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It wasn’t until Frank McDonald spotted his neighbor’s garbage cans out by the road that he knew he was going to be in trouble.

He had missed garbage day before.  And his wife Debbie made sure he remembered that mistake ever since.

“You guys almost ready?” he asked, cupping his hands toward the stairs.  The school bus was due to arrive in less than five minutes.

And that’s if it was right on schedule.

“Almost!” both kids replied back.

Courtney and Michael soon bounded down the stairs, dragging their bulging backpacks behind them, thumping solidly with each step.

Ever since they moved in, Frank set out the garbage the night before garbage day.  The garbage crew came by every Tuesday between seven thirty and seven forty.  Like clockwork.  Then, last October, he awoke in the middle of the night to a steady knocking on the front door.  He lived in a small enough community that he trusted his neighbors, but that didn’t mean he kept his doors unlocked.

With an aluminum baseball bat situated by the door, he grabbed it, held it behind him, and peeked out the window.  He almost fell over when a round face, with a purple hoodie covering his head, stared back at him.

“Mr. McDonald,” Eddie Coffman said, his voice muffled.  He lived a block away.  To say he was a bit on the slow side was an understatement.

But he was as harmless as they came.

Frank unlocked the door, and opened it a crack.  Crisp air pooled around his feet.

“Your garbage, Mr. McDonald,” Eddie said.  His glasses were thick and the warmth from inside fogged them up.  He didn’t seem to notice.  “A skunk got into your garbage.”

“A what?” Frank asked.

“A skunk,” Eddie said.  “But it ran away when I was walking by.  Into the culvert.  I’m sure it’ll be back.  Better pick up the garbage or else the garbage men won’t pick it up.”

It certainly couldn’t be that bad.  It was the risk he ran having the garbage out by the road.  He’s had dogs get into it from time to time, but nothing too major.

“Thanks, Eddie, I appreciate you telling me,” Frank said.

“Should get one of those new plastic cans,” Eddie said.  “They seal up nice and tight.  Bought one at Hardware Hank.  I think they’re on sale this week.”

“That’s okay, I’ll take care of it.”

And with that, Eddie turned and walked away.

The next morning, right when the kids were getting ready for school, he heard the rumble of the garbage truck coming down the road toward the house.  That was when he spotted the mess.  Eddie wasn’t joking.  Garbage was everywhere!

To make matters worse, there was a skunk still eating the garbage strewn about the lawn.

There was a local ordinance against shooting firearms within the city limits, and that included air rifles.  But that didn’t stop Frank from grabbing his lever-action Daisy BB gun.  He racked the lever, and marched outside.

All the BB was capable of was annoyance—he had it since he was eight or nine, so what did he expect?  He had shot at mice before, with the tiny rodents a few inches from the barrel, and it still took him three to four shots to kill them.  But he had no choice.  If he ran out there, flailing his arms around, he’d run the risk of the skunk spraying him.

That would be bad.

Four shots sent the skunk trotting off into the culvert.  Armed with a box of mothballs, he dumped what was left by the entrance.  Then, as the garbage truck was only two blocks away, he quickly picked up what he could and stuffed it in the cans.

Maybe Eddie was right.  He should get a new plastic can.  The one he used didn’t have a cover.  It blew away in a storm a while back.  He never bothered to replace it.

But that was last October and he was still using the same can.  Ever since that day, he waited until Tuesday morning to set out the garbage.

What perturbed him the most was the fact that his neighbor across the road—hell, all of his neighbors!—set their garbage out the night before.  One neighbor, the Simonson’s, didn’t even have a can.  He just set the bags right on the ground.  No skunks or dogs ever got into their garbage.
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He ran outside, grabbed the full garbage can from inside the garage, and hefted it out to the road.  He didn’t know if he was too late.  No, he could see the bags by the Simonson’s, so he should be okay.

He sighed loudly.

Courtney and Michael sauntered out of the house, hunched over from their heavy backpacks.

“Love you, guys, have a great day in school,” Frank said.

“We will,” they said simultaneously.

Once back inside, he heard Debbie rummaging around upstairs, getting ready for work.  He then sat down at the kitchen table, a full cup of coffee in front of him.  He had a good hour before he had to leave for work.  Most mornings, he perused the few social media outlets he even cared about—honestly, he’d love to close all of his accounts, but social media was the one way to keep in touch with relatives that he saw once every few years.

But yesterday he decided against even looking at his phone until he got home from work.  It was something he read an article about—ironically on social media—that the negative slant of the news had a negative effect on one’s stress and well-being.  He remembered the days when the major media outlets reported facts, not opinions.  Nowadays, most slanted heavily toward one side of the political spectrum.

He also felt there was so much going on in the world that the media didn’t report on.  In fact, when the media latched onto something with a vengeance, again toward a certain political viewpoint, he wondered what else could be going on that they were ignoring.

Upon instinct, he sipped his coffee and then picked up his cell.  As soon as he was about to press a finger onto one of the social media apps, he remembered his promise and set it back down.

He turned to the window facing the backyard, cup in hand, and took a deep breath.

It’s going to be a wonderful day.  The sun is shining, no rain is in the forecast, and I’m going to enjoy an hour of peace and-

“Remember the garbage?” Debbie asked as she came down the stairs.

“Yes, dear.”

“Didn’t miss it?”

“No, dear.”

“How do you know?  See the time?”

He did.  Unless the garbage truck was early and forgot the Simonson’s garbage too, he was in the clear.  It was seven forty.  Oddly enough, he didn’t hear the usual rumble of either the garbage truck or the school bus yet.  And the school bus should’ve been there by now.

Maybe I missed hearing it.  I don’t always know when the bus comes by to pick them up.

“No, dear, I’m positive I didn’t miss it.  None of our neighbors’ garbage has been picked up yet.”

“Good.”

And with that, she was out the door.  No goodbye.  No kiss on the cheek.  No have a good day, we’re having meatloaf and mashed potatoes for supper tonight so you better take the beef out of the freezer.

He sighed.

Then sipped his coffee, turning back to face the backyard.

It was very quiet this morning, save for the rumble of the garage door opening and Debbie’s Subaru Outback backing out of the driveway.  She heard her voice, unintelligible like the teacher in the Charlie Brown cartoons, then an answer by their kids.

Frowning, he glanced back at the clock.  It was seven forty-five.  Christ, the bus should’ve been here by now.

Five more minutes.  If I don’t hear the bus in five more minutes, I’m calling the school.

He picked up his cell, in case the school sent a text notification stating the buses were running behind.  Nope.  No text.

He didn’t have to wait the five minutes.  In less than two minutes, the door opened.  “Dad?” Michael asked.  “Did we miss the bus?”

He dialed the school.  It rang and rang . . . until he reached the answering machine.  He left a message—he wanted so badly to leave a scathing message, telling them off for missing their house and for him to go out of his way to drive his kids to school, but chickened out at the last moment.  “Hi, this is Frank McDonald.  I’m not sure what happened this morning, but your driver forgot to pick up Courtney and Michael.  I’ll be bringing them to school, just so you know.  If your driver is running late, you can tell him—or her—where they are.”  He thanked them, and hung up.

“You’re . . . driving us?” asked Michael.

“I have to.  No one answered at the school.”

“They’re probably too busy,” Courtney said,  “If there’s a line of kids wanting to pay for lunches or something, the secretaries can have their hands full to answer the phone.”

But they’ve always answered it before.  Why now?

Oh, well.  Best get them to school before they get marked tardy.
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