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Foreword

Experiments

Kristine Kathryn Rusch

 

 

At Fiction River, we love conducting experiments. Fiction River itself started as an experiment. Dean Wesley Smith and I discussed doing a regular anthology series—which we call an anthology magazine—and we wanted to know if such a thing was viable in the Brave New World of 2012.

We decided to run a Kickstarter to see if anyone liked the idea. We funded in less than 48 hours, at which point Dean said to me, “Guess people like the idea.”

We liked it too, and 20 issues later, here we are, with another experiment. Last Stand came about because of our second Kickstarter, which was, in and of itself, an experiment. We wanted to do an old-fashioned subscription drive in a new-fashioned way. Old ways to do subscription drives seemed out of date to us.

Some magazines still do those drives—snail mail listings to other magazines’ subscriber base, another mailing begging past subscribers to return, and my favorite, a mock bill sent in hopes that some clueless person will think it’s an actual bill and subscribe.

We didn’t want to do any of those things or any variation of those things. So we decided to run a Kickstarter, with rewards for people who supported us either by becoming new subscribers or renewing their subscriptions.

That Kickstarter succeeded quickly, too. And one of the rewards—the one we discussed the most—is being fulfilled with this issue.

As we were setting up the rewards—pledge this amount, get this cool reward (for example, $30 got you a 6-issue subscription to the ebook), Dean suggested a high-end reward. He would, essentially, teach someone how to edit by letting them co-edit with him. They would read the stories at the same time, make their picks, and do the work together.

I balked immediately, not because I thought Dean couldn’t teach someone to edit this way, but because I’m a pretty selfish editor. I wouldn’t want to give up control of the editing process for an original anthology unless I knew the other person’s taste. I co-edited the Best Mystery and Crime Stories of the Year with John Helfers, but I had worked with John for more than a decade, and I knew we were compatible.

But a stranger? Oh, no. I couldn’t do that.

Dean didn’t have that issue at all. So he put the co-editing down as one of the rewards. And it got snatched up quickly by Felicia Fredlund.

Initially, according to the Kickstarter, they would interact online. But Felicia opted to come to our annual anthology workshop. She and Dean began their co-editing journey there, and I’ll let him discuss their process.

I, however, got to watch Felicia at the workshop. She sat up front with the other editors when Last Stand’s manuscripts came up for review, and right away, I knew this woman was a born editor.

She was one of the youngest people at the workshop, yet she had no qualms about stating her opinion forcefully. And her opinion was always backed up by a great sense of what she liked.

Editors need that sense. Editors can be swayed about the stories they’re on the fence about, but those stories that the editors love? Nothing will get them to change their minds.

On the middle of going through the Last Stand submissions, I turned to Felicia during a break. “You’re a true editor,” I said, and meant it as a compliment.

She took it that way. 

I hope she enjoyed this experience, and wants to return to editing. She’s got a gift for it.

And honestly, I’m relieved about two things.

First, I’m happy that this experiment turned out well for all involved. And second, I’m glad I’m not the one who had to share my editing. I have enough trouble weeding out stories as it is. 

For so many of you, this is the first Fiction River you’ll receive after our successful 2016 Kickstarter subscription drive. Thank you all for your support! We are really pleased, and we hope you’ll enjoy Fiction River for years to come.

You’ll like this edition of Fiction River. I know I do.

—Kristine Kathryn Rusch

Lincoln City, OR 

September 30, 2016




 

 

 

 

Introduction

A Fun New Challenge

Dean Wesley Smith

 

 

I always have fun editing volumes of Fiction River. And it is always a challenge. But this volume turned out to be even more fun than others thanks to Felicia Fredlund, my wonderful co-editor.

As Kris explained in her Foreword, Felicia supported this anthology series on Kickstarter. She wanted to learn how to be an editor and I was willing to give her a lesson in all the many details that go into doing a project like this. I am not sure what I was thinking, but looking back on the process, I could see a dozen places this could have gone horribly wrong.

Thankfully Felicia was a natural editor. 

We started off the process for this book going back and forth a lot about the topic of this volume, finally settling on Fiction River: Last Stand, a topic we could get writers to write about and both enjoy. 

Let me tell you, that was no small task to agree since Felicia is young enough to be my granddaughter and lives in Europe. So to say we came at things differently would be a vast understatement.

But that difference also made this book better in the end.

So after we agreed and assigned the topic to write to about fifty professional writers. Then came the week when the fifty professional writers all got together and she and I had to decide which stories we wanted. On a stage in front of them. That can scare a seasoned editor, but Felicia seemed to handle the pressure with ease and grace.

Fascinatingly enough, there are stories in this volume we both wanted and completely agreed upon, even with our varied backgrounds.

And there were stories I wanted that she didn’t and stories she wanted that I didn’t. 

That happens when you have professional writers writing for you. It is no longer a matter of craft, but taste in story. 

My biggest fear with this entire idea of having a new person edit with me was that the new person would always just bow to my tastes. The key with editors is that we all have tastes. And that’s what makes Fiction River so special, all the varied professional editors with varied tastes.

My fear was unfounded. 

Felicia stood up to me on the stories she absolutely thought should be in the volume and I ended up having to stand up to her on the ones I wanted in the volume.

It was wonderful and great fun, in other words. Discussing stories is always fun between editors and she stepped right into the role completely.

She is a natural editor and when she decides to return to editing on other projects in the future, I would suggest readers follow her.

After we had cut down our selection through negotiation and discussions, we then had the writers do a few fixes on their stories that the writers agreed with. Felicia spotted most of those. I tend to be the type of editor who lets the story stand. But Felicia spotted a few places in a few stories that the authors could make the stories better and I agreed.

As did the authors.

Then we let this sit for a time and the next time she was back at the coast, we got all the stories spread out on a large table and worked out the order, something that often takes a lot of time. It didn’t this time. For some reason for the two of us, the order was clear. 

So as with many things in the series of anthologies called Fiction River, this volume was a wonderful success.

So I want to thank Felicia Fredlund for the support of this series, as well as all the others who supported Fiction River through the two Kickstarter campaigns and who have subscribed to this project otherwise. The support is amazing.

And thanks to all the wonderful authors who gave us stories in this volume. I hate to admit it, but this book is stronger because of two editors being in the mix. 

And I want to say it was an honor to work with Felicia, who could turn out to be one of the great editors and writers moving forward, depending on her choices.

Thanks for making this book great fun, Felicia.

Now onward to read all the wonderful stories we found. 

 

—Dean Wesley Smith

Lincoln City, Oregon

September 15, 2016




 

 

 

 

Introduction to “The Great Ice Cream War of Grover’s Hollow”

 

 

Annie Reed has sold stories to every editor in the Fiction River line and appeared in ten volumes (Unnatural Worlds, How to Save the World, Hex in the City, Moonscapes, Special Edition: Crime, Risk Takers, Recycled Pulp, Hidden in Crime, Sparks), with more appearances to come. Her short fiction also appears regularly in The Uncollected Anthology (a quarterly themed collection of original stories by various authors), and in Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine. Her longer works include the private eye novels Pretty Little Horses and Paper Bullets, the crime novels A Death in Cumberland and the upcoming A Disappearance in Cumberland, as well as the suspense novel Shadow Life, written under the pen name of Kris Sparks.

Regarding this story, Annie wrote, “When I was little, Sunday evenings after supper meant a family walk to Dairy Queen for ice cream. As the town grew up (and so did I), the local Dairy Queen became a McDonald’s. A new source for our weekly frozen treats showed up soon after—an ice cream truck that announced its presence with the slightly off-kilter music every kid recognizes immediately. The memory of summer evenings waiting for the ice cream truck, combined with the thought of what if there were two? turned into the inspiration for this story.”




 

 

 

 

The Great Ice Cream War of Grover’s Hollow

Annie Reed

 

 

Pooter McKinnon would always remember the summer of 1963.

President John F. Kennedy went on television that June to talk about what would become known as the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the next morning black civil rights activist Medgar Evers was gunned down in his driveway. NASA pulled the plug on the last manned Mercury space mission, but would later launch the world’s first geosynchronous communications satellite into orbit. The Post Office started putting zip codes on mail, the Catholic Church told the faithful that cremation wasn’t so bad after all, and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. shared a dream.

But none of the world-changing events of the summer of 1963 that dominated his parents’ dinnertime conversation left a lasting impression on Pooter. He was only eight, and like most eight-year-olds, he didn’t think about things on a global scale.

Pooter had other things, more important things—eight-year-old things—on his mind.

Like ice cream, and the rivalry that would become known as the Great Ice Cream War of Grover’s Hollow.

The first volley in that particular war rang out late one sweltering Wednesday afternoon in June when Pooter and his best friend Jimmy were biking home after playing catch with their dogs.

Pooter had two shiny new dimes—his allowance for taking out the trash for an entire week— burning a hole in his pocket (one of his daddy’s favorite sayings). This particular Wednesday afternoon he couldn’t wait for the clang of the bell and “that blasted calliope music” (his mother’s description) that heralded the approach of Mr. Hurley’s battered old ice cream truck.

Mr. Hurley always stopped his ice cream truck on Pooter’s street precisely at three o’clock every Wednesday afternoon during the summer. Pooter knew the exact time because Jimmy had a Timex his grandfather had given him for Christmas, and Jimmy always wore it on Wednesdays so they wouldn’t be late for ice cream.

The big truck had been white at one time, but the white paint was dull and dusty, like the chalk Pooter’s teachers used, and small spots of rust had started blooming near the front fender. A tarnished silver speaker bolted to the roof was the source of the scratchy music Pooter’s mother found so annoying, and a small, round metal ball sat smack in the middle of the hood, like a clown’s nose with all the red worn off. The truck belched black smoke as it came down the street, and Pooter looked forward to the sight of that truck more than anything else during the summer.

As for Mr. Hurley, he was older than his truck—even older than the school principal, a formidable man with a crew cut who scared the living daylights out of everyone at school—and in not much better condition. Mr. Hurley never got out of his truck but simply shuffled, his back bowed and his arthritic hands trembling slightly, from his driver’s seat to the window on the side where Pooter and Jimmy and the rest of the neighborhood kids purchased their little bits of iced heaven on a hot summer day. He grumbled at the kids, always telling them, “exact change, exact change, no dollar bills!” and he never smiled. He handed the ice cream over grudgingly, like a miser forced to part with his gold.

In short, Mr. Hurley was an altogether unpleasant man. But for three months during the summer, he became the most popular man in Grover’s Hollow.

This week Pooter planned to spend his two shiny dimes to buy not only a 50/50 bar like he always did, but also an ice cream cone, which he’d promised to share with his dog Maddy. He could almost taste the sweet orange shell and creamy vanilla insides that were the essence of a 50/50 bar. A 50/50 bar put every other kind of ice cream to shame.

Pooter pulled up a piece of the sidewalk (another of his daddy’s favorite sayings) and sat down next to Jimmy to wait for the ice cream truck to turn the corner at the end of the block.

“I know what you’re getting,” Jimmy said, elbowing him in the ribs. “A Drumstick!” It was an old joke. Jimmy knew how Pooter felt about 50/50 bars.

But Jimmy lived for chocolate. Pooter had once seen him lick chocolate frosting off a cupcake at school and throw the rest away because it was yellow cake, not chocolate fudge. Pooter thought the very idea of throwing away any part of a cupcake was a horrible waste. Next to 50/50 bars, cake was Pooter’s favorite dessert.

Jimmy always got Drumsticks on Wednesdays because they were the only kind of ice cream Mr. Hurley had that were at least part chocolate. At least Jimmy had the good sense God gave eight-year-olds not to throw away the vanilla ice cream after he ate the chocolate shell.

The two friends sat on the hot concrete sidewalk along with a bunch of other kids, debating the pros and cons of their respective ice cream of choice like they did every Wednesday, when an unprecedented thing happened.

A different ice cream truck turned the corner onto Pooter’s street at two fifty-five and stopped in front of the kids precisely where Mr. Hurley’s ice cream truck always stopped.

“Hey, kids!” shouted the driver, who was not Mr. Hurley. “Ready for some nice, cold ice cream?”

All the kids scrambled to their feet and stared, mouths hung open in surprise.

Pooter had never considered the possibility that Grover’s Hollow might have two ice cream trucks. This truck was as shiny new as the dimes in his pocket. Gleaming white with a bright red speaker on top and the name Scooter’s on the side in big red letters, the truck was plastered with pictures of more ice cream bars and cones and sundae cups than Pooter knew existed.

“Look!” Jimmy pointed at one picture in particular. “He has chocolate!”

Sure enough, one of the pictures was for something called a Fudgsicle, which looked like a chocolate version of a 50/50 bar. Someone had taken a bite out of the Fudgsicle in the picture to let customers know it was chocolate through and through. And the most surprising thing ever—a sign on the Fudgsicle picture said they were on special (Today Only!) for only a nickel instead of a dime.

Jimmy must have thought he’d died and gone to heaven, as Pooter’s dad always said.

“Come and get it!” the driver said, smiling at them.

Jimmy was first in line. With the dime that had been burning a hole in his pocket, he purchased not one but two Fudgsicles.

Pooter scanned the side of the new ice cream truck, looking for a picture of a 50/50 bar. Sure enough, there was a bigger-than-life size picture of his favorite ice cream—only here it was called a Creamsicle—and wonder of wonders, it only cost a nickel (Today Only!) too!

He got in line, wondering if he could eat two 50/50 bars and still have room for dinner. Not having room for dinner might make his mom think twice about allowing Pooter to eat ice cream in the afternoon, but if he didn’t buy two now, he might never get another chance like this again.

He’d almost decided to risk his mother’s potential wrath when Mr. Hurley’s ice cream truck turned the corner at the end of Pooter’s street.

With a squeal of brakes and a squawk from the loudspeaker as the calliope music suddenly quit playing, Mr. Hurley brought his ice cream truck to a stop.

For a moment the street was utterly silent. No one moved, not the kids or the Scooter’s man or Mr. Hurley. Melting ice cream dripped over sticky fingers and plopped on the sidewalk, where Maddy and Jimmy’s dog Gracie licked it off the hot concrete.

The two trucks faced each other on the street like gunfighters in the Westerns Pooter’s dad liked to watch on television.

Then Mr. Hurley’s voice boomed over his truck’s loudspeaker.

“You!” he shouted at the Scooter’s man. “Get off my street!”

The Scooter’s man wasn’t nearly as old as Mr. Hurley. He might be the same age as Pooter’s dad, which still made him old, just not that old, but he didn’t look like he was afraid of Mr. Hurley. He just smiled and shrugged.

“Got here first!” he shouted back through the open window of his truck.

Mr. Hurley shook his fist at the Scooter’s man, but the newcomer just went back to selling ice cream, including the two Creamsicles Pooter bought.

None of the kids bought ice cream from Mr. Hurley that day, and eventually he drove his ice cream truck away.

Pooter was almost sad to see him go, although he couldn’t have said why. It wasn’t like Mr. Hurley had ever been nice to him. And the Scooter’s man said he’d be back next Wednesday, so even if Pooter never saw Mr. Hurley and his ice cream truck again, he could still get his favorite ice cream.

Still, Pooter felt bad for Mr. Hurley. His 50/50 bar didn’t taste quite so good, and he ended up giving almost all of his second one to Maddy. She wagged her tail and smiled her doggie grin at him, and that made him feel a little better.

But that night after he ate all his dinner, even the nasty beets his mom piled on his plate—he’d never been so full in his life—Pooter started thinking about Mr. Hurley.

He wondered if the old man had a family, and if he didn’t, if that’s what made him so grumpy all the time.

He wondered if Mr. Hurley had a dog at his house who’d wag her tail and smile a doggy smile at him when he got home at night, and if he threw sticks for his dog to chase.

But most of all Pooter wondered what Mr. Hurley would do if none of the kids wanted to buy ice cream from him ever again.

 

***

 

The following Wednesday, an electric current of anticipation ran through the kids waiting by the curb. The faceoff between the two ice cream trucks had been the most excitement the kids in this part of Grover’s Hollow had seen all summer. Most of them showed up early just to see what happened if the Scooter’s truck was there again when Mr. Hurley turned onto Pooter’s street at three o’clock.

None of them could have predicted that Mr. Hurley would drive his truck around the corner at precisely ten minutes to three.

Earsplitting calliope music blared at twice the usual volume from the loudspeaker bolted to the truck’s roof. The old truck had been washed, and the windshield was sparkling clean. The most amazing change though was the metal ball on the hood had been painted the same bright red as the loudspeaker on the Scooter’s truck.

Mr. Hurley pulled his spiffed-up truck to a stop in front of the kids waiting for ice cream like he always did. He shuffled from the driver’s seat to the side window like he always did, and stood hunched inside, propping himself up by the elbows on the little shelf on his side of the window. Like he always did.

Everything seemed normal, except it wasn’t. Mr. Hurley’s truck was too clean, and he’d arrived ten minutes early.

That was enough to throw all the kids waiting for ice cream for a loop. None of them, Pooter included, knew what to do.

In all the summers Pooter could remember, even back to the time his daddy bought Pooter his first 50/50 bar from Mr. Hurley (that’s what Pooter’s dad had called the orange and vanilla ice cream bar, and the name stuck), Pooter had never seen his truck so clean.

What if this wasn’t really Mr. Hurley?

Maybe Mr. Hurley had been kidnapped by his evil twin, who planned to take over Grover’s Hollow by feeding the kids poisoned ice cream so they’d turn into mind-zapped robots, like in the comics Pooter read at Jimmy’s house, only then it had been poisoned popcorn, not ice cream. The Evil Mr. Hurley would make all the mind-zapped kids get rid of their parents, and then, in the most evil act ever, destroy all the real ice cream left in the world.

“This is just weird,” Jimmy said, peering at his Timex. “He’s never early.”

“And his truck’s too clean,” Pooter said.

Maddy let out a little whimpering bark, as if she agreed with them.

When none of the kids approached the truck’s open window, dimes clenched in sweaty hands, Mr. Hurley glared at them. “What’s wrong with you kids?” he asked. “You want ice cream or what?”

Well, that sounded like the real Mr. Hurley.

Jimmy cleared his throat. “Do you have any Fudgsicles?” he asked.

In that moment, Pooter thought his best friend Jimmy was the bravest kid in the world.

“I got Drumsticks,” Mr. Hurley said. “You want a Drumstick?”

A little girl with brown pigtails held up her hand like she was in school. “I like Drumsticks.” 

“Then what’s the matter with you?” Mr. Hurley asked. “Come get one before I decide to throw ’em all away.”

Jimmy shared a look with Pooter, and Pooter shrugged. Mr. Hurley’s evil twin wouldn’t threaten to throw away mind-zapping ice cream, would he? 

Maybe this was the real Mr. Hurley after all, and he was early because his own Timex took a licking when he washed his truck and quit ticking.

That probably made more sense than an evil twin.

The little girl with the brown pigtails approached the window of the ice cream truck and handed over her dime. Mr. Hurley gave her a Drumstick, and that seemed to decide all the rest of the kids.

Except Jimmy.

Pooter got in line with the rest of the kids. Jimmy stayed on the sidewalk, his arms crossed stubbornly over his chest.

“What are you doing?” Pooter asked.

“Waiting for my Fudgsicle,” Jimmy said.

“You don’t even know if the Scooter’s truck is coming back today.”

Jimmy got the same kind of glower he got whenever someone questioned his dog Gracie’s ball-catching prowess. “He said he would, and Mr. Hurley don’t have Fudgsicles.”

“But Mr. Hurley got here first.”

Firsts were one of the rules Pooter lived by. Firsts meant something, especially in school when first to the playground meant he got his choice of monkey bars or tetherball. First in line in the cafeteria for lunch meant he got the good stuff, not the food that had been sitting in trays getting picked over while everyone else was already done and out on the playground.

Even the Scooter’s man had claimed firsts yesterday.

Now Jimmy was acting like first didn’t matter. If that was true, Pooter might have to rethink his whole playground philosophy, not to mention his ice cream buying habits.

Sure, the Scooter’s man had seemed nice and all, but Pooter just felt better about buying his 50/50 bars from Mr. Hurley. Pooter’s daddy had told him once that Mr. Hurley had been selling ice cream from his truck back when Pooter’s daddy was a little boy, and that had to mean something, too.

But Jimmy wouldn’t budge.

So Pooter stepped up to the window of the ice cream truck by himself.

He even remembered to say thank you when Mr. Hurley handed him a full-price 50/50 bar. Pooter thought his mother would have been proud of him, but Mr. Hurley just gave him a funny look, like he couldn’t figure out if Pooter was being sincere or a wise guy.

Pooter had just unwrapped his 50/50 bar when the Scooter’s ice cream truck turned the corner.

Jimmy grinned and pumped his fist in the air. “Yes!” he said, like a kid who scored the winning run in softball.

Only the Scooter’s truck didn’t pull over to the curb, and the driver didn’t go to his window so Jimmy could buy a Fudgsicle. Instead he pulled the truck next to Mr. Hurley’s and did something none of the kids had ever seen Mr. Hurley do.

He got out of his truck.

The few kids who had stayed near Mr. Hurley’s truck while they ate their ice cream fell silent.

The Scooter’s man stalked over to the window of Mr. Hurley’s truck. “So this is how it’s going to be?”

Mr. Hurley smiled.

Pooter couldn’t remember ever seeing Mr. Hurley smile. Jimmy had told Pooter once that if Mr. Hurley ever smiled, his face would crack right in half, but that hadn’t happened.

In fact, Mr. Hurley looked happy.

“My route,” he said. “My kids. You’ve got the east side. No need to get greedy.”

The Scooter’s man smiled back, but it wasn’t a friendly smile. This smile reminded Pooter of the way bad guys in Westerns smiled right before they shot someone in the back.

“Get with the program,” the Scooter’s man said. “Volume. It’s the wave of the future. I’m not gonna stick to the east side just because you tell me to.”

Mr. Hurley shrugged. “You run your business however you want, but you try to run your business on my route? We’re gonna have trouble. You and me.”

Pooter stood rooted to the spot. Mr. Hurley had just thrown down a dare without ever using the word “dare.” Pooter told himself he’d have to remember how Mr. Hurley did that. It might come in handy when school started in the fall and he’d have to face the Naughton twins, the terror of the fourth grade.

The Scooter’s man stared at Mr. Hurley for a long time, then he nodded. “I guess we’re going to have trouble, then.”

He got back in his truck, and before Jimmy could ask him whether he had any Fudgsicles, the Scooter’s man drove away.

Jimmy looked devastated. His dog Gracie sat by his feet, and even she looked sad.

“Come get a Drumstick,” Mr. Hurley said to Jimmy. “I got a Drumstick just for you.”

Jimmy scuffed his tennis shoe on the concrete sidewalk, not looking at Mr. Hurley.

“It’s chocolate,” Pooter said, like that should be the final word. And besides, it sounded like Mr. Hurley might give the Drumstick to Jimmy no charge because Jimmy was so upset he couldn’t get a Fudgsicle.

But Jimmy just stood on the sidewalk, like he couldn’t make up his mind.

Mr. Hurley finally gave up waiting on Jimmy. He leaned back from the window and closed it.

That was all it took.

Jimmy raced to Mr. Hurley’s truck and pounded on the side. “I want a Drumstick!” he shouted.

For a minute Pooter thought Mr. Hurley would ignore Jimmy and drive away, but eventually the window slid open. Mr. Hurley had a Drumstick in his hand and he held it toward Jimmy.

Jimmy started reaching for it, but Mr. Hurley pulled the Drumstick away. “That’ll be a dime.”

Confusion stole over Jimmy’s face. “But I thought...”

Mr. Hurley scowled. “I’m not that other guy,” he said. “I charge a fair price, and I don’t give my ice cream away for free.”

 

* * *

 

At first the rivalry didn’t seem like much of a rivalry at all. Mr. Hurley and the Scooter’s man just tried to beat each other to the neighborhood. Firsts apparently did matter, much to Pooter’s relief.

By the second week in July, it didn’t matter which truck came first. Both trucks parked on the street and sold ice cream to the kids who came to their windows.

The whole thing seemed weird to Pooter, but at least he could still get his 50/50 bars from Mr. Hurley and Jimmy could get Fudgsicles from the Scooter’s man, who sometimes sold them for a nickel and sometimes for a dime when other types of ice cream were on sale instead.

Then the third week in July, the Scooters ice cream truck turned down Pooter’s street on Monday afternoon.

No kids stood on the sidewalk waiting for ice cream, but that didn’t stop the Scooter’s man. He played happy, little kid-type music on the truck’s loudspeaker, opened the side window, and waited.

Pooter saw all this from his front yard where he and Jimmy had been playing with Pooter’s Tonka trucks.

“It’s not Wednesday,” Pooter said, although not with great conviction. He tended to lose track of the days in the summer when he didn’t have to go to school.

Eventually the little girl with the brown pigtails came running over from the street behind Pooter’s. She went up to the ice cream truck and talked to the Scooter’s man through the open window.

And the most amazing thing happened.

The Scooter’s man handed her an ice cream cone before she gave him her money. In fact, as Pooter peered down the street, he didn’t see her hand the Scooter’s man any money at all.

Pooter was pretty sure he was seeing things until Jimmy said, “Would you look at that?”

Jimmy was holding one of Pooter’s very favorite Tonka trucks—the one that came with dog kennels that snapped over the bed in the back and plastic dogs of all types that fit inside—but he wasn’t staring at the toy. He was looking at the Scooter’s ice cream truck.

“You see that too?” Pooter asked.

“Yeah. I gotta check this out.”

Leaving their toys behind, Pooter and Jimmy trotted down the street to where they usually stood waiting for Mr. Hurley’s truck.

“Hello!” the Scooter’s man said with a smile, and this time he looked genuinely pleased to see them. “What can I get you boys?”

“I don’t have any money,” Jimmy said.

“Me either.” Pooter didn’t feel weird admitting that, since Jimmy’d said it first.

“Well, then,” the Scooter’s man said. “How would you both like a sample of my brand new vanilla ice cream cones?”

“For free?” Pooter asked.

“For free.”

He held out two small cones through the window. Each of the cones was overflowing with vanilla ice cream.

Pooter thought Jimmy might not take one since the ice cream wasn’t chocolate, but apparently Jimmy made an exception when the ice cream was free.

“Tell your friends,” the Scooter’s man said. “I’ll be here Monday afternoons for the rest of the summer, and I’ll always have free samples. All I ask is that you buy some from me in return.” He winked at them—an actual one-eyed wink. “And let’s keep this our little secret from Mr. Hurley.”

Jimmy said that was fair, but Pooter didn’t say anything. He knew he’d feel bad about keeping secrets from the man who’d sold Pooter’s daddy his first 50/50 bar. He sure wasn’t about to tell any of his friends where to buy their ice cream.

He had to give it to the Scooter’s man, though. He surely knew how to throw down a double dare, even if he did want to keep it secret.

 

***

 

The secret got back to Mr. Hurley—in Pooter’s experience, secrets never got kept very long anyway—but he didn’t retaliate right away.

He waited until Sunday afternoon.

After everyone got home from church, Mr. Hurley parked his ice cream truck on the corner of Pooter’s street. The calliope music that Pooter’s mom hated started up, and Mr. Hurley slid open the window on the side of his truck.

He was open for business, and on a Sunday!

Pooter didn’t think that was such a good idea at first. All of his friends’ parents were home, and a lot of families ate dinner early on Sundays, so they probably wouldn’t let their kids get any ice cream.

But the people in the neighborhood surprised him. Not only did parents let their kids get ice cream, a lot of them went with their kids and got ice cream for themselves. Even Pooter’s parents took him to get ice cream.

The parents waved at each other and talked about their kids, and Pooter’s mom didn’t even seem to mind the calliope music playing on the ice cream truck’s loudspeaker. Jimmy came with his mom, and she bought him a Drumstick.

While Pooter ate his 50/50 bar and Jimmy devoured his Drumstick, Pooter’s dad talked to Mr. Hurley about how the neighborhood had changed—lots of new people moving in and older families moving out—and how times were changing, and not for the better.

Pooter didn’t know about any of that. He was just glad he had ice cream he didn’t have to pay for, and that Mr. Hurley hadn’t backed down from that double dare.

News of the Sunday ice cream party must have gotten back to the Scooter’s man. He didn’t show up on Monday, and Pooter wondered if he’d decided to go back to selling ice cream on the east side of town.

But on Wednesday the Scooter’s truck was back. This time the truck had new signs that said everything on the truck was half price.

All of the kids bought ice cream from the Scooter’s truck that day—everyone except Pooter. He still bought his 50/50 bar from Mr. Hurley, who looked older and grumpier than usual, and maybe just a little sad.

“Will you be back on Sunday?” Pooter asked after he handed Mr. Hurley his dime. “That was fun.”

Mr. Hurley gave him a long look. “You think so?”

“Yeah! It was kind of like a party.”

“Fun,” Mr. Hurley said, like he couldn’t remember what having fun felt like. He glanced over at the Scooter’s truck. “Fun,” he said again, and this time he narrowed his eyes.

Just like old gunfighters did before they went out to face the bad guys.

That was the moment Pooter realized that he’d come to think of the Scooter’s man as a bad guy. Which made Mr. Hurley…

“You’re one of the good guys,” Pooter said.

Mr. Hurley gave him a sharp look. “What?”

Pooter felt his cheeks heat up. He hadn’t meant to say that out loud. He should probably stop talking before he got in trouble, but Mr. Hurley had asked him a question, and it would be rude not to answer.

“Like on T.V.” Pooter pointed his finger at the Scooter’s ice cream truck like it was a gun and pulled the imaginary trigger. “A good guy.”

“Huh.” Mr. Hurley seemed to consider that for a moment. “You know, I always thought your dad was nuts for naming you Pooter, but you turned out okay.” He chuckled. “A good guy. I guess I’ve heard just about everything now.”

He winked at Pooter and keyed the microphone for his loudspeaker. “Hey you!” he shouted at the other ice cream truck.

The Scooter’s man leaned out his truck’s window to peer at Mr. Hurley like he was nuts.

“Just to let you know, I’ll be back here on Sunday,” Mr. Hurley said over the loudspeaker. “This is still my neighborhood, and I think it’s about time I showed you why. Bring your best. I’ll be ready for you.”

Mr. Hurley hung up the microphone and winked at Pooter. “Guess I better go buy myself a white hat.”

Pooter grinned back.

Mr. Hurley had just thrown down a triple dog dare.

Pooter didn’t know about anyone else, but he couldn’t wait for Sunday.

 

***

 

The Sunday of the great ice cream truck showdown dawned hot and humid in Grover’s Hollow. Pooter squirmed his way through church, earning frowns from both parents, but he couldn’t wait to get home. He had more important things on his mind.

Like how Mr. Hurley was going to show the Scooter’s man what for.

Only when Pooter and his family got home from church, the Scooter’s ice cream truck was already parked on their street. The truck was decorated with bright balloons. The ice cream man was blowing up more balloons with a little tank at the back of the truck, and Pooter could smell popcorn.

Since when did an ice cream truck sell popcorn?

Signs on the truck advertised that everything was Buy One, Get One Free! Today Only!

Pooter’s parents shared a long look.

“Don’t you think this is getting a little ridiculous?” Pooter’s mom asked.

His dad shrugged. “They’re like two little kids fighting over a pony. Neither one wants to give up.”

“But Scooter’s is part of a chain. Mr. Hurley’s only one man. He can’t compete with this.”

Pooter’s dad put his arm around Pooter’s mom. “I know.” He kissed her on the cheek. “I know.”

“But he’s the good guy!” Pooter didn’t usually interrupt his parents when they were talking about grownup stuff, but he couldn’t help it. “The good guy’s supposed to win!”

Pooter’s dad squatted down in front of Pooter, which meant he was about to say something serious. “The world doesn’t always work out that way. No matter how hard the good guy tries.”

“That’s not fair,” Pooter said.

“I agree.”

Pooter looked his dad in the eye. His dad had the same kind of sad expression Mr. Hurley had on Wednesday when Pooter was the only one who bought ice cream from him.

“We’re still going to get ice cream from Mr. Hurley today, aren’t we?” he asked.

“Of course,” his dad said.

But most of the parents and kids went to the Scooter’s truck that afternoon. They bought Buy One, Get One Free! ice cream and popcorn and soda in bottles. The Scooter’s man gave all the kids balloons, and he even made a few balloon animals.

Pooter had to give it to Mr. Hurley. He tried to beat the bad guy. He wore a white cowboy hat and a fuzzy white cowboy vest, and he played cowboy songs on his loudspeaker instead of his regular calliope music. He’d stocked his truck with ice cream sundaes in plastic cups, the kind that came with little wooden paddles for spoons, and he even had Fudgsicles and real chocolate ice cream.

But Mr. Hurley didn’t have soda or popcorn. He hadn’t lowered any of his prices, and he wasn’t giving balloons away for free.

Pooter knew his mom and dad felt bad for Mr. Hurley. They bought so much ice cream Pooter’s mom had to take it home so she could put it in their freezer.

Pooter tried to get Jimmy’s mom to buy Jimmy a Fudgsicle from Mr. Hurley, but she said they had to watch their budget, and Fudgsicles were cheaper on the Scooter’s truck.

Even the little brown-haired girl—whose hair wasn’t in pigtails for once—bought her Drumstick from the Scooter’s truck.

Pooter expected Mr. Hurley to be sad, or even to get mad at the man in the Scooter’s truck, but he just gave Pooter a smile. “We gave it our best shot, sport,” he said, making a gun with his finger and shooting it into the air.

“What are you going to do now, George?” Pooter’s dad asked Mr. Hurley.

Mr. Hurley was a George?

Pooter had never even considered that Mr. Hurley had a first name. Just like he didn’t think that any of his teachers—and especially not his principal—had first names either. Pooter only knew one George, a kid who was a year younger than Pooter and kind of a doofus. Mr. Hurley wasn’t a doofus.

“I’m thinking it’s about time to retire,” Mr. Hurley said.

Pooter knew what “retire” meant. His grandfather was retired, and all he did was sit around the house and play cards, according to Pooter’s grandmother.

“You mean you’re not coming back?” Pooter asked. “You’re going to quit?”

Good guys weren’t supposed to quit.

“Pooter!” his dad said.

“That’s all right, that’s all right,” Mr. Hurley said. He leaned forward a little so he was closer to Pooter’s eye level. “I’m sure you’ve noticed I’m pretty old.”

Everyone knew Mr. Hurley was pretty old, but couldn’t old people still be good guys?

“Retirement’s something old people earn,” Mr. Hurley said. “I haven’t retired yet because I wanted you kids to be able to get your ice cream just like your daddy here did when he was your age. Now I might not like being squeezed out by some young punk who’s pricing me out of business, but at least I know you kids will be taken care of. So now it’s time for me to enjoy that retirement I’ve earned.”

“It’s a good thing,” Pooter’s dad said.

“But I’ll miss you!” Pooter knew that was true even as he said it. What would summers be without Mr. Hurley’s ice cream truck?

“And I’ll miss you,” Mr. Hurley said. “You’ve been my best customer, but ice cream’s ice cream, kid. By next summer, you’ll have forgotten all about me.”

 

***

 

As it turned out, Mr. Hurley had it all wrong.

With the Great Ice Cream War still fresh in his mind, Pooter stood up to the Naughton twins that fall, zinging a double dog dare right back at the twin
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