


[image: molly]
Photo by Greg O’Connell



    
        
          The Care & Feeding of Orphans and Strays

        

        
        
          Juliet Rosetti

        

        
          Published by Moonbow Books, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE CARE & FEEDING OF ORPHANS AND STRAYS

    

    
      First edition. February 1, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Juliet Rosetti.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215220511

    

    
    
      Written by Juliet Rosetti.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Title Page

Copyright Page

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Author’s Note

Coming in Fall 2023—Juliet’s new book!

Further Reading: Night of the Burning Tents

Also By Juliet Rosetti

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

[image: IMG_256]Prologue[image: IMG_256]



[image: ]


“He won’t be any trouble. I’ll totally take care of him. I promise!”

Any parent whose child has ever uttered these words knows how this turns out. Knows who will end up walking the dog on sub-zero mornings. Who will scoop out the litter box. Who will clean the vomited-up lizard off the carpet, who will drive the pet to the vet for emergency surgery at two in the morning, who will attempt to force a pill into the mouth of a clawing cat, who will attempt to clip the dog’s toenails, who will tap into money meant for a car repair to pay the vet bill.  

In Anne Gardner’s case, the child lobbying to keep a pet was no longer even a child. Her stepdaughter Jamie, who’d just finished her freshman year in college, rolled up in the driveway one afternoon in May with half a dozen baskets of dirty laundry. And two full-grown female cats.

“I had to take them!” Jamie launched her spiel the moment she was out of the car, sounding like a late night TV pitchman trying to sell cats to dog lovers. (Act NOW and we’ll throw in these adorable kittens!”) “My roomie adopted them from the shelter, but now she’s going home for the summer and her parents won’t let her keep cats. She said if nobody took them they might be put down.”

Bundling the cats into a cardboard carton, Jamie had shoved the box into the back of her battered Honda, driven the seven hours from her college in Minnesota, across the width of Wisconsin—the cats squalling miserably the entire way—to her home town, Punhoqua. 

“My roommate said they’ve had their shots, “Jamie said, continuing the hard sell as she carried the cats into the house. “And they’ve been spayed and they’re  good with people . . . ”

Coco— white with velvety black patches spaced so artfully they appeared to have been stroked on with a Japanese watercolorist’s brush, wrestled out of Jamie’s grip, leaped to the floor, wriggled beneath the sofa, and refused to emerge for days. 

Sasha was a striking tortoiseshell, her fur a marl of caramel, cream, and black,  her eyes brilliant green. She prowled the living room in nervous to-ings and-fro-ings, finally slinking between two potted plants, hissing at anyone who came near. 

“I know Dad doesn’t like cats, so I’ll keep them in my room,” Jamie wheedled. “I’ll take care of feeding and cleaning and all that stuff. He’ll hardly know the cats are here. They won’t be any trouble at all.”

This turned out to be misplaced optimism on an order with “There aren’t any angry Sioux in those hills,” and “This ship is absolutely unsinkable.” The cats were trouble. And Jamie’s roommate had lied about their reproductive status. The cats, as it turned out, had not been spayed.  
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Arms encumbered by sacks of groceries, Will used his shoulder to shove open the swinging doors to the loading dock. A jutting stalk of celery and a loaf of French bread blocked his view, making Will virtually blind as he navigated the rain-slicked  ramp.        

It waited for him there at the bottom—the thing he loathed most in the world: the Green Monster. It was an adult tricycle rigged up with a cargo compartment the size of a steamer trunk—a wooden box whose once dark green paint had faded to the shade of moldy cabbage. 

Rudbicker’s Supermart ~ Call for FREE delivery was stenciled on its sides in flaking gold paint. Will was the FREE part of the equation: the one who pedaled the trike around town, delivering groceries to elderly folks who no longer drove or to people who could drive, but who, in the age of Amazon and Door Dash, expected things to be delivered to their doorsteps.

The trike’s left rear tire was flat, Will noticed—flat as a Flat-earther’s brain waves. He groaned, kicked the sagging tire. Bad enough he had to pedal this contraption all over town, but the store’s owner, C.C. Rudbicker (Crud) did nothing about maintenance. Will was the one who dealt with flat tires, slipped chains, stripped brakes, and bottom bracket creak. 

He found the hand pump, poked the needle into the tire valve, and angrily began  pumping. Why couldn’t his boss buy a moped or a golf cart?

Because they cost money. Why should Crud spend money when he had a cheap source of labor in Will? Technically, Will was too young to work. At thirteen, he was a year short of the rock-bottom age for paid work in Wisconsin, but his boss hadn’t asked for proof when Will had claimed to be fifteen on his job application.

Will straightened up, wiping sweat out of his eyes. Hell with it! This was as full as the stinking tire was going to get. He plunked the bags of groceries into the box, slammed the lid, and wedged his cell phone into the pocket he’d created from a scrap of denim duct-taped to the handlebars. It was designed so that the phone stuck up just  far enough to expose the camera lens—Will’s version of a dash cam. It was a kind of insurance. Two months ago, he’d been on a delivery run when a van had run a four-way stop on Columbus Street, smashing into the trike. Will had only been bruised, but the Monster had been banged up. The van’s driver, who’d taken her eyes off the road to yell at her kids in the back seat, had lied, claiming Will had failed to stop. Of course  the cops had accepted her version over Will’s, and he’d been the one issued a citation for Careless Operation of Vehicle. 

He switched on the phone’s video-cam. Running it ate battery, but if he was T-boned by another pants-on-fire driver, he’d have the whole thing on film. His first deliveries today were in the Shake Rag Hill area, its slopes so vertical he had to stand on the pedals to make it up the hill. 

Will was thin—no matter how much he ate he never seemed to gain weight—but  he was muscular. Six days a week pedaling two hundred pounds of cargo up and down the town’s steep hills had given him thigh muscles equivalent to ten thousand hours on a StairMaster.

He usually forgot sunscreen, and now, in mid July, his skin was tanned to burnt sienna. His hair, weeks overdue for a trim, curled over his collar and fell into his face like dried brown grass, but he wasn’t about to spend his hard-earned money on a haircut.

He was saving it for an XBoxOneX.

Will took a second to catch his breath at the top of Shake Rag before pushing off toward Columbus Street with Cyrus Ogden’s order. Usually he delivered the groceries to a customer’s front door, but some, like Mr. Ogden, were too impatient to wait. His wispy white hair whipping in the breeze like milkweed fluff,  the old gent tottered toward the trike. Will pulled his order out of the cargo box and checked the contents. Sanka, Metamucil, Fig Newtons, Worther’s Butterscotch Drops, corned beef hash, cottage cheese. Crud took the orders, filled the bags, and printed out the invoices. Will’s job was to deliver the groceries and collect payment.

“Uh....that’s twenty-four thirty-six, Mr. Ogden,” Will said. He waited, curbing his impatience, while the old man painstakingly counted the exact amount out of his wallet, then planted a quarter in Will’s palm. “And here’s a nice tip for you, sonny.”

In 1890, maybe, Will thought sourly.

He helped Mr. Ogden carry his things to his door, then took off again, coasting to a stop two blocks away in front of the Bobbert house, a sprawling, turreted Victorian with lavender trim and a squat gargoyle crouched beneath the second floor’s drain spout; when it rained, water spewed from its mouth. Hefting the grocery bag, Will hurried up the porch steps and jabbed the doorbell. It rasped like a hive of angry wasps. 

He didn’t know why Mrs. Bobbert bothered with a doorbell when her hyper little  pug dog detonated the instant someone set foot on the porch, setting up a hysterical yapping. 

“Be quiet, Mittsy!” snapped Betty Bobbert as she made her way to the door, the heels of her bedroom slippers slapping on the linoleum. She was in her seventies, Will guessed, jowly and scowling. Put her face up there on the gargoyle and you’d barely be able to tell the difference. 

“You’re late!” she barked. “I ordered those eggs two hours ago and you’re first showing up now? How am I supposed to bake a cake without eggs!”

“Sorry, Ma'am,” Will said politely, though inwardly fuming. It wasn’t his fault the order was late. Crud was the one who put together the orders—he’d gotten behind today because he’d been watching a ballgame on TV.

Will held out the sack to Mrs. Bobbert. All-bran, carton of eggs, cottage cheese, rum raisin ice cream, and Betty Crocker cream cheese frosting. Mrs. Bobbert snatched the bag, eyeing Will suspiciously. “Don’t you dare go around telling people  I use canned frosting,” she hissed.

“Uhh . . .  your secret’s safe with me, Ma’am.” He didn’t know why she cared about canned frosting, but Will was Mr. Loose Lips Sink Ships when it came to his customers’ orders: the adult diapers the Carver family bought by the gross; the boner pills he delivered to the middle-aged guy on Bradford Street, the bottles of brandy for old Mrs. Gadikey, who played organ at the Methodist church—the contents of those bags  might as well have been atomic secrets; Will never blabbed.

Blabbing took time, and he was always in a hurry.

Mrs. Bobbert drew out the egg carton and opened it cautiously, as though  expecting it to explode. “There are two broken ones!” she squawked. “I am not paying for broken eggs!” The flap of flab under her chin wobbled. Will could barely take his eyes off it; it could have been used as a wind sock at the airport. “I can’t whip egg whites that are mixed with yolk,” she said peevishly.

Will didn’t know why she was whipping stuff and didn’t intend to ask. Old people just did weird things. “I’ll deduct the cost from the bill, Ma'am.”

“What good does that do me? My recipe calls for a dozen egg whites! It’s my secret angel food recipe. It makes a cake so light it practically floats off the plate!”

Will pictured a cake floating through the air—it would make a great trick for a magic show. And now, ladies and gentlemen, the fabulous floating cake! You could stick birthday candles in it so it would glow as it floated —better yet, sparklers! Fizzing fireworks on a cake floating out over the audience—how cool would that be? Eat your heart out, David Copperfield!

Will made extra money as a magician at little kids’ birthday parties and was always looking for new tricks. If he could float a cake, he’d be doing birthday parties at the White House! He could rig up a couple of black helium balloons—

“Are you listening, young man?” Mrs. Bobbert shook a finger in Will’s face.

“Yes, Ma’am,” Will lied.

“I’m baking this cake for the American Legion cake raffle fundraiser. It’s the least I can do for those poor brave veterans. All the sacrifices they’ve made! And you can’t even manage to get my eggs to me in one piece! You kids nowadays—you have no idea of what it is to work hard!”  

The only veterans Will knew were the big-bellied, balding old codgers who hung around on the bench outside Crud’s store, drinking beer, telling crude jokes, and making comments about every woman who walked past. They always used the men’s room in the store; he hoped they’d been better at shooting the enemy than they were at hitting the target on the urinals. 

Were the proceeds from the cake raffle going to buy those guys more beer? 

“You go right back this minute and get me my missing eggs,” ordered Mrs. Bobbert.  “Or I’ll make sure your boss hears about this.”

“Yes, Ma’am. I’ll get ‘em to you soon’s I can.” 

He didn’t tell her that soon’s I can meant about two hours, because he had deliveries to make before he could return to the store for replacement eggs. Mrs. Bobbert’s fabulous floating cake was just going to have to wait, Will thought, wishing  the old bat would just float off herself—preferably to Antarctica.  He clattered down the steps and jumped back onto the Monster. He’d take care of the out-of-town order first, because it contained milk, which spoiled. It was for an old couple who lived out on County Trunk M, a blacktop road as crater-pocked as the surface of the moon. 

Still, it was pleasant being out in the country, Will thought as he rattled along the crumbling road, the sun warm on his bare arms and legs, a breeze riffling his hair, the air smelling like wild flowers and cut hay. Swallows scissored through the air, snapping up mosquitoes; red-winged blackbirds rasped; puffy clouds chased each other across the sky.

And then a horrible smell slapped Will’s nostrils. Pigs! The stink came from the Buckaburke hog farm a mile up the road. He’d heard rumors that the owners were planning a giant operation, with five thousand hogs. Bad as the stink was now, it would be multiplied to unbearable levels. They’d be able to smell pig poop up in the International Space Station!

There hadn’t been any traffic so far, but now Will heard a vehicle approaching from behind. He angled over to the right, giving it plenty of room to pass. The vehicle came up fast, its engine loud.

Will checked to make sure his camera was set to video, angling the lens so that it was photographing backwards toward the approaching vehicle. It grew larger and larger on his screen. A pickup truck. 

Of all the rotten luck! Will recognized the truck. Everyone in the area knew the Buckaburkes’ sinister-looking Ford 650, with its bumper that stuck out like a park bench and its cab jacked up high above oversized tires. The horn had been modified to make it blat like an 18-wheeler’s diesel horn. 

WAHHHHRONNKKKK. WAHHHHRONNKKKK.

The wall of noise battering his eardrums, Will pedaled furiously, veering so hard  right he teetered on the brink of the shoulder. His camera screen showed the truck looming up behind, and now he could glimpse the driver’s face. It was Butch Buckaburke, grinning like this was the most fun he’d had since paint-balling the neighbors’ cows. The truck deliberately aimed at Will, who had nowhere to go but the shoulder. Sharp gravel shrapneled against his legs, pinged against the cargo box. A bone-rattling thump—Will nearly lost his grip on the handlebars. He’d been rammed! It reminded him of the way sharks bumped their victims before attacking. Fear pulsed through him; his heart felt as though it was trampolining up his throat. He pedaled faster, knowing he couldn’t outrun the truck, but hoping to find a turnoff into a field, a way to get off the road. 

The truck had pulled back, but now it roared up behind, its enormous grill filling the screen. Will felt a violent impact as the pickup slammed the trike’s rear—a knockdown-drag-out jolt that nearly snapped Will’s head off his neck. Another shot— and suddenly he was sailing over the handlebars. He hit the pavement hard, elbows scraping gravel, face troweling into tarmac. 

The Ford blasted past, a cackle of laughter trailing out the window, mingling with the pickup’s foul black exhaust.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

[image: IMG_256]Chapter 2[image: IMG_256]


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Will blinked up at the sky. 

“Oww,” he whispered, and even that small utterance sent pain javelining through his swollen mouth. Rolling over, he pushed off the pavement, hauled himself to his feet.

Took stock. Everything throbbed. Nothing seemed to be broken, though. His knees were bleeding—dumb idea wearing shorts today. His lower right arm had about an acre of skin flayed off where he’d skidded across rough macadam. And he’d bitten his tongue; his mouth was swimming in blood. It trickled down his throat; he gagged and spat it out, speckling a frond of pampas grass bright red. One hand had come down in a patch of bull thistles, prickering it with cactus-like barbs. 

The trike had smashed through a gnarl of bristly weeds and come to rest in the mucky bottom of a ditch, where it lay tipped on its side, the cargo box gashed, milk glugging out between the box’s ripped boards, dribbling into the ditch water. It looked like thin cream swirled into dark tea; it made him feel like puking.

Will clambered into the ditch, tried to wrench the trike free, but the left tire was  good and stuck. Worried that Butch would come back for a second bash at him, Will furiously wrestled the trike, shaking it back and forth. “Come on, you pig!” he ground out, jaw clenched with effort.

Abruptly—with a noise like a toilet being unclogged by a giant plunger—the tire popped free. Chest heaving with the effort, Will manhandled the machine up the slope, onto the road. As he knelt to examine a bent pedal, something white fluttered at the corner of his eye. 

It was moving in the weeds above the ditch. Some sort of animal, he thought, as a small round head popped up. Squirrel? Gopher? Chipmunk?

The entire body appeared.

A baby cat. A kitten!

Mewling nonstop, it swarmed toward him as though it were drowning and Will was a life raft. Startled, Will bent down and scooped it up, supporting its little bottom. Its mouth opened, wide and pink, and it emitted an amazingly loud cry for an animal not much bigger than a cupcake. Round blue eyes stared up at him. 

Blue!

All the cats he’d ever seen had yellowish eyes. 

But these were definitely blue. Deep blue, ringed in black.

The kitten, warm and wriggling, was so small it fit into Will’s palm. It was gray-striped, with a snowy white patch on its chest that had caught Will’s eye. It was skinny and scared and shaking. And probably starving. 

“Hey, little dude—where’s your mom?” Clutching the kitten, Will lurched through the weeds, stumbled over a broken-down barbed wire fence, and stepped into a field of knee-high alfalfa. 

“Kitty, kitty,” he called, shading his eyes, hoping to see the mother cat, hunting for her lost kid. “I got your baby here. Come get him. Here, kitty, kitty!”

Weeds parted; a cat stepped out. 

Not a mother cat, though. Another kitten! Same coloring as the first one; maybe its brother or sister. Wailing, it darted toward him in a springboard of awkward bounces. Still holding the first kitten, Will stooped to scoop up the second, cuddling the two of them against his chest.

Both were crying now—not the meow sound cats were supposed to make; but a scratchy Eeeeeee, as though their throats were too dry to properly meow. “Hey, its’s okay,” he told them, with no idea how you soothed a bawling kitten. He’d never even babysat a human baby. “You guys, just . . . chill out, okay?”

Two more kittens burst out of the grass—one solid black and one black and white spotted.

“Holy—oh, geez!” Will breathed.

It was as though the field was in the business of sprouting kittens instead of alfalfa; they materialized from behind every stem and stalk—running directly toward Will, swarming around his feet, trying to climb his legs, tumbling over each other in their eagerness to get to him, all of them squeaking and bawling, sounding almost like human babies. You didn’t need to be a Cat Whisperer to know what they were saying:

I’m hungry. I’m scared. I want my mom.

All of them looking up at him with those blue, blue eyes.

“Oh, geez, oh geez, oh geez, oh holy geez,” he kept saying, feeling totally incompetent to deal with these little beings that had somehow become his responsibility.

He pried off a straw-colored kitten that was crawling up his bare leg, its tiny claws digging into his skin; he boosted it up against his chest with the two others. They were feather-light; nothing but fur and bones—so fragile-feeling Will was afraid he might accidentally crush one.

What was he supposed to do with these guys?

His first impulse was to call his mom. She always knew how to deal with any situation, however bizarre. But she’d moved to Illinois two years ago, after she and Dad had gotten divorced and would be at work right now.

Call Dad? He was in Alaska on a fishing trip, so far from civilization he was out of cell phone range; the only way he could be reached was by float plane. 

Should he call his boss? No! Stupid idea! Whatever the situation, Crud would only make it worse. Crud lacked the milk of human kindness; he possessed the opposite, whatever that was. The bile of human malice?

Call the cops, then. But where was his cell phone? It’d flown out of its holster when he’d been rammed. Trailed by a posse of bawling kittens, Will scrambled back to the road and began hunting for the phone. He found it in a patch of weeds—scuffed but working. As he fumbled with it, kittens swirled around his feet, wove in and out between the trike tires, spilled onto the road. 

He couldn’t even walk without stepping on one, and they were all looking up at him, yelling at him, seeming to demand that he do something. “Let me get through here, will you?” Will said. “I don’t want to step on someone. Oh, geez, what am I gonna do with you guys?”

Suddenly one of the kittens detached itself from the milling pack and darted out into the road. Three more kittens thought this was a peachy idea and followed the first, as though determined to get run over by a car.

“No!” Will screamed, running after the kittens, snatching them up, grateful that the road was, at the moment, free of traffic. 

Butch Buckaburke was still out there, though, in that humungous pickup. He might come back, maybe with some of his cretinous brothers, all of whom swaggered around with guns. They’d probably think it was hilarious to take pot shots at the cats. Even a BB gun could kill these little ones.

Cradling kittens to his chest with one hand, Will tried to dial 9-1-1 with his other. Would the cops even bother to respond to a call about lost kittens? It might take hours for anyone to come out to rescue a bunch of stray cats. 

The Buckaburkes, on the other hand, might be here any second. He couldn’t afford to wait.

Inching his way through mewling bodies, Will opened the Monster’s cargo compartment and hauled out the five remaining bags of groceries. He tied them on the handlebars—two on the left; three on the right. Steering would be awkward, the dangling bags throwing the bike off-kilter, but he thought he could manage.

He checked the cargo compartment to make sure the crash hadn’t left any holes large enough for a kitten to fall through, then, satisfied that it was safe enough, he started rounding up kittens. The black and white one he’d been cuddling had its tiny claws knotted into his shirt; it took a moment to disentangle it, and all the while it was looking up at him with its round blue eyes and frantically mewling at him. He set it into the cargo box, then turned to hunting the others.

Another black and white. Two gray tiger-stripes. The leg-climbing ginger. A half tan, half black-faced one.  One whose fur was a mixture of every color a cat was capable of. A white-socked gray. A solid black. . .  All went into the cargo box.

Will lost count. Thought there might be nearly a dozen. They were on top of each other down there, but their bodies were so light and flexible they somehow managed to not squash each other. One kitten—the first who’d approached him, the one with the white bib, the bravest one—he thought of it as The Boss—scaled the box,  poised on the edge .  . . 

“No, you don’t!” Will said sharply.

Now he’d gone and done it— startled it so it jumped to the ground. He didn’t know how a kitten that tiny could manage a fall like that, but it didn’t seem to have been hurt. Maybe its bones were too flexible to break. 

No sooner had he returned Boss to the box than another kitten tried the same stunt, climbing the walls of the box, but Will grabbed it in time and shoved it back in,  knowing he ought to be more gentle, but there wasn’t time—in the distance, he heard the sound of an engine. About a half mile away, and coming fast, from the direction of the Buckaburke farm.

Will snatched up the last kitten, thrust it into the box, slammed shut the lid. Butch was the kind of guy whose idea of fun, Will was certain, would be torturing cats. He  couldn’t let him know about the kittens. As the vehicle approached, he leaned casually against the trike, picked up his phone, and tried to look as though he was engaged in talking to the cops, reporting the plate number of the truck that had rammed him.Would that deter Butch? Unlikely.

A kitten squalled. An instant later all the others chimed in, a chorus of distress.

Lord, they were loud!  “You guys— shut up back there,” Will hissed, but this only made them yell louder. He had to do something to cover up the kitten clamor.

Like what?

Well, singing maybe. Like . . .  that song he always heard on the oldies station Crud played over the store’s P.A. “Under the bo-oard-walk, down by the se-e-e-a,” warbled Will, his voice going falsetto on the sea. Not too hard when your voice still hadn’t permanently settled into a manly baritone “On a blanket with my baby, that’s where I want to be-e . . . “

The vehicle was closer now, its engine loud. Heart pounding, Will stared at the clump of cedar trees that obscured the road, waiting for the enormous  truck to appear.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

[image: IMG_256]Chapter 3[image: IMG_256]


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


It wasn’t the Buckaburkes’ truck. It was an old maroon Buick built along the lines of a shoe box, driven by a man barely tall enough to see over the steering wheel. A white-haired woman was hunched in the passenger seat.

Will nearly melted with relief. 

The car puttered to a stop next to Will. The woman rolled down the window.

“There you are!” she said, sounding peeved. “We’ve been waiting for our groceries all afternoon. We were about to drive into town for—”

“What the heck happened there, bub? ” the man cut in. “You get a flat tire?”

Will belatedly recognized them—the Websters, the elderly couple who lived in a trailer half a mile up the road, the ones whose order he’d been on his way to deliver when he’d been ambushed.

“I got rammed off the road.”

“Bet it was them Buckaburkes,” Mr. Webster said.

Will nodded. “I think it was Butch.”

“Criminals, the lot of ‘em!” growled the old man.  “Think they own the whole county. One of ‘em took a baseball bat to our mailbox. Battered it to pieces, out of pure meanness. No proof it was Buckaburkes, but I know it was them done it.“

“And the stink from their farm!” Mrs. Webster shrilled.

“Yup, smells like the pit of hell, and It’ll be twenty times worst once they get their permit to expand,” Mr. Webster said. “It’s up for a vote by the County Board, but I know damn well the fix is in— the Buckaburkes always get what they pay for. Me and Miriam can’t stand it no more. We’re uppin’ sticks, selling the trailer, going to buy a place up north—”

“Do you have our order?” Mrs. Webster interrupted.

This was something Will had noticed with a lot of old-marrieds, how often they talked over each other. Unknotting their grocery sack from the handlebars, he handed it through the window to Mrs. Webster. “I’m sorry, but your milk spilled in the crash,” he said.

“Ahhh, don’t worry about it,” Mr. Webster said, leaning across the seat. “You’re lucky that son of a bitch didn’t kill ya, kid.”

Will calculated rapidly. Instant oatmeal, beets, applesauce, Alka Seltzer, chicken noodle soup. “Minus the milk— umm . . .  thirteen sixty-one.”

Mrs. Webster started counting out bills.

“Give him a twenty, Myra,” Mr. Webster said. “Kid’s had a rough day.”

Tight-lipped, Mrs. Webster fished a twenty out of her purse and handed it to Will. Later on, he was willing to bet, she’d read her husband the riot act for tipping so lavishly. The elderly, Will had discovered, were kind of tightwad-ish when it came to money. It wasn’t until they’d driven away that it occurred to Will that he should have shown them the kittens and asked if they’d—well, what exactly? Drive them to the animal shelter, which was miles away, in Fond du Lac? Even if they’d agreed, trying to load the kittens into their car would have been a three-ring circus.

No, this whole thing was on him now. He was the one who had to figure out what he was going to do with the orphaned kittens. Punhoqua had no humane society or veterinarians. Not even a dog-boarding kennel. He had to take them home.What other choice was there? The idea, he admitted to himself, had been there from the moment he’d found the kittens. He made a last search of the area, calling for the mother cat, checking the other side of the road in case she’d strayed over into that field. No luck.

But hanging around here was too dangerous, Will decided. He wheeled the trike around and headed back to town. The crash had twisted the left pedal, but the chain had stayed on, miraculously. The left back tire was losing air, though, and the ride was rough. Jolted and jostled inside the cargo box, the kittens mewled piteously. Poor little guys. First they lose their mom, then they get rescued by some joker who doesn’t have a clue what he’s doing.
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Zan was flattening cartons on the loading dock behind the store when Will pedaled up, breathing hard, a stitch like a barracuda hook in his side.

“Ooh, man, you are in such deep shit!” Zan jumped off the dock and hurried up to Will. “People been phoning Crud all day, wanting to know where their orders are.” 

Xander—Zan—Parsons and Will Connors were the only under-sixteens who worked at the supermarket. Zan was one of the sprawling Beckle clan, descendants of Clement Beckle, the African-American man who’d built a sawmill on the Punhoqua River in 1870. A settlement had grown up around the mill, and a hundred fifty years later it was the town of Punhoqua, population 7,400, not much different than any other Wisconsin small town except that its inhabitants were a bit more diverse in their coloring.

Zan was dark-skinned and round-faced, with hair he wore buzzed short because he hated wasting time on what he called “primping” when he could spend his time on more important stuff—such as Horizon Zero Dawn or Alien Apocalypse. Like Will, Zan was a gamer, and as infatuated as Will with XBox. The boys had a deal that whoever scraped up the money for the XBox OneX first would share it with the other. 

It wasn’t just gaming that bonded the boys, though; their friendship was cemented by a common enemy—their boss, C.C. (Clarence Curtis) Rudbicker.

Zan was the one who’d come up with the nickname. 

“You know what that man ought to be called?” he’d grumbled the day he’d been  assigned to scrub all six of the store’s waste bins and Will had been ordered to mop an  already-spotless floor a fifth time. Zan held up a gunky bristle brush. “C.C. plus Rud equals C-r-u-d, right? Like this stuff here.”

“Yeah—Crud. The stuff you clean out of the shower drain,” Will said. 

“Belly button lint,” Zan offered.

“The gunk under a sidewalk grating,” Will said, and by that time both boys were stagger-laughing.

Other employees picked up on it. Crud was perfect for the boss who refused them sick days, docked their pay if their registers came up short, and had them change the date stamps on 3-day-old bakery to make it appear fresh. Crud. It latched on like Covid. Will just hoped he never figured out who’d originated the name.

Zan whistled as he spotted the crunched-up trike. “Crud’s gonna kill you.”

“It wasn’t my fault. Somebody rammed me from—” 

“What’s that?” Zan asked, as desperate mewls leaked from the cargo hold. He threw back the lid, stared in shock at the boxful of kittens. “Holy crap, Will—what’d you do, rob a pet store? You got enough cats for a football team here!” 

As the kittens caught sight of the boys, their mewls intensified.

“They came running out at me when the trike crashed,” Will said. “I looked for the mother cat, but I couldn’t find her. I couldn’t just leave them there, to get run over.”

“Course not.” Zan picked up a black and white kitten, which crawled up his shoulder and snuggled beneath his chin. “Could he, honey bun?” He kissed the kitten on top of its head, gently scratched behind its ears, and talked to it in a high-pitched, babyish voice. “You’re such a widdle cutie-putie, aren’t you? Yes, you are! You’re cute and adorable and wuvable.”

This from the kid who, overhearing Will talking to his mom on the phone, saying, “Love you too, Mom,” had mimed throwing up. This from Mr. Tough Guy, a kid who considered saying “Happy Birthday” too schmaltzy.

“What’re you gonna do with these widdle guys?” Zan asked.

“Find widdle homes for them, I guess,” Will mocked.

“I’d take ‘em all if I could. But Ma—I can hear her now. ‘You can’t even take care of yourself, Xander— how’re you gonna take care of a dozen cats?’”

Zan picked up the ginger kitten, nuzzled its nose. “You better get ‘em out of here—Crud will freak if he sees ‘em. Might even try to drown ‘em or something.”

“Right. I’ll figure something out. Do me a favor, go in and swipe a couple eggs from the cooler.”

“On it.”

Zan melted away; he was back a minute later with a half-carton, tucked in a  plastic bag. Will tied the sack to the handlebars, then set the kittens back in the box.

“They’re awful young,” Zan said, reluctantly handing back the ginger kitten. “Still sucking on their mama, I bet. You need to get them looked at by a vet.”

“No problem,” Will said, climbing onto the trike seat. “Because, let’s see— how many vets do we have in this town? Oh, now I remember. Zero.”

“My grandma used to be a vet. I’ll ask her.”

“Gotta go.” Will took off, pedaling more slowly than usual to avoid jostling the kittens. Another trip up Shake Rag Hill, wincing as he imagined how the kittens must be getting tossed around in there. When he reached the Bobbert house, he grabbed the bag containing the eggs, ran up to the door, and rang the bell.

“It’s about time!” snapped Betty Bobbert when she came to the door. Snatching the bag, she pulled out the half carton of eggs. “I didn’t ask for six!” she squawked.

“I know,” Will said, “The extras are because . . . umm . . . you had to wait.”

Her lips pinched. “I’m not paying for extras.” She flounced into the house, slamming the door.

“Actually, you didn’t pay for anything yet!” Will called to the closed door.  

He didn’t have time to argue with the old tightwad; he still had deliveries to make, then he could get the kittens home. 

He pedaled a block over, to Lorraine Hutton’s house— another Victorian, this one light yellow, with a wraparound porch. Baskets of flowers hung from the porch ceiling, adding a bright splash of color.

Mrs. Hutton was his favorite customer. She tipped generously and never complained if her order was not correct. Before Will had even dismounted she was hurrying out onto the porch, a thin woman with faded blue eyes and brown hair streaked with gray.

Her order was: chocolate chips, peanut butter, baker’s chocolate, Romaine lettuce, tomatoes, olive oil, frozen peas, cauliflower  . .  .  forty bucks worth of groceries. Mrs. Hutton never went out to buy groceries; in fact she hardly ever went anywhere, according to what Zan had told him, and Zan always had the straight scoop.

“Thank God you’re here, Will,” she called. “Quick—I’m in the throes of chocolate withdrawal.” 

It was one of the things he liked about her, how she kidded around, claiming to have such a Jones for chocolate she licked old candy bar wrappers. Today, she handed him a bottle of cold water. He could have kissed her, he was so grateful for the water, which he pounded down in three enormous glugs. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

Mrs. Hutton handed him a fifty. “Keep the change—you certainly deserve— my goodness, what is that?” Marching up to the cargo box, she pulled back the lid. “Oh my Lord!” 

Meeeeeeerrr. Weeeeeeerrr. The volume of the cries intensified; kittens climbed atop each other, attempting to reach the humans above. 

“Oh, the little dears!” Mrs. Hutton turned to Will, looking shocked. “Where did they come from? Why’re you hauling them around, all squashed in like that?”

“I didn’t have any other way,” Will protested. Did she think he was the kind of person who’d mistreat animals? He explained what had happened: how he’d been rammed off the road, then had been swarmed by kittens springing out of nowhere. 

“They just kept coming and coming!” Will said. “I looked for the mother, but couldn’t find her. I think maybe the kittens are orphans. I couldn’t leave them out there to be run over or starve.”

Boss scrabbled up to the edge of the box, teetered there. Mrs. Hutton picked him up, cuddled him to her chest. “Oh my goodness,” she cooed. “You poor little thing! You’ve been through so much.” 

She cocked an eyebrow at Will. “I’ll bet they’re hungry. Have you fed them?” 

“No, I just got them—there wasn’t time.”

“I apologize for barking at you, Will. You saved these innocent little creatures—a lovely, caring, humane thing to do. Do your parents know yet?”

“They aren’t home right now.”

A kinda-sorta lie. The truth, but slanted.

Mrs. Hutton put Boss back in the box and picked up a black kitten, who, desperately hungry, tried to suck her finger. “He likes you,” Will said. “Maybe you could take some of the kittens?”

“Me?” Her eyebrows shot up. “Oh, no, I couldn’t! I’m too old—really, it would be too much for me. My arthritis . . .  no, I’m . . .  sorry.” She set the black kitten back in the box, hefted the groceries Will handed her, and began backing away, spouting excuses.  “I wish I could help but .  . .  “ Then she hurried back into her house, moving mighty quickly for someone claiming to be old and arthritic.
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The gang came at Will as he rode through Beckle Park, taking a short cut toward home.  On bikes, they swarmed Will, whipping close to him, veering away at the last second, taunting, laughing like hyenas.

No—like wasps! They were like wasps stinging a moose, a big, heavy, lumbering moose helpless against a needling swarm, and no matter how big and powerful the moose was, the wasps would just keep stinging until the moose fell off a cliff or died of exhaustion.

The bikes, new and expensive-looking—probably stolen— gave their riders amazing mobility, allowing them to jump curbs, bash through bushes, climb hills, and maneuver into spaces a car couldn’t reach. Will, who’d had run-ins with this lot before, recognized Brux Karnahan and his raggle-taggle pack of future felons—kids whose solution to boredom was vandalizing public restrooms, egging parked cars, breaking into garages, riding three abreast on sidewalks, getting guys with I.D. to buy beer for them—and of course, tormenting anyone they didn’t like. Will fell into that category.

He’d already been nearly killed by a thug in a pickup today; if life was even slightly fair he ought to be spared further harassment for a while, shouldn’t he? 

Nope. The gods who doled out disasters didn’t do fairness. They liked to pile on the misfortune.

“Hey, retardo,” one of the  bikers jeered, slinging a half-full Coke can at Will; it bounced off his shoulder.  

“Oh, Will— burrr,” shrilled Brux Karnahan,  “That all the faster you can pedal your crap-cart, Will-butt?”

“My granny can drive faster,” sniped a kid with a crop of pimples so red and raw it looked as though he’d smeared hamburger on his face. 

“Will-butt!”

“Will-burrrr—your mommy’s calling!”

“Willll-burp!”

Not for the first time, Will cursed the burden of his name. He was named for his great-grandfather, Wilbur Kilpatrick, who’d been a hero in World War Two, wiping out an entire nest of German machine gunners.

But why couldn’t the hero have had a better name?

“Whatcha got in the box, huh, Will-burr?” called Boyle, Brux’s second-in-command, a kid with an adenoidal voice and a shaved-bald skunk stripe running down the center of his scalp. “You got sumpin’ good to eat in that box, Will-Pill? Cause I’m hungry. C’mon, open the  box, show us the goodies.”

The kittens, Will thought, close to panic.  If these maniacs got their hands on the kittens . . .

One of the gang pulled out a skinny piece of metal—it looked like a windshield wiper ripped off a car—and jabbed it at one of Will’s rear tires, apparently hoping to jam up the works and force the trike to a halt. Will had been ready for something like this, however;  jerking the handlebars, he steered straight at the kid, who braked so suddenly he lost his balance and fell off his bike.

The others were still hounding him, though. Zit Face raced up on Will’s other side and tried to wrench the handlebars out of Will’s grip. Anticipating this move, Will steered with one hand while snatching up his weapon—a switch he’d cut off a willow tree—two feet long and springy as a whip. He kept it tucked into a slot on the trike’s main frame and used it when he needed to drive off  aggressive dogs; a slap from it stung enough to make a dog back off fast. Will smacked the kid’s arm as hard as he could. Zits howled in pain and nearly lost control of his bike.

Dealing with Brux, Will had failed to notice the manhole cover just ahead. Will hated the things—land mines for bikers. The covers were supposed to be flush with the pavement, but most were caved in like craters or raised  above it—either way,  they were murder for bicyclists. Will had become expert at weaving around the things—sometimes it was almost fun, like running an obstacle course.

Not today, though. His front tire hit a raised manhole cover so hard the rear of the trike trampolined half a foot into the air, then came down with a hard whump.

The kittens! They were probably getting clobbered inside the box. But he couldn’t stop to check on them, not surrounded by the gang.

Just ahead, Will spotted the white and red canopy of the Kwik Trip station. Swinging into the lot, he pulled over next to a car at the air hose machine. Breathing in  hard, painful gasps, Will jumped off the trike and raised the lid of the cargo box,  terrified that he’d see blood, broken bones, maybe even dead kittens.

But they all seemed to be okay, though they were wailing at the tops of their lungs. The gray and white tiger— the Boss—of course it had to be Boss— used the ginger kitten’s head as a stepping stone and scrabbled his way to the top of the box. Before Will could stop him, he’d jumped down to the pavement. 

He’d picked the worst possible time—the moment the bike gang surged into the parking lot, hot-dogging and stunting, showing off to the customers who were gassing up or coming out of the mini-mart. Will slammed the cargo lid shut and dashed after Boss, making himself an easy target for the gang, who now swarmed at him from all directions. He had to leap aside like a toreador each time a biker hurtled at him.  

Zits spotted the kitten. “Oooh, a puddy tat!’ 

“Get him!” Brux yelled. 

Will dived for Boss, who was skittering toward a petunia planter near a gas pump, but Brux cut in front of  him, chased down the kitten, and deliberately ran his bike over Boss’s tail. The kitten squealed in pain and fright as Brux’s toadies  brayed with laughter

Before Will could snatch up Boss, the kitten was
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