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Fifteen-year-old Alonzo Rainwater stood in a small section of grass beside a medium-sized building in downtown Mobile. The Southern midday sun was steadily roasting the cement sidewalk adjacent to the Ebenezer Temple Church to such a degree that frying a proverbial egg, bacon, or even bare feet thereupon was not out of the question.

There were no eggs in sight.

Temperatures climbed to 104°F by 2:00 in the afternoon and remained in the nineties until 8 o’clock at night. Living in the subtropical region of the South had certainly turned out to be more challenging and stressful than Alonzo’s parents had anticipated. Weather forecasters were busy on TV and radio, warning citizens of the dangerous heat, as if it were a recently invented marvel no one had ever heard of.

Alonzo could remember a time back in San Diego when walks in the afternoon weren’t discouraged because of deadly heat advisories. The weather had always been perfect in his part of Southern California. Unsurprisingly, as a fifteen-year-old, Alonzo was no big fan of the South’s extreme heat and humidity, which his parents had dragged him into. 

Standing on the sidewalk, Alonzo noticed that the few flowers and bushes that church members planted by the sidewalk back in March were clearly in dire need of a little rain.

Perhaps they should have planted cactuses instead, Alonzo thought.

Like the blazing hot sidewalk, the dark asphalt parking lot also boiled beneath the solar rays of an unrelenting August afternoon.

Anything unlucky enough to have been left outside also radiated heat. Car hoods, fence posts, stop signs, and any metal flashing on any building were just as likely to turn human flesh into third-degree burns as any decent phosphorus fire. Maybe even a blow torch.

It was hot.

The heat! The humidity. It was all everyone talked about in the summer in South Alabama. “Man, when is this heat gonna leave us?” And “Man, it’s hotter than hell out there,” as well. “Man, it’s hotter than various appendages to witches’ bodies.” Or something like that.

It was as if the bad-mouthing of the weather and comparing it to the unappealing afterlife were enough to rid oneself of its discomfort.

Many tried, though.

But sometimes, the toxic mixture of heat and humidity produced unexpected and unforeseen situations that, if they were not witnessed, well, one could hardly believe they happened at all. This is one of those times.

Alonzo had endured just about as much heat as a fifteen-year-old not used to such weather could stand. He gazed toward a group of kids who looked about his age. They were hovering in a gaggle closer to the building.

Alonzo’s mother, Heather Rainwater, held a large pan of baked beans for the meal after the funeral of a church member that Heather had not known, but felt it was good manners to attend. Heather was not used to such occurrences in San Diego. This was just one of the many cultural oddities that Alonzo and his parents had to adjust to after their cross-country move.

“Mom,” Alonzo said. “Why did you and Dad move us here to where it’s so hot all the time?”

It was a fair question. Many residents who moved into the area wound up leaving after a brief stay simply because of the unrelenting and unforgiving heat. If he were able, Alonzo would cast his vote on moving back to the golden weather paradise of San Diego.

“Look, Alonzo,” Heather said, “I’ve told you a hundred times. It’s your dad’s job. When the Navy says to move, well, we gotta pack up and move. We’ll just have to make the best of it until we move again. That’s all I can say, sweetie.”

“Well, I liked San Diego much better, Mom,” Alonzo said as he wiped the growing sweat from his forehead.

“I know. I know,” Heather said as she glanced down the hallway through the glass door. “Why don’t you just wait here or maybe go over there, pointing to the kids, and make friends, and I’ll find out where to put this dish down. OK?” Heather said as sweat continued to run down her face as well.

“OK, Mom,” Alonzo said, as Heather walked into the building looking for the kitchen.

Alonzo thought about his life, having to move so often, and decided right there that while he didn’t love packing and moving so often, he did like seeing new places and experiencing new things. Maybe the military would be a good fit for me, Alonzo thought. 

Alonzo looked back at the group of kids. They were about twenty yards away, all standing on the same sidewalk by a door that led into the church building. A boy named Barry, who seemed to be a little older than the rest, saw Alonzo and began asking the other kids if they knew him. No one did.

Alonzo wasn’t a particularly outgoing boy, but he also wasn’t frozen with shyness either. The fact was, he could hold a conversation with just about anyone if necessary.

Alonzo took the boy’s glance at him as an invitation to approach the group. Maybe he’d make a friend or two in this new sweltering place.

He took two steps in the general direction of the group and stopped. Kind of like one does when faced with an unexpected venomous snake, a rabid dog, a used car salesman, or a politician in general.

Unbeknownst to Barry and his gaggle of comrades, something was crossing the hot sidewalk, blocking, in a manner of speaking, Alonzo’s way. It was certainly something that Alonzo had never seen before in his short life.

A large beetle sashayed across his path, stopped in mid-travel, turned its bulging eyes toward Alonzo, and spoke in an unmistakable thick Scottish accent, which was problematic as Alonzo was already having enough trouble deciphering what he thought was something close to English from the South Alabama natives.

This was no ordinary insect, mind you. The beetle in question, as Alonzo would soon find out, was an Eastern Hercules Beetle. This species of beetle is a large, unattractive, and formidable insect. This one was a male and hence had a horn, which, to reasonable people, made him even uglier.

Alonzo was, up to that point in his life, well versed in conversing with the human species and could even do a pretty good job ordering his border collie to sit, stand, or roll over, but nothing in his fifteen years on this planet had prepared him for the opportunity before him - to speak with a beetle.

Now, if the object had been one of the human Beatles from Liverpool, that would have been something completely different.

But such was not the case.

A live, formidable-looking beetle was not talking to Alonzo.

Initially, Alonzo thought that the whole scenario was somehow orchestrated by the group of teenagers in front of him. How else could a beetle be speaking to him?

That’s just crazy. They must have planted a speaker in the bushes by the sidewalk and marched a beetle.

Wait, Alonzo stopped himself from completing the thought.

Think man. No one here knows me. No one knows my family yet. And marching a beetle? Really? How many insects do you know of that’ve been trained to respond to human commands?

“Woah. Hold on there, big fella. Where ya going in such a hurry?” the horned beetle said.

Alonzo answered the insect as if he were speaking to his mother.

“I’m uh... I’m walking to those people over there,” Alonzo said, pointing to the teenagers, but almost immediately retracting his hand in complete disbelief that he was talking to a beetle.

Wait. How ya talking to me? I mean. Why am I asking a beetle, an ugly one at that, anything at all? Alonzo said to himself.

“Ya know I can hear ya, right?” the beetle said with a hurt look on its, well, horn.

“Look here, Lad,” the beetle said, clearing his tiny throat. “I think we got off on the wrong foot here. Please, allow me to introduce myself. Me name is Gillebrìde. But you can call me Gilbert.”

Alonzo stood, clearly fazed by this turn of events. One minute, he was on his way to making new friends, he hoped, and the next, he was talking with an ugly bug sporting a Scottish accent.

The sweltering day was getting weirder by the minute.

“Wait. Oh, I have so many questions,” Alonzo said. “First off, let’s set aside the fact that you’re speaking, OK? Why do you have a Scottish accent?”

Gilbert’s hesitation indicated that this topic was not something he wished to discuss. However, he finally spoke up.

“Well, it’s like this. I was born here in a little village across the Bay called Fairhope, but because
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