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What Has Happened Before
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IN OUR LAST EPISODE Captain Albino had opened the school library and had ordered each of the kids to take one book out to the school yard and place that book into a burning barrel.

They had no choice.

If they wanted to eat they needed to do just exactly what he told them.

So Ben Bigfoot and Briar Gamble had taken the initiative and lead the rest of the school population in a massive book burning.

“WE’RE NOT BURNING THESE BOOKS FOR HIM,” Briar had shouted, nodding fiercely and defiantly in Captain Albino’s direction. “WE’RE BURNING THESE BOOKS FOR SOMETHING TO EAT.”

And for some peculiar reason Captain Albino hadn’t liked that show of stick-it-in-your-ear defiance one little bit.

Why don’t you read and find out just what happens next...
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AFTER WE HAD FINALLY burned the last of the first load of library books, Captain Albino’s stormtroopers took us back to the school gymnasium where we were fed without any further sort of trouble. They served us pizza and cheeseburgers – a regular fiesta of fast food. We weren’t even asked to push or hit each other. I guess that pale-faced whey-eyed boogerhead Captain Albino had got enough of his mean jollies out of watching us kids burn our school library – one book at a time.

We still reeked of smoke and I could taste the sour black aftertaste of ash and bitter despair, lingering in my mouth.

“Why burn the books?” I asked, after we had got back to our classroom that evening. “It just doesn’t make any kind of sense to me at all.”

Of course, right now, nothing in the world made any kind of sense.

Why was this pale-eyed curd-complexioned geekazoid so bent on turning our lives completely upside down?

What was Captain Albino planning?

Did he even have a plan at all?

I wasn’t sure.

And if he did have plan then what did the Black Masks have to do about it?

And when was Santa Claus REALLY coming to town?

“It’s not the books that he was interested in watching us burn,” Little Jemmy said. “We were burning something else today out there in the school yard.”

I had been watching Little Jemmy carefully for any sign of the Pod-Little Jemmy – but so far it seemed as if the book burning had snapped him back from where ever Captain Albino had taken him – that night that Little Jemmy had tried to reach the office phone.

So far he seemed absolutely normal – but I still wasn’t all that sure that we had seen the very last of Pod-Little Jemmy.

“Are you freaking kidding me?” I asked. “I threw at least thirty-three hundred thousand of those books into the fire.”

Closing my eyes I could still see all of those books heaped up in those burning oil-filled barrels. I could see the book covers charring to black and the pages crackling and turning – one by one – as if the gods of fire felt they needed one good read before they let those books all cinder down into ashes.

“I threw mine in too,” Ben Big Ben Bigfoot said. “In fact I threw a whole lot of other kid’s books into the fire barrels.”

Actually, Ben had thrown a whole lot more books than I had. He had stood up there by the fire barrels beside me and he had helped those kids who were still afraid to do what had to be done. He had made it look almost easy. None of the kids had even bothered to argue with him. 

It was Ben freaking Big Ben Bigfoot - one of the biggest and meanest bullies in the whole wide high school, which to us kids meant the whole freaking world - who was taking those library books from them.

Heck, in a way I bet it almost felt normal to some of them.

“Let him speak,” Wendy argued. “I want to hear what Little Jemmy has to say.”

So we all looked at Little Jemmy.

For a moment he almost stepped back into a joke. I could see one snickering hoo-haw playing peekaboo from behind the grin of his bright blue eyes – hiding behind those Clark Kent glasses that he had started wearing after I’d brought them back.

“Well don’t stop now,” I said to Little Jemmy. “You’ve got all our attention.”

He had too. There were at least eight other kids who had started to follow around after us in the gymnasium and they were listening as well.

“Look at them listening,” I pointed out. “We’re building ourselves quite a posse.”


-  Not a posse. We’re drawing apostles. –


Maybe Jemmy was right – but posse or apostles – it was plain to see that the other kids were beginning to look to me and Jemmy and even Ben Bigfoot for leadership.

That felt a little good and a little heavy at the very same time.

I wasn’t all that sure that I really WANTED to have all of these kids waiting for me to tell them what to do next.


-  Want it or not, they believe in you. -


Maybe so.

Before too long we’d have to start inventing gang signs and wearing our hats the wrong way around. We’d need a password and we would need a secret initiation ceremony and maybe we’d even need an official color that we would all have to wear.

Or maybe not.

“Go ahead,” I prompted. “I’m really listening, this time.”

Little Jemmy took a deep breath in.

Then he started talking. 

He was speaking loudly – as if he was presenting a paper at the front of the class.

“My Grandmother has this big old patch of raspberries growing in her backyard,” Jemmy said, like he was telling us all some kind of a bedtime story. “Late in the fall, every year, she breaks down all of the dead raspberry canes and she has me heap them up in the very center of the rest of the garden.”

“Then what?” one of the younger kids asked.

I wanted to ask him just what exactly did a bunch of dead raspberry canes have to do with freaking Captain Albino – but Wendy kept on staring at me hard enough to make me stay shut up.

There was something about the way he looked in those Clark Kent glasses of his – like he was growing his own kind of laser vision that could freeze you at a single glance.

“Then, once we’ve got them all heaped up into a great big pile she would light a wooden kitchen match and we’d burn them all.”

“Doesn’t that burn your garden?” another kid asked. “Wouldn’t everything get killed?”

“We would do it in the fall, after the first few frosts - when all of the rest of the garden has been wintered over,” Jemmy said. “There’s nothing left but dirt to burn.”

Jemmy was smiling now.

I could see that he was clearly enjoying the taste of yesterdays – the way that he remembered them to be.

“My brother and I would run around the backyard and find all of the dead leaves and dried fallen branches that we could find and we’d heap them up with the canes,” he went on. “After the fire really got going - we would each take turns looking for more brush to burn. My Dad always stood there with the garden hose and my Mom would have a couple of buckets full of water ready – just in case the fire got out of hand – but I could always tell by the way that he was grinning that a part of my Dad was just wanting to go and dance around the fire, too.”

“Cool,” another kid said.

And I had to admit that Jemmy’s story did sound pretty cool to me. I kind of wondered why Jemmy had never invited me over for one of these cool-sounding bonfires. I wondered if it was my breath. Or maybe it was just a family thing. My family did certain things like that too – things that you weren’t really supposed to bring any visitors to.

Family time – was what my Mom always called it.

Sometimes I called it pure aching torture – but right now I was looking at what I used to think in a whole different light.

Thinking about that family time - I felt the bottom of my stomach trapdoor open and there was a dark hollow of shadow and loneliness hiding down there and I stepped away from that thought before that lonely shadow-hollow swallowed me under and I was gone for good in one of those bogs of personal depression that we all carry around somewhere inside of ourselves and should do our very best to keep away from.

The truth was - I wasn’t sure if there was a family left for me to go home to – but right then and there I would have traded a bus load full of meat-lovers pizza for a single night at home – playing and losing at Monopoly with my Mom and my Dad.

“So why do you do it though?” a girl with red hair and red tinted sparkle-framed glasses asked. “Why does your Grandmother burn all of those raspberry canes?”

“I asked my Mom that once, too,” Little Jemmy said. “She told me that in order for a fresh new crop to grow next spring that she had to make sure that the old canes were safely out of the way. The ashes were good for growing things in was what she always told me. That was just how it worked, you see? She had to clear away all of the old canes out to make room for the new ones to grow.”

Wendy or not, I just had to ask.

“Okay,” I said. “So what does all this have to do with Captain Albino burning our library books?” 

“He didn’t burn them – we did,” Little Jemmy explained. “You’ve got to keep that clear in your mind. The truth of it is - he’s clearing land to plant new crops where the old ones were.” 

“Captain Albino is a freaking farmer?” I asked. “No wonder he’s always talking like his mouth is full of freshly-pooped fertilizer.”

“So where is his tractor?” Ben Bigfoot asked, trying for a joke. “Did he park it out with the tanks?”

“That’s a metaphor, bonehead,” Wendy said. “It means something that means something else.”

Ben Bigfoot looked a little hurt by her remark – but not all that much.

“Books make you think, right?” Little Jemmy went on. “So that is the absolute last thing in the world that Captain Albino wants. He’s trying to plant his own thoughts in our brain. Every time that we stand out there under the blue and yellow lights he keeps cramming our brains full of exactly what he wants us to think about.”

“Why?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Little Jemmy admitted. “But there’s got to be some sort of a reason. You don’t just take over an entire town like he has – just for a hobby.”

“Do you think it’s just our town that he’s doing this to?” Ben asked. “Is this going on anywhere else?”

“I don’t know.” Little Jemmy repeated. “He might be doing this to the whole wide world. Maybe there’s a whole freaking Borg-ship out there above us with a billion and a half copies of Captain Albino. Maybe there’s a billion-billion Black Masks standing in every school in every part of the world right now. I can’t do anything about that if there is – but I know for absolutely sure that I do not like the idea of Captain Albino growing around up there inside of my own thoughts.”

Big Ben Bigfoot Ben looked at Little Jemmy and he shivered a little.

Little Jemmy stared right back.

Wendy looked at Little Jemmy and I just stared at Wendy.

If the four of us looked any harder we were going to sprain an eyeball.

Little Jemmy turned his gaze to the other kids who were listening to him talk.

I looked too and I just couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The entire class was standing around us four kids, listening to Little Jemmy like he was handing out a fistful of free money with every single word he spoke.


-  Apostles.  -


Right.

“They’ll come tonight,” Little Jemmy said to the kids. “They will come and they will try and make you take one of those cell phones and answer to it.”

The
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