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Lord Aldrod Lunatichio thrust the salad fork
into his skull, puncturing the bone again and again, till he’d made
an incision all the way around the top of his head. It took hours,
but he had all the time in the world.

He set down the fork and reached up, grasping
the top of his skull and tugging it free. Some stringy yellow goop
came up with it, but aside from that it was a very clean cut. He
placed the skullcap on the old wooden table, which was covered with
scratches made by a previous inmate with three-inch-long
fingernails. They said the man tried to carve a triptych into the
table top, depicting Jesus and the Forgotten Saints in three
inspiring scenes from His travels in Jerusalem and Antioch, but to
Lord Aldrod it just looked like scratches.

He picked up a spoon and shoved it into his
brain, scooping out a big chunk of gray matter, which he dumped on
a plate, a cheap tin one the guards had given him and hadn’t
bothered washing; it was still speckled with crumbs from a
blueberry muffin a prisoner of war had received in a care package,
back when the asylum served as an internment camp for the crews of
captured dirigibles.

Lord Aldrod picked up an almost-empty shaker
of salt, sprinkled some of the dubious flakes on the chunk, cut off
a bite-size bit with the spoon and placed it in his mouth. He
chewed pensively. Swallowed.

He wasn’t actually eating his brain, of
course. That would be the act of a madman, or at least a cannibal,
and Lord Aldrod was neither. He was consuming the dreadful tales
inside his brain, tales a certain woman had inserted into
his head with her forked tongue.

Her name was Tattali Moanthistle and her
visits had begun on Wednesday, right after breakfast. She wore a
severe black dress with poufy sleeves and an outlandish hat and
high-button shoes, and perched her bustle-bedecked butt on the edge
of a chair the guard had brought in for her. Lord Aldrod did not
rise on that occasion, but remained seated on his moldering pillow,
the one stuffed with raven feathers and covered in red felt with
yellow unraveling filigree along the edges that he picked at when
he was bored.

She brought a book with her, bound in harpy
leather with gold-leaf lettering embossed on the cover: “The Boy’s
Book of Wholesome and Inspiring Tales.” There was a bookmark
hanging out of it, made of purple velvet with the words “First
Prize” at the top in silver script, and Lord Aldrod wondered what
the prize was for – reading through the entire book without puking?
Visiting more inmates than any other member of the...

Where in hell was she from? “The Ladies’
League of Comfort and Joy,” or some such rot.

He would have thrown her out on her ear, but
a gentleman does not touch a ladies’ ears without permission, and
besides, her nostrils were shapely and neatly trimmed and her voice
sounded like church bells cracking, so he allowed her to sit and
read to him. The first tale concerned a lad named Ruck Soggot, who
lacked the money to purchase a bicycle so he rose very early every
morning and walked four miles into town and set up a shoeshine
stand on the corner outside the hotel, buffing the rich Corinthian
leather of hoity-toity gents...

***

...and one day a forest-green brougham pulled
up in front of the hotel and a gent dressed in dapper duds and
hand-tooled Italian shoes disembarked, promptly stepping in a dog
turd.

Ruck trotted toward the gent, doffing his
tattered cloth cap. “Begging your pardon, sir. Would you like me to
clean your shoes?”

Ruck failed to mentioned that he was
responsible for the turd, having surreptitiously tossed it into the
gentleman’s path in the first place, and he carried several in his
knapsack for just this purpose, only they weren’t real turds but
cleverly fashioned fakes.

He led the gent over to his shoeshine stand
and wiped off the muck with his muck-wiping cloth and then reached
into his kit and took out his can of polish and his chamois and
buffed up the shoes till they gave off a glorious glow.

When Ruck was finished, he jauntily flipped
his chamois over one shoulder and said, “That’ll be two pence,
sir.”

And the gent regarded Ruck with a stern
expression and slowly shook his head. “Two pence? And why would I
give two pence to a lad who soiled my shoe in the first place by
tossing a fake turd beneath it?”

Icy fear gripped Ruck’s heart. He had been
discovered! The man was no gent at all, but a Pinkerton snoop or a
plainclothes copper, just posing as a well-heeled gent so he could
entrap clever boys who only wanted to make a little money to buy
bicycles.

The man reached into the pocket of his fancy
twill trousers and Ruck figured he would pull out a pair of
handcuffs, but when the hand emerged there was nothing in it but a
shiny new shilling.

“Why should I give you two pence when you
deserve a shilling?” the gent said.

“Sir?”

“I admire the way you tossed that turd, lad.
I saw you do it out of the corner of my eye. A subtle and deft
flick of your wrist, and from a dozen feet away, yet your unerring
accuracy landed the turd precisely beneath my foot just as I was
stepping down. Such timing. Such precision. And the turd itself?”
He smiled. “I know about turds, lad. I own a dozen hounds, some of
them grand prize winners at Westminster, and two dozen horses, one
of which is Bright Midnight, who won the Grand National last year.
I’ve stepped in my share of the real stuff, and your turd was an
excellent fake. There’s more cocoa than canine about it, I’d wager,
and perhaps a hint of camembert thrown in.”

Ruck gulped in astonishment. “Blimey. You’re
spot-on, sir. Who are you?”

“Sir Cambridge Welles Bricklesworth, Earl of
Flopshire.”

Ruck fell to one knee and bowed his head.

Sir Cambridge chuckled. “Keep your head up,
boy.” Ruck obeyed. “Hold out your hand, lad.” Ruck did.

The Earl dropped the shilling into his palm.
“I admire an inventive and spunky lad who lives by his wits.”

“Thank you, sir. Bless you, sir!”

Sir Cambridge patted Ruck’s lice-infested
head, tipped his top hat and strolled away, whistling a sprightly
tune.

And Ruck Soggot, inspired by the Earl’s
praise and generosity, worked even more diligently, and soon he had
enough money for his bicycle, a candy-apple-red Pashley, and he
gave up his turd-tossing, shoe-shining ways and got a real job at a
haberdashery, but one day while pedaling to work he was struck by a
double-decker bus and squashed – like a dog turd beneath a
gentleman’s shoe – and that was the end of Ruck Soggot. And so,
too, ends our tale.

***

“That’s the stupidest story I ever heard!”
Lord Aldrod snarled when Miss Moanthistle had finished.

Her smug little smile vanished. “You didn’t
like it?”

“No! The lad dies at the end! Now I feel
dreadful!”

“It’s only a story. And you missed the moral.
The lad worked hard and achieved what he wanted.”

“And then he died.”

“Most of us do. Eventually.”

“Most of us? Don’t you mean all of us?”

“Of course. What if I told you the story of
how Kinnerny kicked the winning goal for Sheffield against
Blackthorne in the All-England Finals of Eighteen Ninety Two?”

“Everybody knows that story.”

“But do you know the aftermath?”

“I was never good at math. Before or
after.”

“Then I’ll tell you. Kinnerny retired because
of his bum leg, but one day the bum showed up at his home and
demanded it back, so Kinnerny gave it to him and hobbled around on
an aluminum peg-leg for the rest of his days, unable to climb
stairs without clicking loudly and disturbing his wife. But does
that diminish his achievements on the futbol pitch?”

“Of course not.”

“Well there you go.”

Lord Aldrod clamped his hands to the sides of
his head. “Listening to you is making my brain hurt.”

“You see? It’s working already. I’ll tell you
another tale.”

Eagerly, Tattali Moanthistle reopened her
book and flipped through the dog-eared pages, and once again Lord
Aldrod considered ordering her out of his cell, but her black silk
dress had buttons going up the front and there was a gap between
the third and fourth, where the fabric had risen up by a good inch,
and as she turned to her right slightly so her book was closer to
the shaft of sunlight shining through the window, Lord Aldrod began
inching his way to her left, sliding his pillow along the gritty
floor, slowly, imperceptibly, till he had a better vantage point
and could glimpse a bit of cleavage lurking within that tantalizing
gap. Her creamy breasts swelled with each intake of breath and he
found himself stiffening “down there,” and she smelled like tulip
water and her voice had a lilt like melting honey drizzled over
daffodils, and so he let her stay.

***

Seventy-six trombones landed in the hall /
with twenty-two tubas crashing down as well / They were followed by
a dozen drums / with cymbals adding to the sum / and fifty flutes
flung out with lots of flair / Seventy sax-o-phones were thrown out
the door / and a ton of trumpets, tossed without a care / and the
professor showed no regret when a bunch of clarinets...

“What in heaven’s name do you think you’re
doing?” cried Miss Peacher, the music teacher, as she marched
toward the band room door.

Professor Howard Hillock dropped a triangle
onto the pile of instruments in the middle of the hallway and then
turned to Miss Peacher, tipping his straw hat.

He wasn’t an instructor at the school, but a
visitor from out of town, come to Rivulet City to study “the
educational practices of rural America,” or so he claimed, although
every time she asked him what college he was affiliated with, he
always managed to change the subject.

“Good morning, Miss Peacher,” he said. “And
what a glorious morning it is. I suppose you’re wondering why I’m
emptying out the band room, but I assure you I have a very good
reason, yes ma’am, a very good reason indeed!”

She regarding him gravely through the
spectacles perched at the end of her young and pretty nose. “I
should hope so. Those instruments are very expensive.”

“You’re absolutely right, Miss Peacher. These
instruments cost a great deal, and I’m not just talking about their
monetary value. Oh no. I’m referring to the cost in misery and
heartache they might inflict upon your students unless something is
done to nip it in the bud, I say, nip it in the bud right now!”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about trouble, Miss Peacher.
Trouble right here in Rivulet City. With a capital T and that
rhymes with B and that stands for band!”

“Have you been drinking, sir?”

“Yes. I’ve been drinking in your beauty with
my eyes. But if you’re referring to liquid stimulants, the answer
is no. I never touch the hard stuff. Give me a glass of lemonade on
a hot summer’s day and I might get a bit giddy with joy, but that’s
as close as I ever come to intoxication.”

“Then would you mind explaining...”

“Be glad to, Miss Peacher. Be mighty glad to.
I understand your fine high school is organizing a marching
band.”

“You’re correct. The student population is
growing and many parents have requested...”

“Of course, of course. But I’m afraid you
might not be aware of the unforeseen problems that arise from
marching bands. And there will be problems, I assure you. Problems
with a capital P and that rhymes with T and that rhymes with B and
that stands...”

“Exactly what problems are you referring
to?”

“I’m glad you asked. Miss Peacher. I’m very
glad you asked. You see, I’ve traveled across the length and
breadth of this great country of ours and I’ve seen many a marching
band, and I’ve been moved, genuinely moved, by the grandiferous
splendor so often on display – the highly polished brass bells on
the trumpets and tubas and trombones, the silvery sparkle of the
flutes, the twinkling keys on the clarinets, the shiny buttons on
the gaily colored uniforms, the stirring music, the precision
marching – all those legs swinging in perfect unison,
hup-two-three-four, hup-two-three-four...”

“Professor...”

“It’s enough to set anyone’s heart to racing.
But there’s a darker side to marching bands, beyond the glimmer and
shimmer. Imagine a young lad, let’s call him Johnny, and a young
lady, whose name just might be Jennie. Typical youngsters,
wholesome and innocent – at first. Johnny sees Jennie all decked
out in her fancy band uniform and his heart goes pitty-pat-pat. And
he sees the clarinet she’s holding in her soft little hands, with
her feminine fingers pressing against the long, hard tube and her
lips clamped firmly around the mouthpiece, and he spies the spit
dribbling out the other end, and it gets him thinking about nasty
things. Lurid ideas form in his head like mold on old bread, and
before you know it he’s lured young Jennie into the back of the
band room and they’re hiding behind the timpani, doing the
oom-pah-pah.”

Miss Peacher gasped. “Professor Hillock! This
is outrageous!”

He held up a hand. “I assure you, Miss
Peacher, under normal circumstances such tawdry words would never
depart my gentlemanly lips, especially when addressing a fine,
upstanding young lady such as yourself. But the desperate nature of
the situation compels me to bluntness. Perhaps you’re right about
Johnny and Jennie. Maybe they’re capable of controlling their
gamier impulses, for a time. But sooner or later the band improves,
and one fine day it’s invited to a competition, along with a dozen
other bands from a dozen other innocent towns, and that competition
is held in some big, wicked city far away from home – Muncie or
Terre Haute or Gary – where those youngsters are subjected to the
spectacle of hundreds of musicians in a dozen eye-catching uniforms
blowing and thumping as hard as they can, playing the stirring
martial melodies of John Philip Sousa as they strut their stuff in
a variety of intricate formations. It’s sensory overload, the kind
of overstimulation that leads to
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