Joshua reached his mother, he grabbed the newspaper once again. He presented it to his father.
“Dad, isn't this cool. Maybe we can help put them back together again. Can we, Dad? Can we?”
“Joshua, go play with your friend,” Mrs. Morton said. “You're being rude.”
“But, Mom, what about the dinosaurs?”
“Go play with Lilli. We'll talk about it later,” she said.
Joshua drifted towards Lilli. “Let's go where were wanted,” he said in a loud voice.
Dejected, Joshua trudged flat-footed to a pair of sneakers that lay on a chair near the security fence. As he placed on a teeshirt and his shoes, Lilli approached, flip-flops on her feet, a towel wrapped around her one-piece bathing suit.
Mr. Morton looked at the newspaper. He handed it back to his wife. “I see you've learned the good news,” he said.
“What an inappropriate way to learn about it,” Mrs. Morton replied. “Is your job in jeopardy?”
“I know nothing more than what it says in the paper,” he said.
Joshua and Lilli left the patio through a chain link gate.
Mrs. Morton turned from her husband and watched the children leave. She shouted angrily, “Joshua, don't forget your hat.”
Joshua hurried back to the chair to get his baseball cap. He led Lilli to a jumbled heap of red boulders on a construction site immediately behind the Morton home. The site was noisy with activity. A bulldozers and dump trucks worked to level the ground of small hills and rocks.
“You see how Becky treats me,” Joshua said, as the two walked together.
“Yeah, she's not very nice, but at least you have a sister,” Lilli countered.
“I wonder if I’d be better off as an only child... like you,” mumbled Joshua.
They reached the Red Boulders. Near a twelve-inch crevice between two of the largest boulders was a miniature town of plastic toy houses, metal cars, and construction toys. Some of the houses were upside down. Pebbles that marked the location of roads, and twigs used for fences were knocked out of position. Plastic army soldiers lay on their sides.
“Look! Sue Town is all wrecked,” Joshua cried out. “Even our sign is gone. Who could have done this?”
He sat on the ground to evaluate the carnage. Lilli unwrapped her towel and folded it in half. She placed it on the red-colored soil next to him and sat on it.
“I don't know. Everything's a mess,” she said.
Joshua crawled around the area and gathered the displaced buildings. He handed them to Lilli, who returned them to their proper positions along the pebble streets. While Joshua placed his army soldiers upright in the sand, Lilli positioned a few saltshaker-sized wooden dolls next to the houses.
“We’re still missing some of the houses,” Lilli said.
Joshua looked around. “I don’t see them.”
“Do you think the wind blew them away?”
“Na. I bet Becky took them.”
Then, Joshua spied something. “Lilli, look, I think I see one”. He reached forward and placed his hand into the crevice.
Sue Town
If Joshua only knew what was beyond the reach of his hand. If he did, it would take a brave boy, less than one-foot tall, to pass through the dark tunnel that led into the midst of the Red Boulders.
Unfortunately, Joshua was not one-foot tall. There was no way he could enter the tunnel. On the other hand, I was small enough to squeeze through. Let me tell you what I saw.
As an initial matter, I was nervous to enter the spooky, crooked passageway. I was afraid I might run into spiders, a Gila monster, or maybe even a rattlesnake! Nevertheless, I crept into the darkness. To guide my way through, I held out my hand. Sometimes, I touched the cold rock walls, and often, I withdrew my hand in fright. If only I had brought a flashlight.
The midpoint of the journey tested my fears, for this was where sunlight from the entrance faded, and my view ahead dimmed appreciably. I noticed how quiet it had become. I shivered from the cold. Ignoring my discomfort, my curiosity drove me on, even though the far easier course of action was to retreat to the sunshine. My courage was rewarded, for I saw a glimmer of light that signaled the end of the tunnel. My fears eased; my frightful passage was nearing a conclusion.
I turned a corner. Suddenly, light exploded into my eyes. I paused to let my senses adjust. Gradually, a cave of immense proportions blossomed into view. The anxiety of claustrophobia I had felt in the tunnel was now a memory. I looked at the ceiling that towered over me. Brilliant sunlight streamed through an opening in the top of the cavern.
This was no ordinary cave. The surfaces were not rocky or jagged; consequently, they were too smooth to be a phenomenon of nature. Scratches on the rock walls revealed to my naïve understanding of mechanics that someone had used tools or even machines to carve out the space from the red sandstone of the boulders. The hemispherical ceiling -- at least ten times my height -- had no support. It demonstrated that the builders had an understanding of engineering.
I lowered my eyes. To my astonishment, I saw a stick on which someone had written “Sue Town.” Was this the sign that had disappeared? If so, how did it get here? Moreover, who had suspended it from two poles allowing me to walk underneath it?
I stared at the ground for a moment to consider what I had seen. What greeted my eyes was another wonder. Inside the hollowed out boulders was a mosslike substance that resembled grass.
I rubbed my eyes with my hands. “This cannot be,” I said aloud. “What’s going on here?”
I shook off the cobwebs that seemingly filled my mind. The invisible mufflers on my ears fell to the ground. What greeted me were the sounds of civilization. I lifted my eyes to see -- a town! And more. Stretching from my feet to the limits of the cavern’s walls was a complete ecosphere of houses and living things.
Who had built this place?
I needed an answer. A gravel trail led from the Sue Town sign through this grassy area that stretched out in front of me. It was an invitation I could not refuse. I began to walk. Along the way, I perused the beautiful flowers that lined the path. Then, I saw a marvelous sight: Giraffes!
There were three of them. The largest was about three times my height. He was eating the leaves of an acacia tree –- the favorite food of giraffes. This tree was one of many that surrounded what I called the “Plaza.” A second, smaller giraffe was eating the lower hanging leaves of the same tree. They were delicate in their eating, shaping the trees into round balls that resembled pom-poms. A third giraffe, the smallest of the journey -- a giraffe herd is called a journey -- was gleefully galloping around, apparently enjoying the sunshine and the grassy surface.
The giraffes did not seem to mind that I had invaded their community. Not even the little one. The largest giraffe looked at me then returned to his eating. Strange.
As I neared the end of the grass, I caught sight of a series of poles around the periphery of the Plaza. On top of each pole was a glass bowl. They looked like streetlights, but there was an essential difference. Instead of a single light, the globes were filled with many twinkling lights.
Before I could evaluate what caused this magical effect, an opening in the trees presented to me a rainbow of colored toy houses. They were arrayed in circular fashion around the Plaza, and the colors mimicked the visible light of a rainbow: purple, blue, green, yellow, orange, and red. The arrangement was in the manner of a typical American town square. I had solved another mystery. Here were Lilli and Joshua’s missing toys.
I crossed a cobblestone street. Looming before me was a white geodesic dome. It was three times as tall as the largest giraffe. White steps led to a pair of doors that were wide open. Etched into the quartz rock above the doors were the words “Spectra Center.” I thought to myself that this was a peculiar name for a building.
The trail curled around this white hemispherical structure and joined a canal from the left hand side of the cave. The canal was a “U” shaped structure and was made of a material that looked like concrete. The water was crystal clear. Schools of fish swam in a lazy fashion in the direction I was walking. I stopped and bent down. I placed my finger in the water and brought it to my lips. It tasted salty! This was unexpected. I rose and resumed my walk, my mind thinking about the possibilities of what I had just discovered. I became lost in thought. Soon, I found myself in a forest.
This was no ordinary forest. The ground was barren of the typical debris of leaves and fallen trees that characterized a virgin environment. Instead, the ground was groomed clean; grass and wildflowers covered the forest floor.
The trail carried me deeper into the forest. Tucked among the trees were frontier homes, similar to those that pioneers made during their colonization of rural America. Some of them were log houses; a few had rock walls with twig roofs.
In the trees above, I spied many birds’ nests. Many were small. Others were large bowls of intertwined reeds with thatched roofs supported on poles. The nests were constructed on the boughs of trees in a multilayered fashion. This arrangement gave me the impression that the birds lived condominium style, that is, neighbors, not competitors, for the riches of the forest. I decided to call this place Canopy Village.
There was no shortage of light in the forest. Although the trees obstructed the sunlight that came from the crack in the top of the cave, a new source of light was present. It came from the fish that swam in the canal.
How could this be? Well, first I must explain that the canal was no longer a ditch in the ground. Instead, the canal had changed into a cylindrical tube made of a glass. The diameter of the tube, or pipe, was about the size of a tiny basketball and was suspended above the ground on wooden supports that looked like the letter “H.”
Second, because the tube was transparent, I could see the fish swimming along in a sinusoidal way, that is, in an up and down fashion. I tapped on the tube. Red, blue, and purple light radiated from the bodies of the fish. The leaves on the trees reflected some of the light to the ground. From head to toe, my body was bathed in a multicolor light. A slight breeze rustled the leaves, which caused the light from the fish to dance over my body. The result was mesmerizing.
I walked along the pipe, tapping the glass every now and then to agitate the fish into producing more of their phosphorescent light. Before I knew it, my steps had taken me past Canopy Village into a watery environment of streams, swamps, and ponds. Earthen dams of felled trees were strung across the streams to form ponds. Inside the ponds, I observed small logs and the branches of trees piled high into mounds. To my inexperienced eye, these looked like the homes of beavers. Along the banks of the ponds, tall reed grass whistled in the breeze. I suspected that here was the source of the material that the birds of Canopy Village had used to build their nests. This maze of water elements, I concluded, must be the home of amphibians and other fresh water animals. Aquatarian Village is the name I chose for this place.
I paused in my walk to ponder the incongruity of this water environment with the tube carrying the salt water fish. Of course, beavers live in fresh water. They cannot survive in salt water, just as salt water fish cannot live in fresh water. To maintain the integrity of their living environments, it was necessary to keep the salt water from contaminating Aquatarian Village, and the fresh water from infiltrating the salt water that was home to the fish. Then, I remembered from my schoolwork that lantern fish, which live in ocean water, gave off a phosphorescent light. This explained a secondary purpose of this unique water transportation system. It was also a lighting system for Canopy Village. What a clever idea!
I had to find out the source of the salt water, so I increased my pace. Aquatarian Village gradually changed from a watery environment to a desert one. Leafy trees disappeared; in their place grew palm trees. Marshes and swamps became sand dunes. These dunes had two distinctive characteristics. The first was that they were pink. I had never before seen pink sand. My experience was limited to the white and tan beaches of North Carolina and California. The second was the height of the dunes. I had seen sand dunes before at Kitty Hawk in North Carolina; however, these were sand hills, many times the height of the Kitty Hawk dunes.
I was drawn off the path by my curiosity. I crossed underneath the salt water pipe and stepped onto the sand. It was a fine-grained variety and was difficult to walk on with any rapidity. In spite of this hardship, I plodded to the summit of the nearest dune.
By the time I reached the top, sand filled my shoes. I wanted to sit and empty them; instead, I paused to look for the complement to the dunes, the source of the salt water. In the distance, I saw an irregularly shaped lake with pink sandy beaches and an island consisting of eight arms or spokes. There was something built on the island, but I could not distinguish what it was, because my vision was hampered by sunlight that was reflecting off the surface of the lake.
I forgot about the sand in my shoes and bounded down the other side of the dune to the trail that led to the lake. Upon reaching level ground, I found that the overhead salt water pipe carrying the fish had changed into a new canal that led to the lake. I looked into the canal and saw the lantern fish and another form of life: clams. They were present in large quantities and covered the bottom of the canal.
Once I had returned to the trail, the reflection from the lake no longer bothered my eyesight. I could see that the structure on the island was a ship. A ship inside a rock? Okay, I had heard of a ship in a bottle, I guess this was just a variation of that. I headed to the lake. After a few steps, I stopped. “Enough of this,” I said to myself. I sat, took off my shoes, and dumped four handfuls of sand on the trail.
Underway again, the ship came into better view. It was an old-fashioned sailing vessel, a Spanish galleon from the 17th century. I recognized its elaborate and ornate stern, its three masts and the many cannons that poked through the gun ports that lined the side of the ship. As I approached, I discovered that the ship was grounded on the island, as if it had been washed ashore by some great storm. Time had taken its toll on the vessel. Broken timbers, peeling paint, and ropes hanging in a haphazard fashion from the yardarms predominated its appearance.
At first, I believed that the ship was simply an abandoned wreck. I changed my mind when I realized that the main deck was littered with the shells of opened clams. In fact, the entire island was a garbage dump of clamshells. Someone or something had made its home here, and it was having a merry time eating the shellfish that lived in the water.
All that I had seen in Sue Town was well-kept and well-ordered. The inhabitants appeared to have a united purpose in keeping their environment clean. Curiously, Octopia Island -- the name I gave to this wasteland -- was the sole place in Sue Town that was disordered and ill maintained. On the other hand, the shoreline of Saline Lake -- the name I gave to this body of water -- was clean and devoid of trash. Most curious.
I had no idea who was the slob that lived on the island. I could only surmise whom or what it was. An answer to this most intriguing question would have to wait.
Wee Ogs
Lilli was annoyed. For the second time, Joshua had ignored her question. This time, she raised her voice and said, “Joshua, what are you doing?”
Joshua was so lost in thought that he was unable to respond. He stared at his arm, which was buried to his elbow in the crevice that led into the boulders.
“Joshua!”
“Huh?”
She tapped the brim of his cap to get his attention. “Hey, you, are you stuck?”
Joshua awoke from his seemingly deep sleep. “Oh... no, I’m all right.” Slowly, he withdrew his arm from the crevice. Into the sunshine came a small blue house.
“You found one,” Lilli said.
Joshua rotated the toy in his hand. Long, shallow scratches marred the plastic, as if it had been dragged across a rocky surface.
Although Joshua was absorbed with his inspection, Lilli was concerned about something else. Coming towards them was a bulldozer pushing a pile of dirt. She stood, drew her towel from the ground, and shook it vigorously. A cloud of dust enveloped Joshua.
Lilli’s airheaded playmate now appreciated where he was. He backed away from the fog of red dirt that cloaked his senses. Over the clatter of the bulldozer’s caterpillar tracks and the roar of its diesel engine, he yelled, “Lilli, I’ve found one!”
The bulldozer got closer. Joshua took his eyes off the toy house and watched the rooster tail of dust that rose from behind the big yellow machine.
“Look at that!” he shouted.
Lilli shouted back. “Maybe we should leave.”
“Not me! I’m going to get a better look.”
Joshua was not alone in his interest of the bulldozer. Inside the Red Boulders, standing on the steps of the Spectra Center were two of the leaders of Sue Town. One was an armadillo known as Mayor Nervosa. The second was the community’s chief scientist, a Border collie dog. They had felt the rumble of the Og’s machine. The Mayor was worried.
Mayor Nervosa was a peculiar fellow. Yet, the other animals respected him. He was mole-like in appearance, but instead of a furry body, he had a hard shell similar to a turtle. He was armor-plated.
Born to the marshlands of Brazil, the armadillo immigrated to the Mohave Desert to escape the humidity of his native country. The journey from South America to the American Southwest had taken a long time because his legs were quite short. Along the way, he encountered many animals completely strange to him, and some wanted to eat him. When confronted by a predator, he contorted his shell into a ball to protect himself. Over time, he developed a fear of the unknown, and his natural defensive reaction became habitual. Despite this frailty, the Sue Town residents had elected him Mayor because of his vast experience in working with the animal community.
The Mayor’s right hand animal was the Border collie, Doctor Blouser.
“Do you feel the rumble of that giant machine?” said the Mayor to Blouser. “The Ogs get closer every day. Can you finish it?”
“If we have the time,” said Doctor Blouser.
Unlike the armadillo, the collie was able to maintain his composure even during the most stressful situations. Clearly the smartest animal in Sue Town, the collie’s gifts were the result of his natural ability to herd sheep that often behave in an erratic manner. Because of his even temperament and intelligence, the animals conferred upon him the honorary title of “Doctor.” Covered in black fur with a patch of white on his chest, he wore a red bandanna around his neck in the manner of a scarf.
Perched on Blouser’s right shoulder was a woodpecker. His name was Punchie. He volunteered his opinion. “Don’t forget the Wee Ogs. They’re just outside Sue Town. We'll never make it!”
Punchie was prone to exaggeration. However, this time, his concern was justified for Joshua had stated his intention to get a better look of the bulldozer. What the boy had in mind was climbing to the top of the boulders. This was not going to be an easy task since he was less than five-feet tall, whereas, the boulders were about seven-feet in height. Nevertheless, he was determined to try. Crawling on his belly, he struggled to lift himself over the smooth surfaces of the boulders.
“Joshua, your mother told you not to do that. You'd better get down,” warned Lilli.
With his face lying flat on a red rock, Joshua glanced at his family’s swimming pool. His parents were gone. “I’ll be all right,” he answered.
Once he reached the top, he sat to catch his breath.
“Look at you,” she said.
Joshua looked at his body. His arms and legs, in addition to his teeshirt, bathing suit, and white sneakers wore a coat of red dust. He rose to his feet and wiped the dust from his arms. He grabbed the hem of his shirt and shook it. He stomped his feet to shake the dust from his shoes.
Jump, thump! Jump, thump! With each jump, the ground in Sue Town reverberated like the vibrating surface of a drum. It was nothing less than an earthquake.
The Mayor was scared to death. “Is this the end?” he screamed.
Punchie yelled, “We've run out of time. We're doomed.”
“Squawkbox, Squawkbox, sound the alarm,” screamed the Mayor.
Mounted on a pole that overlooked the Plaza was a birdhouse. It resembled a military style guardhouse with red and black diagonal stripes. Above an arched entryway, a sign read “Squawkbox.”
A black crow stumbled to the perch at the foot of the entryway. He raised his wings to rub his eyes. He coughed a couple of times. In a scratchy, high-pitched voice he called, “Battle stations, battle stations!”
It was too much for the Mayor. The armadillo contorted himself into a ball. He bounced down the steps of the Spectra Center and rolled over the grassy Plaza. He came to a stop under a bush. Punchie left Blouser’s shoulder and flew after the armadillo.
“Wait, there's no cause to panic,” barked Doctor Blouser. “It's just the Wee Ogs.”
The collie’s words were too late to calm the hysteria that rocked the community. Doors and windows slammed shut. Beavers, chipmunks, and desert tortoises hastily evacuated the Center carrying equipment and documents.
Blouser grasped that the situation was out of control. He took command. “Go to your homes,” he said. “Don't wait for another warning.”
Suddenly, as quickly as it had started, the trembling stopped. Animals who had been rushing madly out of the Spectra Center paused in their tracks.
Still crunched into a ball, Mayor Nervosa cried, “Is it over?”
Not yet.
Something at Joshua’s feet had caught his interest -- a jagged crack. He dropped to his knees to examine it. “Hey, Lilli,” he said. “There’s a hole in the rocks up here.”
Joshua placed his hands on either side of the hole and bent over. The brim of his cap shadowed the sunlight that illuminated the crack.
Inside the cave, the light dimmed. The animals anxiously turned their attention to the hole at the top of the cavern.
“I can’t see a thing,” Joshua said. He looked at Lilli, who met his gaze disapprovingly. “What do think is in there?”
“I don't know,” she answered. “I don't wanna know. Maybe spiders. Eeck.”
“I’d like to know,” Joshua said. Suddenly, he yanked his hands upward and cried, “Ouch! It sure is hot up here.”
Lilli once again appealed to Joshua’s sense of right and wrong. “Why don’t you get down before someone sees you?”
“I guess you’re right,” he said meekly. Rising to his feet, he held his hands to his face and blew on his palms to cool them. Annoyed with the pain, he released some of his anger by using his shoe to scrape dirt from the rock into the hole. Reluctantly, he slid off the boulders to rejoin Lilli.
The dirt Joshua pushed through the hole fell like rain from the top of the cave. Punchie pecked on the armadillo’s shell with his bill. From underneath the bush, the Mayor said, “Now is it over?”
Tap, tap, pecked Punchie. The armadillo unrolled himself and crawled out into the light.
“I'm okay,” said the rattled armadillo. “Just a minor tremor. I thought it was the big one.”
“The big one?” the woodpecker said. “You'll know that when it happens. A fine example to the others you are.”
Blouser approached Punchie, who was hovering over the wobbly armadillo. “Stop your criticism of the Mayor,” the collie said.
Punchie flew to Blouser's shoulder and landed next to his ear. “This incident just goes to show how perilous our situation is,” he said to the Doctor.
“You silly bird,” admonished Blouser. “The Wee Ogs aren’t the ones we need to worry about. It’s their parents, the Ogs that threaten our community.”
“If we don't finish our work in time, the Ogs will yank us from the ground as easily as if we were a loose tooth,” said Punchie.
“Let’s not forget that Queen Zarina says it could happen any day,” added Mayor Nervosa.
“I wouldn’t take what Zarina says too seriously,” said Blouser. “Miss Queen Bee has an opinion on everything. Nevertheless, our duty is clear. We had best complete our machine before something does happen.”
“Quite so. There's no time to lose,” said the Mayor.
Mischief
Wow! What a day it had been for the residents of Sue Town.
They knew the end was coming. They knew they had little time left. They knew they had to be strong.
Joshua’s minor tantrum on top of the boulders had left Sue Town covered in a fine red dust. The Spectra Center was no longer white but a soft pink color. Moreover, an open skylight in the roof allowed red sand to drop inside the Center and cover the floor.
The day’s scare with the Wee Ogs was enough to compel many of the animals to retire to their beds early. Most needed a rest.
Some did not. These were the nocturnal animals, or those accustomed to working at night. Because of their natural preference for evening activities, Mayor Nervosa assigned these animals the task of keeping the community neat and clean.
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