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The youth (about 15 or 16- no one knew for certain, for nobody knew the exact day of his birth) spun a lasso over his head as he talked to a rock sitting on a Puxim Place Township Park bench- talking to a rock? Yup, that's right. A purple blue brain-shaped rock, which contained the mind of Prof. Stone. "Watch this, Prof. Stone," called Crick Aiken, eager to show off. "I've been practicing!"

"Great, Crick-" the rock replied, "but what'll you lasso?"

"You'll see!" Crick twirled the lariat even faster, then he let go the spinning end of the lasso. The large rope loop soared toward Prof. Stone. It dropped over the bench as Crick tugged the lasso tight, successfully snaring the bench where Prof. Stone/the rock sat. "Ta-da! Look- I snagged your bench!" Crick announced.

"There's no denying it; you caught the bench, Crick," agreed the professor, amused. "Very good. I like to see my students push themselves to master new things."

Although trapped inside the brain-shaped rock, Prof. Stone nevertheless mentored Crick. Prof. Stone lived at Crick's humble house, where he taught Crick how to not be a pain in the neck.

The Warthogs arrived in the park. They overheard Prof. Stone praising his pupil Crick. Ratso led his gang of two followers over to the snared bench. Ratso was closer to adulthood- at least chronologically- than Crick. The Warthogs' leader snorted at Crick and his lasso trick. Felix and Skip, the two members of Ratso's gang, always tried to keep on the good side of the gang leader so as to not be kicked out of the Warthogs; therefore, they, too, sneered at Crick. The young sycophants wore tiny warthogs on the upper left side of their polo shirts, in a spot usually occupied by alligators. These boys were younger than Ratso, and even younger than Crick. In fact, they were close to the same age as Cynthia, Ratso's sister, who had come also to the park with the Warthogs.

"Wow, you're like an expert with that lasso, Crick! Heh, whoop-de-doo," said Ratso, mocking Crick's accomplishment. "Anybody can rope a park bench."

Felix added, "It's so big, you'd need to try hard to miss it!"

"Especially when you're only four-and-a-half feet away," Skip pointed out.

Cynthia, well acquainted with her brother and his gang's immaturity, instead of copying them,  smiled at Crick and Prof. Stone. "Hi, Crick. Hi, Prof. Stone."

Crick greeted her back. "Hi, Cynthia."

Prof. Stone did likewise. "Hello, Cynthia and Warthogs."

"Yeah, hi, Prof. Stone," the Warthogs gang replied.

Crick undid his lasso from the bench and coiled it in his hand. "Ratso, what are you doing here? You usually find the park too dull, too boring."

"Yeah, well, not always, y'know," Ratso replied. "I came here for a creative boost, 'cause I still got work to do on my car model. These quiet places help my creativity- well, it would, but here you are, spoiling the relaxing peacefulness and stuff."

Crick shrugged. "You don't own the park. Anyway, as you can see, I am here perfecting my lassoing skill at the moment."

"Yeah, right," Ratso scoffed. He challenged him, "If you're so good, Crick, why not try catching one of your little pigeon friends with the lasso? That's a lot smaller target,and harder to snare."

Crick began once more twirling his lariat. "Okay, I'll get a pigeon easy," he bragged.
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Crick watched a pigeon nearby as it pecked some bug in the grass. He readied his rope, about to toss it. He hesitated. "No, wait. I can't. It might hurt the poor bird." He wouldn't toss the lasso, but he kept spinning it overhead, hoping it made himself look like some sort of a cowboy.

Cynthia told Crick, "My, you look cute, spinning that lasso!"

"I'm not cute," Crick grumbled, stopping his rope play.

Prof. Stone, from his place on the bench, teased, "Well, maybe just a little cute..."

Crick frowned. "Grrr! Not funny, Prof. Stone."

"Hahaha. Just kidding- Sorry."

Crick held out the rope to the leader of the Warthogs. "Well, let's see if you can lasso the bench, too, Ratso, like the way I did.”

Ratso chuckled at the counter-challenge. "Of course I can. You saw what I can do with a rope when I had to rescue you from the quicksand before, right?" He waved away ther rope, uninterested.

Crick nodded, remembering it very well. "I do, Ratso, but I think I'm better at this than you now. I've been practicing, and I'm getting pretty good at this, like a professional rodeo star."

"More like a rodeo clown," said Skip.

"Or more like the cow that gets roped instead," said Felix.

Crick ignored the youngsters. He said to Ratso, "I'll show you how good I am- I can lasso the water fountain that's way over there, from here- and with my eyes closed!"

"This I gotta see," scoffed Ratso.

Felix laughed heartily. "Hahaha hohoho... Oh, this should be good!"

"You know it," Skip agreed. "Upcoming epic fail for the pain in the neck," he predicted.

Watching Crick again whirling the lasso, Cynthia clasped her hands in front of her heart, expectantly. "Oh, Crick, I can't wait for your trick! I know you can do it!"

"You bet I can! Keep watching-" He closed his eyes, spun the lasso some more, aimed (mentally, since he kept his eyes shut and could not see the fountain), and readied to throw-

"Eyes closed now; keep watching, everybody-"

And he let the lariat fly. "Here goes. Please note, eyes still closed-"

THUNK!

Smiling, eyes closed, Crick tugged the lasso, pulling it good and tight. He chuckled as he opened his eyes. "See that? I just caught me a fountain-" His smile disappeared in a flash. His eyes widened in stupefied shock. His face quickly reddened in total embarrassment when he saw where the lasso had landed.

"Huh?? Um- um- ah- Oops!"

Crick had snared Cynthia!

She giggled, pleased at being snared by Crick. "Tee hee- You caught me, Crick! You caught me!"
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"Well, you were close, anyway," said Prof. Stone/the rock.

Crick wasn't the only one with a red face. Ratso's face was red, too, but for a different reason. Ratso waved his fists and his eyes flashed. Cynthia's big brother rumbled at Crick, "Hey, you- you big pain, you! Nobody lassos my sister! I ought to give you a super-wedgie!"

Felix thought this would be very funny to see. "Hee hee! Do it, Ratso!"

Skip echoed Felix. "Yeah, teach Crick a lesson, Ratso!"

Still in shock, still holding onto the lasso with its other end still around Cynthia's waist, Crick tried to explain, "N-n-now, Ratso- it- it was an accident!"

Cynthia scolded her big brother, "Ratso, chill out!"

Prof. Stone suggested, "Take it easy, Ratso. Take deep, slow breaths to calm yourself down-"

Ratso attempted to follow the professor's advice. He took in a large breath very slowly, then let it out slowly. It didn't seem to be working. "Grrrr!" He took in another deep, slow breath. "Grrrr!" He again let out his breath slowly. "Grrrrr!"

Then a large robot appeared and joined the gang at the bench, clanking as he walked. The robot stood about eight and a half feet tall. Crick and his friends had met the robot before. It had been Dr. Boffin's assistant at that time, but now, due to present circumstances, the robot was unable to continue his position as the scientist's helper.

"Greetings, Prof, Stone. And Crick. And Cynthia. And Warthogs. I am here, precisely on time. It is now 9:14 a.m."

Ratso was too annoyed with Crick to bother greeting the robot. And the other Warthogs were too amused and too busy laughing at Crick to be able to greet the robot.

Prof. Stone said to the artificial humanoid, "Yup. Punctuality is a virtue, Arthur, as I always told my class of second-graders, back in my days as an elementary school teacher."

"Yes, and punctuality makes the robot factory run better, as well, if I keep my appointments on time," the robot agreed. Arthur had started a factory where he made robots like himself, and also others very different from himself. "Ready to go, Crick?"

"Okay, Arthur, in a minute." Crick said to the robot. Then, a little bashfully, Crick politely asked Cynthia, "Um, can I have my lasso back?"

Disappointed, Cynthia unwrapped the lariat from her waist and handed it to her friend. "You're leaving us already, Crick?"

"We're visiting Dr. Boffin at the jail today,” said Crick. “If the doctor doesn't see Arthur on a regular schedule, he worries about his former assistant.”

"Good riddance," growled Ratso, still annoyed with Crick for capturing his little sister with the lasso.
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Crick put his coiled rope around his shoulder and picked up Prof. Stone/the rock from the bench. "Okay, now we're ready, Arthur."

Felix said to the robot, "Tell Dr. Boffin we said Hi, even though we don't know him so well.”

Skip said, "It's good you gave yourself  a name, Arthur, instead of everyone only calling you Dr. Boffin's robot."

Arthur nodded his robot head. "Isn't that the truth. Okay, Crick and Prof. Stone, hop on." The mechanical man bent over, stooping so that Crick could climb aboard.

Crick held onto the rock and jumped up, but he could not quite get onto Arthur's shoulders. "Stoop down a little more, please." Arthur obliged and Crick got on there this time. Dr. Boffin's robot straightened back up and prepared to take Crick and Professor Stone piggy-back to the prison.

“I hope they lock you in jail with the doctor, Crick," said Ratso. He had calmed down somewhat, but clearly Ratso still steamed inside- "Imagine- lassoing my sister!"

Felix giggled. "Maybe you can make a citizen's arrest, Ratso; tell them to lock him up and throw away the key."

Skip chuckled. "After all, it wouldn't be the first time Crick went to jail."

Crick got himself comfortable on Arthur's shoulders, resting the rock in his lap and grabbing Arthur's neck. "Come on, Wartheads," Crick said, "don't remind me about my time in jail! Officer Bookum thought I had killed Prof. Stone-" (But, as you can see, dear readers, Crick did not kill the professor. Prof. Stone is alive and well, but trapped inside the rock shaped like his brain!) -Crick continued telling them why he didn't like to remember being in the jail at Puxim Place Police Headquarters: "Officer Bookum locked me up- and in the cell next to me was Rockie- yikes! Rockie held a grudge against me just because earlier I kinda tripped him with the help of a pigeon I was feeding and his disguise fell off and Officer Bookum caught him-"

Arthur said, "All set, Crick? Comfy? Ready to go? Okay, then, hang on- and you, too, Prof. Stone!" Arthur started out with a slow trot, then picked up speed, heading for the county prison.

Prof. Stone said, "That new county prison is nice. Nicer than the jail at Puxim Place Police Headquarters. If one is going to be imprisoned, this county jail looks like the ideal place to be."

In back of them, Cynthia waved to Crick as he rode the robot out of the park. "Bye, Crick. Stay cute!"

Ratso and the Warthogs rolled their eyes.
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Arthur traveled swiftly over open countryside. Crick didn't let go the robot's neck and Prof. Stone/the rock continued to rest in Crick's lap during the trip. Wild grasses and trees and pastures and farms dotted the landscape. Arthur shunned the streets and country roads, instead choosing to take the scenic route through the rustic settings. He appreciated the beauty of nature.

Arthur said, "Ratso's right- he likes the peace and quiet at the park; it helps his creativity. This open country side is even more inspiring. Often I came here on  a run to think out a solution for a problem at the robot factory.."

"I can see your factory over that way, Arthur," said Crick."You built it almost as fast as you can run. I bet when Dr. Boffin gets out of jail, he'll be glad that your factory is right next to his property. He can build as many robots as he wants."

Prof. Stone said, "And over there I can see the occasional flash of the lightning in the distance."

"Yup, that's Storm Valley, as usual," replied Arther, jogging at a steady pace.

"Wow. Storm Valley looks to be even more stormy than what its usual tumultuous weather," observed the professor.

Crick shuddered. "Oh boy- I can just imagine how noisy it must be on the Obadiah farm. I know the mountains around the valley are supposed to block out the noise of the neverending storm, but i'm sure they can't block out everything!"

"We can sometimes hear it in the robot factory," Arthur told them. "I wonder if the noise of the storm doesn't sometimes get too loud and annoying at the farm? But on the plus side of being so close to Storm Valley, at least ever since Matilda the cow got stuck overnight in Storm Valley, she's been a celebrity around town. She's made the Obadiah farm famous."

Prof. Stone chuckled. "Yes she did. In fact, I think I want to do a feature on her one day on my new blog. Imagine, she didn't lose a cow race ever since getting changed that night in the Storm Valley. surely she got hit by some lighning and it scrambled her molecules."

"And not only that, now she gives milk that turns people invisible. Not just people- that's how the miniphants got invisible, too, when hey got into her stored milk," said Crick. "I bet the people would 

love to hear her story!"

Arthur thought so, as well. "The folks would get a kick out of that story- Whoop! Hang on tightly, Crick-"

Crick held onto Arthur's robot neck, tighter than he was holding onto Prof. Stone/the rock. A porcupine had wandered into Arthur's path as he jogged, and Arthur only had time to make a quick leap over the 

spiky creature.

"Whew! That was close," said the robot.

"I'll say! I'd sure hate to fall onto the hedgehog and its sharp quills!" Crick grimaced from the pain he got just thinking about it.

"Anyway," Arthur continued, resuming the converstaion about the professor's new blog, "how do the folks like your blog, Prof. Stone?"

"Oh, they love it," Prof. Stone replied. "But only the folks who live here in Puxim Place belileve it. The rest think I am pulling their leg. I can't say I blame them- this town is pretty unbelievable. Crick, let's visit the Obadiahs for research on Matilda- after we see Dr. Boffin at the county jail, of course."

“That's a good idea," said Crick."Okay, we'll stop by today."

HA! Don't bet on that, Crick! Oops, but I am getting ahead of the story! Is it too late for a spoiler alert?

Prof. Stone then said, "And, while we're there, we can go see Storm Valley close-up."

"Uh, um, er, let's not see the storm any closer than we need to be," Crick balked at the idea. "Too Scary."

"That's what you thought about Scary Cave, but you conquered your fear and went any way," Crick's mentor reminded.

"And look what happened to you when we went!" Crick reminded his mentor. "At least, though, Dr. Boffin can sort of fix that, when he finishes your new robot body."

Prof. Stone said with much enthusiasm (like most of the time when he spoke about his anticipated robot body), "I can't wait! It's good he was only put into the nearby county jail- It's much easier to go see him, and he is always fun and interesting."

Arthur nodded his head to that. "He certainly is. I miss him. Him and his projects.  I even miss when he accidentally blows up his place sometimes. I am glad the authorities recognize he is basically a nice man, and so let him do his time at the nice county jail- And here we are, at the jail."

"Yay!" cheered Crick. "You are fast, like always. You and Matilda ought to have a race sometime."

"Oh, I'd like to see that!" said Prof. Stone. "It'd be a thrilling story for my blog!" 

3

The county's low-security prison for harmless, co-operating inmates sat in the midst of acres and acres of uncultivated ground. Its seven-foot brick wall surrounded the two-story facility. A gate of metal bars in the wall remained shut, a guard being posted outside the gate, and another inside the gate. The two bored guards yakked with each other through the bars, while watching the prisoners and other guards playing tag together in the prison yard. (Of course, not all the guards and prisoners played tag. Some sang with a guard who strummed a guitar, while some others just sprawled in the grass, snoozing.)

Arthur came to a halt and once more stooped over, allowing Crick- carrying Prof. Stone- to hop off the robot express.

Both the guard on the outside of the gate and the guard on the inside of the gate greeted them. The guard on the inside guessed, "Here to visit Dr. Boffin again?"

"Yup, as usual," replied Prof. Stone, while the outside guard opened the gate for them to enter.

Crick held out his rope for Mr. Beck to inspect. "Do I have to leave my lasso outside the gate, Mr. Beck?" Mr. Beck was the inside guard at the gate. "Is it considered a weapon?"

Mr. Beck picked up the rope and eyed it very carefully. He winked to the outside guard and Arthur and Prof. Stone/the rock. He asked the outside guard, "What do you think, Mr. Krantz? Is it a weapon?"

"Yes, Mr. Beck, yes it is" replied Mr. Krantz.

Mr. Beck gave the matter a brief moment of thought. "Well, I guess we can trust you, Crick. You won't use it to help any of the inmates escape, okay?""

Crick crossed his heart and held up his right hand. "I promise I won't."

Mr. Krantz the outside guard closed the gate once the visitors were inside the prison yard,

Mr. Beck asked, "Crick, what makes you come with Arthur and Prof. Stone every week? Since only two visitors at a time are allowed to see a prisoner in the Visitors' Room, and so since you always wait out here in the yard for Arthur and Prof. Stone while they visit Dr. Boffin inside, why do you bother to come, if I may ask? Mind you, we always like your visits, since you often join the game of tag and make it more fun."

"That's why- because I like to play tag," said Crick. "And I like Arthur's piggy-back rides, too."

The three visitors went over to the prison building, where another guard kept watch over the building's entrance door. This guard also greeted them.

Crick handed the rock/Prof. Stone over to Arthur.

Arthur told the guard at the door, "We're here to see Dr. Boffin."

Crick said, "Well, those two are here to see the doctor. I will stay out here, like the other times, Mr. Jazz."

"Okay." He opened the door for the robot and the rock- which the robot carried- to enter.

Crick said, "I hope Dr. Boffin is almost done with the robot body he is building you, Prof. Stone."

"Yes, I cannot wait to try on the body," said Prof. Stone.

"I hope the robot body is built as well as the way Dr. Boffin made me, Prof. Stone," said Arthur. "If so, then I know you will very much enjoy having such a robot body." Arthur and Prof. Stone/the rock went inside the building, and the door guard closed the door after them.

Prof. Stone and Arthur headed for the Visitors' Room, not suspecting the surprising news Dr. Boffin would soon be telling them.
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