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Book Two: The Hole Stories
Fowl, Swine and Things That Send Shivers Down Your Spine
ONE
People say strange things when they're under a lot of stress.
When I fell into a hole on my way home from my Uncle Sol's funeral one of the first things I said was, "Ouch, did I just fall into a hole?"
Of course, I already knew the answer to this, but because I was under so much stress from falling into the hole, the question, "Did I just fall into a hole?" still came out of my mouth.
Mr. Richard Englebert Flex, who I met at the bottom of that deep, dark hole, had already been there for several days, so his stress was already several days thicker than mine. That's why his first words to me were, "You hear that?"
Those three words aren't that strange if you are to believe that what Mr. Flex was talking about was the sound of me falling and hitting the bottom of the hole, but that's not at all what Mr. Flex was talking about. What Mr. Flex was talking about was the sounds the worms and the spiders were making as they sharpened their knives readying themselves for the feast that would take place once Mr. Flex died.
It took me three days down at the bottom of the hole to start hearing those sounds.
It seemed to me that my Uncle Sol must have been under a lot of stress, too. One time, over tea and crackers -- crackers with havarti and sardines on them -- he told me about a squirrel he believed was trying to kill him. "Well just the other day," Uncle Sol said, "I was out back pulling weeds from my herb garden and that little bugger bombarded me with chestnuts. He was so high up in the tree that when those things hit my old body they left these welts."
Uncle Sol pulled the collar of his shirt down just enough to reveal a wrinkly shoulder covered in big red blotches.
I asked my dear Uncle Sol why a squirrel would want to kill him, and he whispered the oddest thing into my ear. "Because the cat paid him to."
Now, if that isn't a strange thing to say, I don't know what is.
Uncle Sol nodded his head toward the window that looked out over his backyard. Through the window I saw none other than Sparks, his beloved cat, sitting on the fence below the tree the squirrel lived in. Sparks' shiny yellow eyes were glaring at us.
"Why would the cat want the squirrel to kill you, Uncle Sol?"
"I can't say anymore. He knows we're talking about him."
The next day I got a phone call from a lady at the hospital. She said my dear Uncle Sol was dead. She said he had fallen asleep in his backyard while he was sun tanning. She said my dear Uncle Sol sat under the hot sun so long he simply burned up. All that was left when the paramedics arrived were some blackened bones and a few leathery patches of skin.
As I sit here writing this in the charcoal journal Uncle Sol left me in his will, I can't help but wonder if perhaps the cat paid the sun as well. I also can't help but wonder if the cat had something to do with the hole I fell into on my way home from Uncle Sol's funeral. Now that I know Uncle Sol's entire fortune went to the cat if I didn't attend the reading of the will, the coincidences are getting harder to look past. But I'm talking about a cat here, and as we all know, cats aren't intelligent enough to work out such elaborate plans.
Are they?
The truth about cats is that they have a tendency to cause trouble whether they mean to or not. They claw the arms of couches, or they spit up hairballs and stain lovely white carpets. They climb curtains and they snag sweaters. Cats are naturally mischievous.
"Cats," Mr. Flex said, "are to blame for what happened next to Onus and Twig."
"Cats?" I said.
"Cats," Mr. Flex repeated. He then made a slurping sound and said, "That's one worm that won't be enjoying my flesh when I die."
"You just ate a worm?" I asked.
"Sure did," Mr. Flex replied. "They're full of nutrients, and if I try hard enough I can even imagine them tasting like chicken."
"Chicken?" I said.
"Chicken," Mr. Flex repeated.
I couldn't see Mr. Flex, because as I've said, at the bottom of a deep hole it is very dark, but the smell Mr. Flex gave off was quite horrendous. Imagine going to a dump and imagine climbing the highest hill of garbage and then imagine digging a hole in that hill and jumping into that hole. Now imagine sucking in through your nose the biggest breath you've ever sucked in, and that's what it smelled like down there with Mr. Flex. Of course, the smell my body was beginning to give off wasn't much better. I had gone a full day without a shower and I had spent almost an entire night doing jumping jacks so the spiders wouldn't crawl across my face, or up my legs. My stink was getting close to Mr. Flex's stink.
"Cats," Mr. Flex said again, and then he began his next tale.
There were two words that Lemy knew and understood. Everything else was just a nonsensical sound, like a burp, or a stomach rumbling, or a movie in a language you don't speak. You could say, "Lemy, it's time for dinner," and all Lemy would hear was his name. He'd know someone was looking for him. He'd know someone wanted to pet him, or feed him. The other word Lemy knew was the word 'vet'. Lemy had been to the vet many times since he was a little ball of fur. He knew the vet was a blank, extra bright place where he was poked and pricked, and made to endure the most awful pain. He knew the vet was not a place he liked going to. Lemy meowed and scratched and hissed, but he was never mean enough, or strong enough to get away from his family when it came time to go to the vet.
Eventually, when this time came, Lemy's family learned to place their hands over their mouths and whisper to one another things like, "the c-a-t has to go to the v-e-t today," and because they were actually spelling the word, and not saying it, Lemy wouldn't know any better. But if someone slipped up and said, "We have to take the cat to the vet," Lemy would run and hide and make it as difficult as possible for his family to catch him.
Why am I talking about Lemy? Well, Lemy is a character in this story, but he is not a character like Onus, or Twig. He isn't even a character like Isis, Onus's dearly departed twin sister. First of all, he's a cat, and the other characters are people. At least, Onus and Twig are people. Secondly, Lemy only appears at the very beginning of this story and never appears again. That's not to say his role isn't important. His role is so important that before we can get into it, we have to learn a little bit about him.
Lemy was born in an alley. He had three brothers and one sister. One day his mother, a three-legged, one-eared, orange tabby, went out to find some mice for her kittens to feed on and she never came back. The kittens were too young to understand that their mother had not returned, but they weren't too young to understand that they were really hungry. Lemy began meowing first. He craved a fat, juicy mouse, just like the one his mother had brought back the day before. Soon, his brothers and sister joined him, and together they meowed and meowed and meowed.
A girl named Phyllis with a backpack full of dolls and plastic figures was walking down the alley about the same time the kittens began meowing. Phyllis hated her dolls. All she wanted was a baseball glove and some firecrackers. All she ever got were the girly toys now stuffed in her backpack. One by one she pulled the dolls out of the backpack and tore them apart. She tossed their limbs into backyards and garbage bins. She left their heads on fence posts. She pulled out all their fluffy insides and she tossed them in the air so they fluttered back down to the ground like thick clumps of snow.
While Phyllis was unscrewing the head off of one of her plastic figures she heard something behind a group of bushes. She thought it sounded like cats meowing. She tossed her plastic figure against a garage door where it broke into five pieces and she walked over to the bushes. She pulled back the bush and saw a box with pictures of oranges on it. The flaps of the box were closed and underneath the flaps she could now hear the unmistakable meowing of cats.
Phyllis picked the box up and brought it into the alleyway where it was much brighter. She opened the flaps and looked down on five kittens wriggling and squirming and trying to hide from a sun they had probably never seen before.
"Oh my goodness," Phyllis said. "Where's your mother?"
They answered her with a chorus of meows. "Well," she said. "I'll just wait here until she comes back, so no big dog, or raccoon eats you."
And Phyllis waited. She waited and waited and waited until she heard the sound of her own mother yelling, "Phyllis, where are you? Phyllis, it's time for dinner."
Dinner. Phyllis had just had breakfast when she found the cats. Phyllis decided there and then that the kittens' mother was probably not coming back, so she closed the flaps back up on the box and she carried it home. Surprisingly, five kittens didn't weigh very much. Surprisingly, Phyllis's mother didn't get angry when Phyllis put the box down on the kitchen table and opened it up for all of them to see.
"This is Mangrove," Phyllis said as she pointed at an orange kitten with a black spot on its forehead. "And this little grey and white guy is Hampton. This one is Ogilvy, and the brown one is Lane. I waited with them all day long and their mother never came back. I didn't want the raccoons to get them. Can we keep them?"
"Now Phyllis, you know we can't keep them," her mother said.
"But they can't go back to the alley. They just can't."
Phyllis knew if she began crying there would be two possible outcomes. Her parents would either say, "Now Phyllis, you're being selfish, and selfish little girls get fed to the alligators in the attic," which is what they usually said, or they would say, "It's okay, darling. It's okay. Whatever you want." They usually only said this when Phyllis scraped her knees, or broke a bone. Nonetheless, Phyllis broke down crying.
"I don't want them to get eaten," she cried.
Phyllis's mother looked over at her father and she sighed. Phyllis's father smiled and nodded his head. "I'll tell you what, Phyllis," her mother said. "If you stop destroying all the toys people give to you, you can keep one. Tomorrow we'll take the rest of them to the animal shelter so they can find good homes for them. Is that a deal?"
Phyllis clapped her hands and said, "It's a deal! It's a deal!"
"Well then," her father said, "which one do you want?"
That's when the little guy with black fur and four white paws sneezed.
"I want him," Phyllis said.
"Who's he?" her father asked.
"Well, I didn't really come up with a name for him. I was too busy figuring out everyone else's name."
"Well now," her father said, "Let me see if I can't help you out."
"That's it," Phyllis said. "Lemy."
Lemy sneezed again and again and really never stopped sneezing. The vet said he had allergies. The vet said he had a cold. The vet said he was a sick cat and he should have regular checkups. This is how Lemy began to understand the word 'vet' and all that was associated with that tiny terrible word.
On this particular day, Lemy was lying on a pile of clothes right out of the drier when two large hands wrapped themselves around his body. Another hand was placed over his eyes. He was caught off guard and soon after that he was caught in a cage and on the back seat of a car that was driving toward that horrible place, the vet. He knew the vet was where he was heading. He knew, because he was never put in the cage for any other reason.
The car came to a stop and doors opened and closed. Lemy's cage was lifted off the back seat and began swaying back and forth to the movement of whoever was carrying it. He could see the big glass doors to the vet approaching. He backed up and huddled against the back of the cage, hiding his head under his front paws. Lemy believed that if his head was hidden, then his whole body was hidden. Somehow, he was always discovered. But that didn't stop him from trying again and again.
While he hid, he heard voices. They spoke about him. They spoke about the evil place. "Nweh fuehfeg naje Lemy dijsadfel cancaklod Lemy hadjef vinic Vet," they said. And then one of the voices screamed. Suddenly, the cage was falling. Its front end hit the pavement and crumpled. This caused the cage door to pop open. Lemy rolled forward, like a fuzzy bowling ball. The cage bounced and then came to a stop. Lemy shook his head and checked himself over to make sure everything was all right. He ran his tongue over his legs and his belly. And then he bolted out the cage door just in time to see something scurry under a pile of wooden crates.
Lemy's mouth watered. He hadn't seen one of those since he was a newborn, but right away he knew what it was. Lemy took off after the mouse ignoring the screams of, "Omom efjef jidfew Lemy!" behind him. He followed the mouse through the pile of crates. He followed it across a busy road. He was focused on it until it disappeared into a field of high grass. Lemy walked through the grass sniffing, trying to find a clue as to which way the mouse went. He walked and walked and walked until a loud buzzing sound made him stop.
The buzzing came from the sky. He looked up and saw a giant black cloud blank out the sun. The cloud moved like it was alive. What Lemy didn't realize was that the cloud was alive and the reason it was getting bigger was because it was getting closer to him. Luckily, Lemy was a cat, and cats are nocturnal. This means he can see in near dark, and near dark is what the great black living cloud had created. Lemy looked around and spotted a hole in the ground, most likely dug by a groundhog. He ran for it and crawled as far down it as he could just in time. The black cloud engulfed the field around him. The buzzing was so loud Lemy had to cover his ears with his paws. The buzzing was so loud that when it stopped Lemy still heard it in his head for several more minutes.
When he climbed back out of the hole, he climbed back out onto an empty landscape. All the grass was gone. All the dandelions were gone. There were no more flowers and no more weeds. For as far as Lemy could see, all that was left was mulched and turned dirt.
But something was happening. Below that dirt something was moving. It rumbled like thunder trapped in a box. Bits of earth shot up into the air and rained back down on Lemy, and then little sprouts of green appeared where the earth had been removed. Lemy looked down to see a sprouts popping up between his toes. Beside him the long grass that was once there and then wasn't, reappeared. It grew fast, as though each strand was in a race to see who could finish growing first.
Within minutes the field had completely grown back.
Because Lemy was an indoor cat, and the only world he knew was the carpeted one he was raised in, he was not at all surprised by what he had just seen. He returned to his hunt, because his thoughts were once again fixed on that juicy mouse he had been chasing earlier.
He raised his little wet nose in the air and took a sniff. Nothing.
For hours Lemy traipsed through the field sniffing out nothing more than grass and dirt. For hours he walked forward moving further and further away from Phyllis and the rest of her family. When Lemy finally decided to give up, he turned to go back home and realized he didn't know which way home was. Darkness was setting in, but this time the darkness did not buzz. It was a familiar darkness, the same type of darkness he watched move over the land every night from Phyllis's windowsill.
With the darkness came other sounds. Some sounds went "Croak" and some sounds went "Bacaw". One sound went "Grrrrrr". Lemy wasn't frightened of these sounds. In fact, he was curious.
He walked through the grass toward the "Grrrrrrr" sound. It was far off, but it was getting louder, and the louder it got, the more it sounded like a relative, like someone who might be able to point him in the right direction home.
He meowed as he walked forward, hoping whatever cat was growling up ahead might hear him. He meowed and meowed as he stepped through a thick growth of long grass and out onto a flat, hard surface. It felt like the parking lot his cage had crashed into earlier, but unlike the parking lot, it rumbled under his feet. It rumbled just like the earth had rumbled before all the long grass grew back.
A long line of light stretched along the flat, hard surface Lemy was standing on. The growling sound was getting louder and the light was filling up more and more of Lemy's vision.
Lemy decided his best option was to wait until the cat, or the tiger, or whatever it was making the sound got to him. So he sat back on his hind legs and waited in the middle of that flat, hard surface.
TWO
The world looked so much more colourful to Twig. Even in the dark. The stars and the moon seemed brighter. When the motorcycle's one big headlight shone on street signs up the road, the greens and the reds of these signs popped a little more than they used to. Twig didn't want to blink. He didn't want to miss one millisecond of the world passing fast beside him.
He had spent the entire day blind, but the day was now over and life was getting back to normal. If he never saw another tomato again he wouldn't be disappointed.
They were speeding away from Fang's deserted castle, back to a world where monkeys only existed in zoos and men collected things like stamps and antiques, not other people's legs. Twig was sitting at the back of the sidecar that was attached to Clay's motorcycle. Onus was sitting in front of him. He watched the big helmet over Onus's head bob up and down. He wondered if Onus was looking up at the moon and the stars just as he was doing. He wondered if Onus noticed how much brighter they were.
Dark fields of corn passed by on one side of them. A light wind made the corn stalks rock back and forth. Under only the light of the night they looked like a thousand skinny men huddled together waiting for a starter's pistol to fire, waiting to head off on a marathon, or a parade.
On the other side of them was a vast field of long grass. Twig couldn't see it all that well, but he could hear it. As it waved in the wind like a black ocean, it made a swooshing sound.
Swoosh. Swoosh. Swoosh.
After Onus' birthday party, Twig thought, I am going to go home and read all my books again. I'm going to find my Crayons and felt pens and I'm going to draw an enormous picture of the view from my bedroom window. When I get home, Twig thought, I am going to sit in the backyard and watch the sun come up and then I will sit there all day long and watch the sky. So many things can be seen in the sky. Birds. Planes. Clouds passing by. I will just watch, and that is all.
And just as Twig thought that is all, Clay shouted "Omygosh. Hold on!"
The motorcycle screeched and began to spin around and around. Onus' helmet popped off and bounced off the road and into the field of corn. Everyone was yelling. Twig grabbed a hold of the bars hidden along the inside of the sidecar. He had to hold on tight, because a force he couldn't see was trying hard to lift him up out of his seat and throw him out onto the road like Onus' helmet. Twig thought his bones might not be quite as strong as the material the helmet was made of, so it would probably hurt to hit the road. The bike spun and its one big headlight lit up the long grass. It lit up the road. It lit up the corn stalks. It lit up the road and something sitting in the middle of the road. It lit up the long grass. It lit up the road. It lit up the corn stalks and then again it lit up the road, and this time Twig could see that it was a cat sitting in the middle of the road. He could even see its white paws.
He thought, after all that has happened to us today, how is it, out here in the middle of nowhere, a cat could end up in the middle of the road?
Lemy could barely remember his brothers and sister, but he was pretty sure if he happened to come across them one day, he would recognize them, because they would probably look just like he did. He knew how he looked because Phyllis was always holding him up to the mirror on her dresser. The beast running toward him looked nothing like him, but that's not to say it couldn't have been a distant relative. It still growled like he did when he was angry.
The beast was moving fast, but Lemy felt no danger. If it were a distant relative, it would surely stop and help him out. He sat in the middle of that hard, flat surface and he watched as the beast began to wobble and then spin. That's when the growling stopped and a high-pitched screaming took its place. He heard other sounds as well.
The sound Twig heard wasn't Clay, or Onus yelling. It wasn't the brake squeezed tight against the back wheel. It wasn't the motorcycle's engine cutting off. Behind those really loud sounds Twig heard the sound of something tearing, but it wasn't like the sound of paper tearing, or jeans tearing. No, the tearing sound Twig heard had a metallic tone to it.
"Did you hear that, Onus?" he yelled.
"Aaaghhh!" Onus yelled back.
"Clay. Clay. Did you hear that tearing sound?"
"Aaaghhh!" Clay yelled back.
That's when the sidecar split away from the motorcycle.
How do I explain what this sounded like? Well, go and get an empty soda can and grab it by each end. Now twist that can back and forth until it tears apart. Now, imagine there are a thousand people doing that same thing at the same time as you in the same room as you. That was the way the sidecar splitting from the motorcycle sounded.
Clay and the motorcycle crashed onto the road and skidded off it into the field of long grass. Onus and Twig, still holding tight to the bars on the inside of the sidecar, bounced and bumped off the road into the cornfield. They were travelling so fast that the sidecar simply ran down and ran over everything in its path.
Onus looked back at Twig and in a very choppy voice screamed, "I I I su su sure wi wi wish I I I ha ha had my my my helmet!"
"J j just ho ho hold o o on!" Twig screamed back.
The sidecar slowed a little as cornstalk after cornstalk got in its way, but then the cornfield ended and beyond it was nothing but a steep STEEP hill. The sidecar shot out from the cornfield and lifted up off the ground before it landed back on the hill. It caught speed and soon after was moving faster than ever.
"Aaagghhh!" Onus screamed.
"Aaagghhh!" Twig screamed.
The sidecar bumped over rocks and tiny holes in the ground. The hill seemed to go on forever. Both Onus and Twig felt their insides turning to mush, like their bodies had become blenders and all their organs and muscles and bones had become the ingredients to some kind of kid milkshake.
Ahead of them Twig noticed a black wall full of tiny holes. Light from the moon shone through the wall and made it look like a little galaxy of stars.
"Hold on!" Onus yelled, as he had obviously seen the wall as well.
"We're going to crash!" Twig yelled back.
"Put your head down and brace yourself!" Onus yelled before tucking his head between his legs.
Twig couldn't put his head down, because his helmet was too big and Onus was too close to him, so he closed his eyes and waited for the impact.
There was a great swishing sound and then an even greater splashing sound, and then it was quiet.
Twig opened his eyes and under the light of the moon he could see his clothes were covered in twigs and leaves. He turned around and saw a big hole in the wall they broke through. He could see it was a wall of small trees and bushes.
The sidecar hadn't stopped moving, though. It was bobbing up and down like it had been earlier, but the motion was much more fluid now. It was much more gentle. Something shimmered off the ground, but it wasn't really ground that this something was shimmering off of. Twig brushed some leaves off his sleeve and stared at the ground below the sidecar. He couldn't figure out why it was going sploosh sploosh until he let go of the bar inside of the sidecar and he reached his hand down down down until it touched the ground, then dipped underneath the ground.
"Ohmygosh," he said, exactly the same way Clay had said it just before the sidecar began spinning. "That's not ground! Onus! Onus! Look!"
Onus raised his head and yelled, "We're alive! Woohoo! We're alive. Let's go back and do that again! Woo hoo!"
Twig thought, well that's an odd thing to say, but then he thought about the stress of the whole situation, and he understood why Onus might say such an odd thing.
"Onus! Look beside us. Feel my hand."
Onus turned his head from side to side. He looked back at Twig and no longer did he have an excited look on his face. Now he was confused. Now he was scared.
"What's going on? What's all around us?" Onus asked.
Twig placed his hand on Onus's neck. It was damp. A drop of water from Twig's hand snuck past Onus's collar and snaked its way down his back. "That's…that's water, Twig."
"Onus," Twig said. "We're floating away and we don't have a paddle to steer us back.
THREE
Lemy may have just had a little part in this story, but had he not been a sneezy cat who had to go to the vet on the very day Onus and Twig were battling with William Ernest Fang to get Twig's eyesight back, and had he not escaped from his cage and wandered all the way out to the fields near Arugula on the same night Onus and Twig were heading home from Arugula, and had he not mistaken the growl of the motorcycle's engine for the growl of a distant relative, the same motorcycle Onus and Twig happened to be travelling in, would this be the same story I'm about to go on and tell? Well, of course not.
This would have been a story about two very tired boys who head home and finish the surprise birthday party that still awaited them. This would have been a story about two boys who grow up to be astronauts, one who travels to Mars and discovers that life once existed there, the other who travels to the edge of the Milky Way and gathers a bottle of it, so scientists on earth can analyze it and finally discover what it's really made of. Yes, this would have been a nice story to tell, but unfortunately something stepped in the way and stopped all of this from happening. That something had four legs and sneezed a lot.
You see, there is this force in the world called fate. It is like gravity, and magnetism, except it is a hundred-thousand times more powerful. Fate is uncontrollable. Fate is unavoidable. Say you wake up one morning and everything goes along normally. You eat your breakfast. You watch cartoons. You get dressed. And then you look out the window and you see the school bus is waiting for you. You're late! You hurry out the door and just as you're climbing the steps into the bus you realize you forgot your math homework. You tell the bus driver you'll be one minute and you run back into your house. While you're rummaging through the papers on your desk looking for your homework, a giant meteor breaks through the clouds and lands square on top of the bus crushing it into a thin piece of metal. You lived, because fate made you remember your homework. All of the people on the bus died, because fate made you remember your homework. Fate can be a good thing and it can be a bad thing.
It was fate that caused me to take a different route home from Uncle Sol's funeral and caused me to fall into the hole. It was fate that Twig ate the tomato soup and a whole town was saved because of it. It was fate that Lemy was in the middle of the road the very moment Onus, Twig, and Clay were driving down it. Perhaps if the sidecar was equipped with a paddle, Onus and Twig would have been able to steer the sidecar back to the shore and everything would have continued on normally, but as we've already established, normal was a word in Onus and Twig's world that had very little meaning anymore.
"What are we going to do, Onus?" Twig said. "You're good at figuring things out. Figure this out."
"I don't know, Twig. I don't know what to do."
"We have to get back to shore before we drift too far away."
"I know that, Twig," Onus said just before he let out a yawn. His yawn was so big and wide it looked like his head was splitting in half. "But I'm so tired. I've been up so long and…" He yawned again, and as we all know, yawns are contagious.
I bet you're yawning as you read this.
Even in the dark Twig could see what Onus was doing. He could hear Onus going, "Yaaaaawwwwnnnn." It made him yawn.
And when Onus heard Twig yawning, he yawned again.
"I can't stop yawning," Onus said.
"Because you can't stop yawning, I can't stop yawning," Twig said.
"Well don't watch me," Onus said.
"But I can still hear you, and even when I just think the word 'yawn' I begin to yawn."
What the boys didn't realize was that even though they may have been exhausted from having been awake for such a long time, what was really making them yawn was the motion of the sidecar as it bobbed up and down along the passage of water it had crashed into. Being in a boat, or on a raft, or clinging onto a life preserver and rocking to the motion of the ocean, or a river, or a lake, or a swimming pool on a windy day is a very calming and relaxing thing. Even if the circumstances by which you arrived at the point where a body of water is rocking you gently was full of horror and great stress, you will most surely be put at ease. You might even be put to sleep.
"And I keep yawning because I can still hear you," Onus said. "We'll have to try to yawn quieter, okay Twig?"
But Twig was no longer yawning. Onus turned and saw that Twig was now asleep. Well he couldn't exactly see him, it being dark and all, but he sure could hear him. Twig was snoring so loud that animals hidden along the darkened shores were howling.
"Twig, wake up. Twig!" Onus yelled, but Twig was so deep into sleep that it would have taken the sound of a thousand wrestling robots to wake him.
Onus began to think of what a thousand wrestling robots might sound like when suddenly he was dreaming it. They were the size of skyscrapers and attached to their bodies were an arsenal of weapons. There were flamethrowers and flak canons attached to their legs. There were chain saws the size of jet airplanes attached to their arms and hook-like can opener type things tucked in their belts. They were all staring each other down waiting waiting waiting for the first robot to make its move. Onus was in the middle of them looking way up, feeling very small, like an ant. Suddenly, a robot with red arms and wings attached to its head lunged at another and the match was on. They were buzzing and whirring and clinking and clonking. Onus was trying as hard as he could to stay out of the way of the giant legs and bodies crashing to the ground, but when there are a thousand robots crammed into such a small place, staying out of the way is next to impossible. Onus heard a giant ripping sound as he sidestepped a large piece of metal that was falling on him. He looked up and saw nothing but the frowning face of a robot whose head had been cut off. It was falling too fast for Onus to get out of its way. All he could do was put his arms in front of his face. All he could do was hope he woke up.
And when he woke the sun was warming his forehead. He turned to see Twig's eyes fluttering.
"How long have we been sleeping?" Twig asked when he noticed Onus looking at him.
"I don't know," Onus said. "Oh wait. I've got the watch Fang left me last night."
He dug around in his pocket and pulled out the watch.
"That's odd," he said.
"What's odd?" Twig said.
"The watch must be broken, because it has the same time on it as when I looked at it last night. 11:49."
"Well maybe it's that time now. Just a.m. instead of p.m."
"Nope," Onus said. "The watch says 11:49 p.m."
But the time no longer concerned Twig.
"Where…where are we?" Twig asked.
The sidecar had stopped rocking. It had stopped floating. It had stopped. It was buried in the dirt and sand along a muddy beach. It was a muddy beach that stretched for miles and miles along what the boys could now see was a river. Water from the river lapped up against the back of the sidecar, like it was trying to spit the sidecar even further up on the beach, like the sidecar tasted bitter, or it was just too big to swallow.
"We fell asleep, Twig. Who knows how far we floated," Onus said. "We have to find a phone."
"Shouldn't we find out where we are first?" Twig asked.
Onus jumped out of the sidecar. His feet sunk into the mud, but with a little effort he was able to pull one out. It made a funny suction sound, kind of like the sound Twig made after he ate too many beans. "Phooot." He pulled the other foot out and it made the same sound. "Phooot." Slowly, he walked toward a big hill of rocks just up the beach from where the sidecar had beached itself.
Phooot. Phooot. Phooot. Phooot.
"Hey, Onus," Twig said. "Where are you going?"
"I'm going to find out where we are and then I'm going to find a phone."
Twig took off his helmet and jumped out of the sidecar. His feet sunk as well. His feet sunk even deeper than Onus's feet. His feet had sunk so deep that he couldn't pull them out like Onus had. He couldn't make them make that funny suction sound that Onus's feet were making.
"Onus, I'm stuck."
"Use your hands," Onus said.
"What do you mean?"
"Wrap your hands around your knee and use the strength of your arms to lift your foot out of the mud."
"Of course," Twig said.
He grabbed under his knee and using all his strength he pulled upwards.
Phhhhoooooooooooottttt.
"I got it!" Twig yelled.
He put his hands underneath his other knee and lifted upwards.
Phhhhoooooooooooottttt.
Each step he took, it seemed his feet sunk a little deeper.
"How come your feet aren't sinking as deep as mine, Onus?"
Onus looked back at Twig. "I guess you weigh more than me. Heavier objects are naturally going to sink deeper."
But Twig couldn't figure out how he could weigh more than Onus. Twig essentially was a twig. Even though he was older than Onus, he was skinnier and he had a smaller shoe size than Onus.
By the time Twig met Onus at the bottom of the hill of rocks he was exhausted. What would have taken less than a few seconds on paved ground, took him a whole five minutes. It was five minutes of lifting one leg and then lifting the other. Lifting one leg, then lifting the other. Lifting one leg, then lifting the other. You get the point. And as I'm sure you know, a leg weighs quite a bit, even if it's just made of flesh and bone.
The rock hill was as high as a basketball hoop, an easy enough climb if you hadn't just spent the last five minutes lifting your legs out of the mud they had been continuously sinking into. "I need to rest for a second, Onus."
"That's odd, Twig. I really thought I weighed more than you," Onus said.
"I was just thinking the same thing."
"I should have sunk just as deep, if not deeper than you had."
"You should have sunk just as deep, if not deeper than I had."
Something near the river breathed a deep breath. The boys stopped talking. They both looked down near the river where the sidecar was stuck. The muddy beach began to move. It caved in and they heard the breathing sound again. Then the beach filled back up with mud and sand. It was like the ground below them had begun to breath. Up and down it moved, like your chest when you are breathing. Up down. Up down. The sidecar was moving now, rocking back and forth. Rocking back and forth. And with each breath the beach took, the sidecar sunk a little. Sinking. Sinking. Sinking. And within seconds it was gone, swallowed up, breathed in, nowhere to be seen.
"We've got to climb the rocks now," Onus yelled.
"But I'm so tired," Twig said.
All along the river's beach things were being swallowed up. Driftwood went under. Piles of stones went under. The skeletons of large fish went under. The beach was eating up everything it could…everything that was lying on top of it.
"If we don't climb the rocks now the beach is going to eat us, too," Onus said.
He grabbed a hold of a rock and started to climb. The rocks were sharp and rough, but the slight pain in his hands was a lot better than the extreme pain of being swallowed by a beach that seemed to have a taste for everything. If it could eat a motorcycle's sidecar, it could surely eat a ten-year-old boy.
He climbed half way up the hill and looked back to see Twig still catching his breath. A large tree branch just beyond Twig disappeared under the ground. "Twig, hurry up and climb!" Onus yelled.
Twig turned just in time to see the end of the branch go under. The time he had to catch his breath was now officially over. If he waited any longer he would end up like the tree branch. Gone. He grabbed a rock and tried to start climbing, but he was stuck. The beach had a hold of his left foot. It swallowed his foot and began swallowing his whole leg.
"It's got me, Onus! Help!"
Onus stumbled down the rocks close enough to Twig to reach for his hand. "Here," Onus said. "Grab my hand and I'll pull you."
Twig flung his hand up and Onus grabbed it, but Onus couldn't get a good enough position on the rocks to help any. "Twig, I don't know what to do. The rocks are too steep. I'll fall onto the beach if I pull any harder."
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