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Nathan Browning spent the entire afternoon exploring a heavily wooded area next to his house on Shell Street. There was no other place Nathan loved to be other than deep in the forest. No worries, no homework, and no one calling for Nathan to take out the trash.

Most of the time, Nathan and his friends would bring long machetes, they had purchased from the local Army Surplus store and hack their way through the foliage as if they were ancient Scandinavian explorers foraging for food or a place to build a cabin.

The explorers found no food and built no cabins except for a rudimentary lean-to, which lasted only about a week before the wind blew it over. They did succeed in accumulating a great deal of berry mites on their legs and arms with a hundred or so spurs deeply embedded into their clothes, which Nathan’s mother cursed daily under her breath.

The explorers also made numerous footpaths through the forest, which made for easier navigation and lowered the chance of an inadvertent decapitation, or an arm being severed by the ever-swinging machetes. Nathan’s forest was filled mainly with an assortment of pine trees, oaks, maples, and too many smaller bushes and vegetation for Nathan to even know their names. What Nathan knew was that he loved exploring and discovering new places, which sometimes led to weird and strange stuff.

Once he stumbled across an abandoned 1938 Studebaker State President coupe resting under a heavy growth of wisteria vines and pine straw. Discoveries like that only reinforced Nathan’s belief that the woods were hiding things meant to be found.

Another time, Nathan and his friends ran across a very rusted and ancient moonshine still over behind Mobile College. Nathan’s friend, Richard Gunnison, thought it was a scientific experiment that some professors from the college were conducting in secret. “Probably working on a cure for some dreaded disease or a new energy source,” Richard said. 

He was not wrong.

Nathan was not so easily convinced about the scientific applicability of the old still and told his dad about it that evening. Mr. Browning smiled and said, “Yes, Nathan. There are probably lots of old stills in those woods. It’d probably be good if y’all stayed away from them too. Ain’t no telling how many diseases are lurking around those old stills.”

But perhaps the most notable item that Nathan brought home was a heavy burlap sack full of skeletal dog bones. Or what they thought were dog bones. They had collected the remains about 200 yards into the forest next to his house off Shell Street in a dry creek bed.

His father was not amused.

According to the explorers, the dog had probably died from natural causes. But what did they know? They weren’t forensic experts. If true, however, this would mean that the dog was old, and Nathan and the boys didn’t have to worry about catching some dreaded disease. At least in the logical reasoning of 13-year-old boys anyway.

Mr. Browning suggested that Nathan and his friends simply bury the bones in the backyard. “It’ll be a proper service for an unknown dog,” Mr. Browning said who was too tired to mount much resistance to the boys’ find.

This was a good thing for the boys’ exploration development. Also on Shell Street, sometimes strange and unusual things happen for which there is no obvious explanation.

Nathan had other plans that he did not disclose to his father. “Let’s put them out in the garage for a while,” Nathan said to his comrades.

“Hey, are you guys hungry?” Nathan asked in passing.

“Are you kidding?” Richard said. “I’m starving.”

Rather than asking, Nathan popped his head into the kitchen door to alert his mom that the gang would be staying for supper.

Nathan’s mom was not amused. 

Mrs. Browning gave Nathan a strong stare and finally said, “Well, they better like corndogs because that’s what I’m cooking.”

Mrs. Browning had learned that it would be wise to just keep a large reservoir of corndogs in the deep freezer to feed Nathan’s friends on just such an occasion. 

“Thank you, Mrs. Browning,” the two other boys said consuming the last bites of their meals.

“You’re welcome,” she said, and with that, the gang of Explorers left the dining hall and re-gathered in the garage to discuss exactly what they were going to do with the bones.

“OK, fellas, here’s what I was thinking,” Nathan said. 

“First thing is, we need to wash them really good. Maybe get some bleach you know. Then let them dry and put them back together. You know, like those dinosaurs in the museum,” Nathan said.

Richard liked it but was hesitant about washing the bones or even getting near bleach following an unfortunate episode when he was three years old when, on a dare, he swallowed enough to warrant a trip to the emergency room. His tongue still reflected the injury.

“Fine,” Nathan said. “I’ll do it myself.”

After a thorough soaking in ironically a large metal dog bathtub, the bones were placed on a large blue dry beach towel on the garage floor. After they dried, they would be ready for reassembly.

Michael Dean, the youngest of the three pioneers/settlers/explorers, realized the glaring problem first. Then Nathan and Richard followed suit in the recognition that bones don’t stay together if left on their own.

“I mean it is not as simple as just putting jigsaw pieces together,” Michael said. “You gotta have something to make them stick together.”

“Then what are we missing here fellas?” Nathan said because he always felt that he needed to say something.

“Well I ain’t no animal doctor or nothing like that, but there’s got to be something to hold these things together. Right?” Michael said.

“Yes. Yes,” Nathan and Richard agreed. 

“Let me think
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