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October 17, Year of the Plagues, beside a
road somewhere

(I’ve finally bought some notebooks. So, here
beside a road somewhere, I eagerly begin my Plague Journal.
Probably each new journal entry will be from a different location.
Today I will write about how our search began.)






It was a bright summer afternoon. I had
picked up Mistress Athena from Glitterville Elementary School
Number 28, and her brother Master Odysseus from Glitterville Junior
High School Number 6. Down tree-lined streets, past lawns and beds
of flowers, past homes where other children were arriving from
school, we drove toward the Bugg family house.

Life was perfect. I was the faithful butler.
Master Odysseus was the brainy teenaged boy any parent would be
proud of. Mistress Athena was the wildly active and often
mischievous little sister. The loving parents would be waiting for
us on the front porch, as always.

It sounds like a dream, doesn’t it? Is there
any way we could have known how suddenly this dream would end?

Smoothly we rolled through the shadows of
the leafy trees. The car windows were down. We inhaled the scent of
freshly cut grass.

Then Mistress Athena asked, with a note of
urgency, “Is it going to rain, Mr. Kreppit?”

“Rain?” I replied with a laugh. “There’s not
a cloud in the sky!”

“Then why is it getting darker?”

I was right – there were no clouds. But she
was right too. It had been a much brighter day a minute before.

“Maybe it’s an eclipse,” said Master
Odysseus.

But the sun was as whole and brilliant as
always. We rolled onward toward the Bugg family house. But the
children were sitting up now, looking worriedly at the sky.

I turned left onto Lucid Lane, but in the
middle of turning, I stopped. I looked carefully at the sign at the
corner of the street, which said Lucid Lane on one part and
Dawn Crescent on the other part. I closed my eyes. I shook
my head.

“Mr. Kreppit,” said Master Odysseus, “maybe
you shouldn’t stop here in the middle of the street.”

I looked at the sign again. Dawn
Crescent, said the part of the sign that was supposed to say
Dawn Crescent. But the other part, the part that was
supposed to say Lucid Lane, said nothing at all. It’s not
that it had fallen off or been removed. No, there was a hole
there. But hole is not exactly the right word, because there
was nothing for there to be a hole in. What there was, was a
black place, a rectangle of darkness the exact shape of the part of
sign that should have said Lucid Lane.

I said nothing to the children. I simply
drove on, with my heart banging. But Master Odysseus’s pet rat
Defoe had seen the darkness too. With his little eyes bulging and
his tail swishing he raced from one side of the front seat to the
other, looking out the windows.

A rose bush in a flower garden was a
silhouette of darkness. A trimmed hedge was a block of black
nothingness. A chunk of emptiness in the shape of a car was parked
at the curb.

“Mr. Kreppit,” cried Mistress Athena,
“what’s happening? Where did those things go?”

I was too confused and afraid to answer
her.

Ahead on our left a house had disappeared.
However, its shape was still there, carved precisely out of
darkness. I wondered if the house itself was still there, hidden by
the darkness that seemed to be taking the place of things. Was
there still a doorbell hidden from our vision, or a door to knock
on? Was there a family inside having an afternoon snack and
watching television? A boy went down the walk toward the front door
of the house. Actually it was the empty black shape of a boy.
Finding my voice at last I rolled down the window and shouted,
“Don’t go in there!” He didn’t seem to hear me. He opened the door
and merged with the darkness of the house.

“Hurry, Mr. Kreppit!” shouted Master
Odysseus. “Let’s get to our house!”

The Thunderbolt is a powerful car. I crushed
the accelerator to the floor. We surged forward. Things started to
vanish around us. One, two, three maple trees silently disappeared,
leaving black holes in their own shapes. A black shape of beating
wings swooped in front of the car and flew into the dark branches
of a dark tree. A cat of darkness dashed across the street. We were
not far now from the Bugg neighbourhood. But things were vanishing
more quickly – houses, cars, front lawns. We passed the community
swimming pool. I saw a dark girl standing on a dark diving board.
She held her nose and jumped into dark water. Around us the day
itself grew darker and darker.

Mistress Athena was crying and calling for
her mother. Master Odysseus kept shouting, “Hurry, Mr. Kreppit!
Hurry, Mr. Kreppit!” Defoe lay on the passenger seat, shivering. We
sped onward.

Darkness started spreading from one object
to another. On our right the houses, lawns, gardens, hedges,
fences, driveways, walks and trees of the 2300 block of Lucid Lane
had all joined together. Only a single front lawn remained, glowing
green and dazzling under a sprinkler. Then the lawn too went black,
as the black sprinkler sent out jets of black water.

I slammed on the brakes. If the children had
not been wearing seatbelts they would have been hurled from their
seats. I could drive no further. The street five feet in front of
the car was an empty black pit of nothingness. I put the car in
reverse and backed down the street at full speed. The darkness
followed, eating up Lucid Lane, moving as fast as we did.
Faster.

Master Odysseus said, “Oh no! It’s going to
catch us!”

I swerved into a lane. The darkness shot
past us as it continued eating the street.

I stopped the car. “We can’t get to your
house,” I said.

“What about Mom and Dad?” said Master
Odysseus.

“I’m sure they’re safe,” I said. But I
wasn’t sure at all. I was anything but sure.

More slowly, I backed down the lane. I would
turn onto the next street and look for a way out of town. It was no
use trying to reach Mr. and Mrs. Bugg.

On the seat beside me Defoe jumped up as if
he had suddenly remembered something. He scampered across my lap
and perched on the middle of the steering wheel. He pointed his
nose toward the fuel gauge and twitched his whiskers in an alarmed
sort of way. Defoe was right to be afraid. We were out of fuel. The
Thunderbolt gave a couple of chugs and stopped.

“Don’t stop, Mr. Kreppit, keep going!”
shrieked Mistress Athena.

“But what about Mom and Dad?” said Master
Odysseus.

“It looks like I forgot to refuel the car.”
I said as calmly as possible, and, again, “I’m sure they’re safe.”
We had to get away, but we had no fuel. Even if there had been a
gas station at the end of the lane, it wouldn’t have helped. The
Thunderbolt does not run on gasoline. What it runs on is anything
that has been alive. I think the word that Mr. Bugg used was
organic.

Mr. Bugg is a brilliant inventor. He built
the Thunderbolt’s engine, which is called the Garbage Gobbler.

Tree leaves work well as fuel, like the
summer leaves we used when we started our journey. Autumn leaves
are fine, too, like the leaves we have been using in this October
of the Year of the Plagues. There is a very big plastic funnel
attached to the trunk of the car. Inside the trunk is the Garbage
Gobbler. Into the funnel go rotten cantaloupes, stale bread, lawn
clippings, cookie crumbs or whatever is handy.

“Mistress Athena” I said, “did you eat all
your lunch today?”

“All except the banana. It was kind of
squishy.”

“Can I have it, please?” A banana could get
us a few blocks at least.

“Uh-oh. Looks like I left my lunch box at
school.”

“Master Odysseus?”

“I gave my lunch to a boy called Peter
Porridge. He forgot to bring his. Do you think Mom and Dad are all
right?”

“Children, listen – we need fuel if we are
going to get away from here safely.”

Everyone started searching in the cracks
behind the seats, on the floor, in pockets. But all we found was a
blob of hard chewing gum. Not enough to save us. And none of us
knew whether or not chewing gum was made from something that had
been alive.

“I’m scared, Mr. Kreppit! I think we should
run!” said Mistress Athena.

“Wait, I’ve got an idea,” said Master
Odysseus. He opened his door, got out and walked to a low wooden
fence at the back of a yard. “Yes!” he cried. “Compost!” We all
jumped out of the car except for Defoe. Master Odysseus was right.
Just on the other side of the fence, among some bushes, was a black
plastic barrel that said clearly on its lid, COMPOST. In
other words, organic fuel for the Thunderbolt. And it was real. It
had not gone dark.

But there was a problem. Guarding the yard,
which included the compost, was a large, snarling dog with its
front feet against the top of the fence. Judging by its shape, I
guessed it was a pit bull. I could only use its shape to guess,
because it was actually only a snarling black form. And I could
only guess that it was snarling because its jaws were moving. It
seemed that neither light nor sound could escape from the dark
shapes. The darkness had got it. It was a dark dog. Could it bite
something that had not gone dark? We did not want to
experiment.

Master Odysseus made a quick grab over the
fence toward the barrel and just pulled his hand away in time as
the dog went berserk. Flecks of dark foam flew from its dark jaws.
“I’m out of ideas,” said Master Odysseus.

“Mistress Athena! No!” I warned.

“Thena, don’t!” called Master Odysseus.

We both tried to stop her, but it was
useless. With a skip and a leap she sailed over the fence, over the
dog, and into the back yard of the house. “Get the compost!” she
yelled as the dog took off after her.

As she has done so many times since that
day, little Mistress Athena saved our skins. Mistress Athena the
acrobat.

Fast as a rabbit she darted to the middle of
the yard, where she would have room to maneuver. The pit bull of
darkness was only a step behind. It leapt at Mistress Athena. But
she wasn’t there. She had dodged. The dark dog stood there for a
second, puzzled, before it saw her again and charged. She
back-flipped over the dark dog. It stopped, looked around, chased
her, leapt. She ducked. It sailed over her. “The compost!” she
yelled. “Get the compost!”

We had no choice but to leave her and the
dark dog to their deadly game. Together Master Odysseus and I
pulled the compost barrel over the fence, ripped the lid off,
hoisted it up and tilted the contents into the hopper of the
Thunderbolt. In went potato skins, half-rotted tomatoes, coffee
grounds and several months’ worth of kitchen waste. Into the hopper
also slid a few dozen fat earthworms.

“Thena, come on!” yelled Master
Odysseus.

Mistress Athena had the dog totally
confused. She was standing on her hands. Her dress had fallen down,
almost covering her eyes. The dog, a shape that did not seem real,
like a thing from a nightmare, was standing completely still,
staring at something that must have seemed even more like a
nightmare to it – purple underpants with a pattern of orange
donuts.

Mistress Athena walked on her hands to the
fence. Instead of following, the dark dog slinked away.

The Thunderbolt roared to life. And so,
thanks to the mental brilliance of Master Odysseus and the physical
brilliance of Mistress Athena, we escaped from the Daytime
Darkness.

When we had crossed the Bright Bridge over
the Tinsel River, we stopped. We stood among thousands of other
people who had escaped from the Daytime Darkness. Everyone was
looking back at what had been Glitterville. It was nothing now. It
was an enormous dark hole in the day. Silent as the grave.
Gone.

Without success we looked for Mr. and Mrs.
Bugg in the crowd. One by one the cars moved away, carrying the
shocked survivors. When the Thunderbolt was the only car left, we
also drove off.

“Do you think we’ll find them?” asked Master
Odysseus.

“We’ll find them. Of course we will,” I
said.

We headed east. When the compost was used
up, we used grass from a pasture, then some rotting wood. Since
that day in Glitterville our search for Mr. and Mrs. Bugg has only
been interrupted by unpleasant adventures.


October 19, Year of the Plagues, the edge of
a town






My name is Bentley D. Kreppit, and I was –
and am - the butler to the Bugg family. I am white-haired, rather
skinny and rather bent. In a word, I am old. Mr. and Mrs. Bugg may
have perished in the Daytime Darkness, or maybe they are wandering
the world in search of their children, just as their children are
wandering the world in search of them. But I shall continue to
serve Mistress Athena and Master Odysseus, whom I love as if they
were my own children.

The children’s father, Capability Bugg was,
or is, an inventor. Two of Mr. Bugg’s more famous inventions are
the Revised Bedroom Tidier and Musical Peanut Butter. His car is
also full of his inventions. It is not a new car. Like its driver,
me, it is rather old. It is called a Thunderbolt and was built when
cars were huge. The hugeness of the Thunderbolt means that there is
plenty of space for the Food-o-lator (which no longer works), The
Electrotickler, the Grab Master and the Stink Buddy.

On the afternoon the Daytime Darkness
arrived in Glitterville, I had been sent by Mrs. Bugg to collect
the children from their schools. At Glitterville Elementary School
Number 28 I was standing beside the Thunderbolt, waiting with the
rear door open, in my white tuxedo and white hair.

Among the busy children pouring out of the
school there was a redheaded girl who was busier than all the rest.
While they skipped, she spun like a mad ballerina. While the other
children hopped, she did cartwheels. She chased the other children
by walking on her hands, and she tagged them with her toes.

This might be a good time to mention that,
until the Daytime Darkness, the mother of Master Odysseus and
Mistress Athena was an acrobat on television. She was known to
millions of people as The Inconceivable Aphrodite. She performed
tricks such as balancing on her nose on a 6-inch carpenter’s nail,
which was balanced on a cat’s-eye marble, which was balanced on a
ping-pong ball floating in a fish tank full of hungry piranhas. The
Inconceivable Aphrodite was Greek. She gave Greek names to the
children and gave her talent to Mistress Athena.

There was also another reason it was easy to
spot Mistress Athena. She refused to wear anything but a dress to
school. And under the dress she refused to wear anything but
underpants blazing with color. Pink with green butterflies. Or
green and yellow stripes with red stars. Or, as on that day of our
escape from Glitterville, purple with orange donuts.

While she was cartwheeling and spinning down
the walk a ball bounced toward her. Up went the feet. Down flopped
the dress. She caught the ball between her ankles. On her hands she
dodged among her friends while they shrieked and tried to catch
her. Finally she stood up and balanced the ball on her nose until
someone grabbed it. Then she cartwheeled into the back seat of the
Thunderbolt.

“Hi, Mr. Kreppit.”

“Hello, Mistress Athena. Did you have a good
day at school?”

“Want to know what I did? Well, first I
climbed up to the roof of the school to get Andrea’s shoe that
yuck-face Justin threw up there. Then, at lunch hour, we had a
skipping contest.”

“The children recite rhymes while someone
skips. Am I right?”

“Yeah, like this one:

Funny people in a funny land.

I can jump rope on my hands.

How long, how long can I last

If I do it very fast?

One, two, three, four, five six…”

“I’ve never heard that one before, Mistress
Athena.”

“Odd made it up.”

“Master Odysseus? You certainly have a
talented brother. And did you, in fact, jump rope while standing on
your hands?”

“Yes. It’s fun that way.”

“And how many times did you jump?”

“Six thousand, eight hundred and eleven. I
had to get some of the big girls to count for me. I would have kept
going, but the bell rang.”

As we drove to Glitterville Junior High
School Number 6 to pick up her brother I glanced at her in the
rearview mirror. Her red hair, which she got from her father, was
as wild as always. She seemed to have even more freckles than the
day before. She snuggled down between the Electrotickler and the
Stink Buddy and went to sleep.

In the crowd coming out of Glitterville
Junior High School Number 6 I spotted Master Odysseus right away.
Like his sister, he was easy to spot, but for different
reasons:

He walked more slowly than the other
teenagers.

He wore only black and had long black
hair.

A white rat peeped out of his shirt
pocket.

“Hello, Master Odysseus. Did you have a good
day at school?”

“Hi, Mr. Kreppit. Yes, I did, thank you.
First I won a debating contest. The topic was Can inventions be
fun?”

“And what did you say?”

“I said that, yes, inventions can definitely
be fun. Some excellent examples are the Atomic-Powered Pogo Stick,
the Summertime Snow Sprinkler and the Flying Bed, which were all
invented by my father, Capability Bugg. And, at lunch hour I wrote
a new poem.”

“Well, let’s hear it.”

He settled between the Electrotickler and
the Grab Master, and recited.

A girl bright as day, a boy black as
night,

A servant and a rat in white -

If trouble came would they be survivors,

The brother, the sister, the rat and the
driver?

“Brilliant as always, Master Odysseus.”

Master Odysseus got his dark hair from his
mother, but he did not get his talent for using words from anyone.
It is just there.

However, his father, Capability Bugg
couldn’t, or can’t, even spell properly. He was, or is, a genius at
inventing, but he can’t, or couldn’t, spell his own name or anyone
else’s. In my wallet I keep a note he wrote to me the morning of
the Daytime Darkness. It says,

Deer Mr. Krappit

Pleez tel Atheeenuh knot to fergit her
luntch boks at skule. And remind Oddd knot to giv his luntch
away.

Thainx,

Caipabillitee Gubb

Mistress Athena woke up. “Hi, Odd.”

“Hi, Thena.” He smiled, then pushed a button
on the Electrotickler. A long rubber finger emerged and wiggled
against Mistress Athena’s ribs. As she squirmed and laughed a robot
voice went, ticky ticky ticky. Master Oddysseus laughed and
pushed a button on the Stink Buddy. The smell that filled the
Thunderbolt was too rude to describe in a polite book such as a
Plague Journal. I am sad to say that, although the Food-O-Lator is
broken, the Stink Buddy still works.

I am even sadder to say that since that day
Master Odysseus has never laughed again.

Defoe climbed over my shoulder, down my arm
and balanced on the steering wheel. He liked to see where we were
going. We drove toward the happy home of the Bugg family. But of
course we never arrived. Mysterious plagues were happening
everywhere, and the first one was waiting for us.


October 21, Year of the Plagues, Bunion
Hill






We left Glitterville and crossed the Tinsel
River on the Bright Bridge. We looked for Mr. and Mrs. Bugg in the
crowd that had escaped from the Daytime Darkness. Then we went on,
full of gloom, hoping they had also escaped somehow, and hoping we
would find them again, someday, somewhere.

Master Odysseus has written a poem about our
escape.

Glitterville was glad and bright

Till daytime was attacked by night.

Now I worry night and day -

Did my parents get away?

We fed the Thunderbolt thistles that we
found growing beside gravel roads. We fed it moss, mushrooms,
wildflowers, spiders’ webs. Passing through cities we fed it
cigarette butts. In the mountains we fed it pine cones and mountain
goat droppings, which is to say poo.

In every town, we asked if anyone had seen
the parents of Master Odysseus and Mistress Athena. We received
answers like:

“The Inconceivable Aphrodite? Isn’t she that
famous acrobat who can balance on her little finger on a chopstick
balanced on a trapeze swinging over a swimming pool full of hungry
sharks while juggling thirteen meat cleavers with her feet? Naw,
I’d know her if I saw her. I haven’t seen her on TV in a while -
any idea what happened to her? But now that you mention it, I did
hear about someone who passed through the town of Stovepipe. They
said she could juggle and never missed. Or was it snuggle but never
kissed?”

We stopped in Stovepipe and Snuff Bluff and
Hard Falls and Point Sharp and received similar answers.

We started to hear rumours of other plagues.
For example:

“Don’t go to Killville. I hear that the dogs
have taken over the town. The people are going around in leather
collars and eating out of bowls on the floor.”

We needed to make some money to continue our
search, so we started to put on shows.


October 22, Year of the Plagues, Spud
Junction


Hard Falls was named after a waterfall, but
the water had dried up because of the Plague of Super Intense
Evaporation. Now there was only a rocky cliff where the falls had
been. Master Odysseus had made an announcement in front of Hard
Falls City Hall:

Ladies and gentlemen, girls and boys,

We have a show you will enjoy.

Come and see it, one and all.

The Astonishing Athena will climb the
falls.

As the people of the town gathered around
Master Odysseus, Mistress Athena and me at the bottom of the falls,
we went over our plan one last time.

“Mistress Athena,” I said, “do you know your
job?”

“Yes, Mister Kreppit. I’m supposed to climb
up the cliff where the waterfall used to be. And I’m supposed to do
some tricks.”

“Excellent. Do you think you can do
that?”

“Easy-peasy, Mr. Kreppit.”

“And Master Odysseus, do you remember what
you’re going to do?”

“All I have to do is recite the rhymes I
wrote for this show. Right, Mr. Kreppit?”

“That’s right. And when the show is over I
will collect money from people. I’ve taken the Food-O-Lator from
the Thunderbolt to use as a container.”

“What about Defoe?” asked Mistress
Athena.

“Don’t worry, Thena, I told him exactly what
to do,” said Master Odysseus. “When I say the word invention
he’s going to push the button on the Grab Master.”

We all looked up to the top of the cliff. A
road led to the top, and the Thunderbolt was parked up there now,
out of sight. “Defoe!” shouted Master Odysseus. “Are you
ready?”

We heard the car horn beep, and said
together, “He’s ready.”

Hundreds of people had gathered, waiting for
the show to start. Master Odysseus stepped up onto a boulder, where
he could be seen by everyone.

“Ladies and gentlemen, girls and boys,” he
called. “Welcome to our show. For your entertainment, I present The
Astonishing Athena.”

There was some polite applause.

Mistress Athena took off her shoes and socks
and started up the cliff. It went straight up, and it was solid
rock. Most of it looked as smooth as glass, but somehow she found
tiny bulges and tinier bumps to grip with her fingers, toes, knees,
elbows, nose or teeth. She seemed to slide up the cliff as if she
was being pulled by an invisible rope. Whenever she got to a ledge,
even if it was no wider than her own hand, she would do several
back flips or cartwheels. Whenever this would happen a gasp would
go up from the crowd that was so loud it was almost a roar.

Master Odysseus recited:

Will she tumble? Hold your breath.

Watch the girl defying death.

She climbed higher, higher, until she was
near the top and looked very small. There were no more bulges or
bumps. But there must have been cracks that we couldn’t
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