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Chapter One

Denim Legs

 


Early January, this year

 


Clad in a leather coat and denim jeans,
Reggie sat quietly in his jet-black SUV, parked along the curb,
while he drummed his fingers lightly on the steering wheel. From
his vantage point, some thirty yards away, he peered through the
windshield as he focused his binoculars on the huddled form on the
sidewalk as it came in and out of view between the people hurrying
by. He waited for a sign, a sign that would determine when his
mission would end, but he grew impatient.

The smell of hot sandwiches and fries
emanating from the last bag resting on the back seat seemed well
out of place in his just under $100,000, top of the line, aniline
leather-upholstered, Platinum Escalade, but it brought back fond
memories from his childhood. Old Dudley, the family chauffeur, took
pity on him to occasionally make a quick detour for the forbidden
fast-food on their way home during his days at the private academy
where he went to school. Dudley even took the blame for the smell
that coated the interior of the limousine, claiming it was him who
had succumbed to the lure of French fries and burger grease when
his parents complained about the odor on those occasions when he
didn’t have time to air it out. Reggie wondered whether the
recipient of the meal would relish its contents as much as he once
did.

He’d already distributed twelve of the
baker’s-dozen, large paper bags that afternoon. With only the one
left to go, he needed to make up his mind. Was the figure, sighted
through other end of his binoculars, worth the risk? Regardless of
his good intentions, charitable work had its hazards, particularly
when on your own, and he’d already had run-ins with two anonymous
recipients today. He didn’t want a repeat of being accused of
thievery, and this potential recipient looked to be closer to the
risky end of the charitable acts’ spectrum.

The work he’d begun years before had started
with a promise, but as the years passed, he’d thought more and more
of it as a mission. He set down the binoculars and sighed. If
she could see me now, he thought. Though I’m no
missionary.

Lost to his memories, Reggie had no idea how
much time had passed when his eyes came back into focus. He
recognized the sun would be setting soon, and he needed to be on
his way. That’s when he noticed movement coming from the direction
of his target. Something shuddered in the breeze. He lifted his
binoculars just in time to read the words, I ask not
for me, but for them.

Reggie put on his turn signal and pulled out
into traffic, then pulled right back up to the curb after closing
the distance to investigate the words that caught his
attention.

 



Chapter Two

Cretin

 


Hurrying passersby glanced briefly at the
words scribbled in rough, bolded-black letters, written with crayon
in a child’s hand on a crumpled, jagged-edged piece of cardboard. A
dented, faded coffee can sat on the sidewalk in front of the
propped-up sign. Drawn above the words were two artistic renditions
of smiling figures with pointed ears, but the passersby kept
passing by.

The sign was nearly as filthy as its author,
also propped against a boarded-up door in the alcove of an
abandoned deli, nestled between boarded up windows over blackened
glass. There was evidence a fire had taken place there sometime in
the past.

Cretin shrugged the once-colorful child’s
sleeping bag further up his neck as he repositioned himself against
the door. He was the only one who knew a family of pink and purple
unicorns still lived beneath the street-worn filth that now covered
the quilted fabric. A cold north wind began to blow in, an omen
that warned it was going to be another empty-stomach night for the
three of them.

As the last rays of the early January sun
began to slip behind the roof of the laundromat across the street,
Cretin huddled against the advancing cold and tucked his head
beneath the unicorns. “I’m sorry, babies, I did my best.”

Reggie cleared his throat. “Who is
them?”

Cretin continued to whisper into the
sleeping bag. “Maybe tomorrow I’ll find a better place to beg.”

“Hey, buddy, I said, ‘Who is them?’”

“Huh?” Cretin pulled his head out and
blinked against the last rays of the setting sun until the shadow
of a figure blocked them. Before him stood a pair of legs, covered
by crisp, blue denim jeans, their rolled-up cuffs revealed a lining
of blue and green, plaid-flannel. The jeans were propped up by a
pair of expensive-looking brown, leather Boondockers.

“What’d you say? You talkin’ t’ me, Denim
Legs?” Cretin followed the legs up to a wide, two-tone, brown
leather belt with a matte, silver-metal buckle, just beneath a
black and red, plaid-flannel shirt that was tucked into the jeans.
Over the shirt was an expensive, brown, thigh-length,
patchwork-suede, lambswool coat with the bottom two, large leather
buttons undone, and there were gloves to match. The long end of a
red and blue plaid-woolen scarf, wrapped around a neck, hung down
the jacket’s front.

“Yes, sorry, sir. I asked, ‘Who is
them?’”

Cretin followed the voice upward to a pair
of broad, full lips, spread into a smile, and studded with white,
shiny teeth that filled it from one side to the other. Above them,
a noble, slightly crooked nose and a pair of blue-green eyes that
crinkled at their corners finished the face. It was deeply tanned
and surrounded by short brown hair with the ears cut out. There was
a scattering of gray at the temples. Cretin couldn’t tell whether
the guy was rich, tanned-white or Hispanic, or some other
combination thereof, but it didn’t matter. He was talking out loud
and to him, and he wanted to know who them was. Maybe
there’d be food tonight after all.

“Sir? You callin’ me sir?” Defying the
greasy, matted, brown hair, tied in a ponytail, and the filth
covering the bearded, Caucasian face, Cretin’s amber-brown eyes
with flecks of gold peered up at Denim Legs. “Sorry, but I ain’t no
sir, not no more, just Cretin. What you want?”

“I was inquiring as to who them is,
or more properly, who they are. Your sign, with the
beautifully drawn figures of a dog and cat, are they yours?”

“Yup, them’s my family. Well really, only
one is. Roscoe’s mine, but Cinders is Roscoe’s. Guess that kinda
makes him family, too.”

“Roscoe and Cinders? Who’s who?”

Cretin flipped the sleeping bag open, and
then looked back up at Denim Legs. “Them’s Roscoe ’n Cinders.”

Lifting its smooth, short-furred black and
white head was what looked like a small terrier mix. Its ears
pointed up while the tips drooped down, and its markings were like
that of a killer whale, but in reverse—large, white regions with
smaller, rounded and oval, black markings.

Denim Legs’s face softened.

A two-toned, striped, ash-gray, juvenile
cat, just out of kittenhood, was curled between the dog’s front
legs. The edges of its ears were scabbed, the ears themselves were
red, and swollen, and oozing and there were crusts in the corners
of its eyes. Crusted yellow wounds lay where bald spots covered its
body, and both of its front and left rear paws were swollen,
blistered, and hairless as well. Not taking its eyes off Denim
Legs, the dog lowered its head and covered its ward with its
paws.

Then the odor hit him. Denim Legs
recoiled.

“Oh, for the love of God!” The stench that
stirred into the air made him stagger backwards. “That smell!”

Cretin cowered and smiled weakly behind his
several week-old beard, embarrassment evident on his face.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Denim Legs said. “I’m so
sorry. You can’t help it.”

“No, I’m sorry, Mister. We been on the
street off ’n on some past two years—but we been without means to
bathe ’n shave fer only a couple weeks, ever since we got throwed
outta that shelter. One animal’s alls I’s allowed, ’n they didn’t
even like that, but they had t’ let us stay ‘coz some rich folks
done made a donation t’ that effect. Once they found out Roscoe
done adopted Cinders, they said to git. I begged and begged ’em,
but they said no ways.

“I took one look at Roscoe, ’n her face done
told me what I had t’ do. After she pulled Cinders outta the rubble
of that burnin’ factory when he was a baby—well he been hers ever
since. Can’t break up her family so we packed right up ’n
left.”

“Roscoe is a girl?”

“Yup, I know. I know it’s a boy’s name, but
I took one look at ’er when I found ’er nosin’ by the tracks ’afore
I knew ’n said, ‘You looks like a Roscoe t’ me.’ She started
waggin’ ‘er tail right off—been Roscoe ever since.”

“And Cinders?”

“Baby boy, but he ain’t gonna be a baby much
longer. I’m savin’ up some money so as t’ git him fixed. I already
tried once, but them animal shelter folks tol’ me he was too young
’n weak at the time on account of his burns. I’m trying to build
him up so as he can go through it. Only right with so many strays
about. Maybe come spring I’ll have enough saved up.”

“I see,” said Denim Legs.

“Not a lot of cans on the street right now
seein’ as folks don’t drink as much soda pop since it got cold. I
keep havin’ to dip int’ it t’ pay fer their food. All used up three
days ago, but I can start savin’ again once the weather turns back.
I been able t’ scrounge up enough chow that be still half good
right now out back o’ them restaurants a couple blocks over, over
on 47th, t’ keep us going.”

“Sir, it’s going to be cold tonight. There’s
a big storm coming. A couple feet of snow is in the forecast for
the city. You’re going to have to find a place to take
shelter.”

“Ain’t no place that’ll take me ’n Roscoe ’n
Cinders, ’n I ain’t leavin’ ’em. I can’t. I promised ’em I’d always
look after ’em.”

“Hold on, maybe I have something that will
help.” Denim Legs turned around and walked to the curb. It was the
first time Cretin noticed the big, black SUV with its motor
running. Denim Legs returned a moment later carrying a heavy,
quilted winter coat, a pair of knitted mittens, and a
multi-colored, knitted scarf and hat—but most importantly, he
carried a large, fast-food paper bag.

Roscoe lifted her head and sniffed the air.
Her body began to tremble, and her tail started to wag, beating in
time with the sound of the SUV’s idling engine. Cinders lifted his
head and sniffed, too, but he held fast beneath Roscoe’s protective
shield.

“Here you go,” Denim Legs said, “These
should keep you warm, and there should be enough in the bag to feed
the three of you for at least a day.”

A smile of stained teeth spread across
Cretin’s face. “Thanks, Mister. Sure ’preciate it. I’ll put Cinders
in the hat ’n then Roscoe ’n the hat inside this nice, new, warm
coat. ’N zip it up real tight. That’ll keep ’em both nice ’n warm
tonight.”

“Sir, the coat is for you.”

“Ain’t no sir, I told ya. I’m Cretin. I got
this here sleepin’ bag. It’ll be enough fer me, but thanks again,”
he said as he reached into the bag of food and pulled out two
foil-wrapped sandwiches, one a burger, the other fish. “Roscoe and
Cinders sure do appreciate your generosity.”

Denim Legs stood in silence as he watched
Cretin carefully open the sandwiches and begin to pull the meat and
fish apart, sucking the mayonnaise off the burger and the breading
off the fish. After placing the breading among the remaining
cheese, lettuce, tomato, pickle, and onion between the remaining
buns, he broke up the meat and fish and fed the pieces to his
little family. Once it was gone, he ate the contents of the buns in
several bites.

“Sir … sorry, Cretin,” Denim Legs said with
reverence. “There’s plenty in there for all of you. You need
protein just as much as Roscoe and Cinders do. Please have yourself
a burger.”

“Oh, I will, I will. It’s just that I ain’t
that hungry right now, ’n they need it more ’n me, seein’ as they
only got fur, and there ain’t much of that between the two of ‘em.
Again thanks, Mister. Guess I better get a move on afore that snow
starts up.”

“But where will you go? You said the
shelters won’t take you.”

“Is right. There’s a busted lock on a door
‘round back of here. That’s where we been holdin’ up at night ever
since we left the shelter. Too cold for kids and gangs to be
botherin’ us after the sun goes down. We hold up just fine in
there.

“Good thing you stopped when you did, ‘coz
they done got our money out the can ‘bout hour afore you come by. I
was ‘bout t' head out t’ buy Roscoe ’n Cinders their supper. That’s
why I’s still here—tryin’ a little longer t’ see if’n some good
folks might find it in their hearts to toss us a few coins. Good
thing I stayed, ‘coz then I met you. So thanks again, Mister.
Really, thanks.”

“Here,” Denim Legs said as he reached into
his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He took out a few bills.
“Please use this and find yourself a room for the night. I’m sorry,
but it’s all I’m carrying right now.”

“Sixty-five dollars! Sixty-five dollars!
Mister, that’ll feed us for a couple weeks!” Cretin exclaimed. “Oh,
thank you, thank you so much!”

“No, please get a room or you’ll freeze
tonight.”

“Too late for tonight, but don’t you worry
none,” Cretin promised. “Tomorrow’ll be different. Now we gotta get
a move on.”

“But … but,” Denim Legs stammered, but it
was no use. Cretin shook his head. He’d made up his mind.

Denim Legs watched Cretin wrap the new scarf
around his neck then fold up the sign and quickly pack up his
meager belongings and the bag of food into a heavy, black-plastic
garbage bag. Then he lifted a shivering Cinders and folded him into
the hat under the watchful eye of Roscoe. After opening the new
coat, he motioned for Roscoe to lie down in it, then placed
Cinders, in the hat, beside her.

Once Roscoe curled up around the kitten,
Cretin pulled the coat sleeves into the coat and zipped it up
around them, leaving the top six inches open. He looked back over
his shoulder at Denim Legs. “That’s so as they can breathe.” Then
he pulled two pieces of twine from his pocket and tied the neck and
bottom of the coat up tight. “So as they don’t fall out ’til we get
inside.”

After opening the sleeping bag, Cretin laid
the coat into its center and then drew up the four corners and tied
them together to make a satchel. As he lifted the garbage bag over
his left shoulder and scooped the satchel into his right arm, he
nodded and smiled and then made his way down the sidewalk. Once he
reached the end of the long row of connected buildings, he looked
back and nodded his head again before disappearing around the
corner.

Denim Legs waved and then turned and walked
to his vehicle, shaking his head, wishing he could have done more.
As he pulled out into traffic, he glanced in the rearview mirror at
the pile of winter clothing behind the back seat and remembered why
he was there.

 



Chapter Three

Charity

 


Ten summers ago

“After I’m gone, Reggie, you’re going to
have to take over giving away the clothing for me.”

“Mom, you’re going to get better, and
besides, that’s not my thing.”

“I know ‘it’s not your thing’, Reggie, but I
need you to promise me that you will, at least until you’ve given
away all of it, just in case.”

“Mom, why couldn’t I just donate it? There
are plenty of charities that have better use for it and can get it
to the people who really need it.”

“That’s what you’d think, but they throw
away more than they keep, especially if they don’t have room for it
at the time you donate it.”

Reggie averted his gaze and remained
silent.

“Reggie, promise me now.”

“Yes, Mom, I will.”

“You’ll what?”

“I’ll see to it that all the clothing is
given away.”

“And that you’re going to do it yourself,
not someone else.”

“Yes, I’ll do it personally, Mom, I
promise.”

“You really don’t want to do this, do
you?”

“No, but I’ve given you my word.”

“Then you better make yourself comfortable,
because I’m going tell you a little story.”

“Please, Mother, not that story again!”

“Mother is it now? Well…”

“Sorry, Mom.”

“I know you’ve heard me tell the story
before, but only in part. You don’t know the half of it. It’s time
you heard it all and the truth this time. You’re going to listen to
it from beginning to end.”

“Yes, Mom.”

After Reggie took his seat, his mother
began. “Had your grandfather, my father, not had a kind woman give
him a coat and a hat and mittens one winter, you would not be here
right now.”

“What do you mean?”

“That’s how he met your grandmother. She was
the kind woman’s daughter. It was snowing, and your
great-grandmother noticed your grandfather on her way into the
general store. He was wearing old, tattered clothes, and he had no
coat, so she gave him some warm clothing that once belonged to your
great-grandfather. She always carried several articles of his in
her wagon’s trunk and in this instance, the night before a blizzard
blew into town. To thank her, your grandfather had gone in and
walked through the general store with her, carrying her groceries
while she shopped.

“As it turns out, you see, it was a good
thing he did because as they talked, she learned he was new in town
and had no place to live. By the time she came out with him loaded
down with parcels and sacks, her wagon was stuck in the snow. A
good two feet had already fallen by then. Fortunately, he got the
wagon unstuck.

“He went back to the farm with her to be
sure she got home safe, but by then, the snow had gotten so deep he
couldn’t leave, so your great-grandmother gave him a room with the
intention he’d be on his way once the storm passed. But that
winter, the blizzard never seemed to end, and a good month passed
before the roads were open again.

“During that month, your grandfather became
indispensable to the two of them. With her husband having passed on
four years earlier, your great-grandmother and grandmother had
barely been able to keep the farm going, but after that young man,
your grandfather, arrived, things turned around.

“He pitched in to earn his keep and got the
farm running right. He had a real knack for farm animals and
machinery, so your great-grandmother decided to keep him on. Over
time, your grandmother took a real shine to him, and before you
know it, they were engaged.”

“So that’s why you’ve kept a stock of winter
clothes in the trunk of the limo each winter, all these years,”
Reggie said.

“Yes, and every time I’ve noticed someone in
need, I fit them with warm clothing.”

“I never knew.”

“Well now you know,” she said, spreading her
hands across her lap.

“I’m sorry, I never took the time to listen
to the whole story before. Now I understand.”

“You could continue the tradition, if you
had a mind to do so, once I’m gone…”

“Mother, don’t say that.”

“I know, my boy, I know, but it will happen,
Reggie, one day and whenever the time comes, I hope I can count on
you.”

“It’s something to think about, Mom.”

“I hope you think long and hard about it,
Reggie. I know in my heart, you’ll come to the right decision.”

A month later, Reggie’s mother’s illness
caught up with her, and she passed away.


Chapter Four

Negotiation

 


As Reggie approached the intersection, the
light turned red. After he came to a stop, he switched on the
radio. While he scanned the programmed stations, his mother’s voice
filled his head. “Reginald Montgomery Scottsdale, you turn this
vehicle right around and take that man to a motel!”

Reggie jumped in his seat. “Holy shit!” He
shook his head and looked in the rearview mirror, certain she was
sitting right behind him. Then he was startled back to reality by
several cars, blaring their horns behind him. The light had turned
green, and he wasn’t moving. Momentarily disoriented, he stomped on
the gas, turned right, and headed down the street.

A moment later he regained his bearings and
jerked the wheel to the right at the first place he found, a narrow
alleyway. He headed for the far end, intending to make a right onto
the next street, then another right to get back to the street he’d
started on. After that he’d begin his search for Cretin.

In the distance, Reggie spied a group of
male figures ripping apart a black plastic bag. An ominous feeling
settled over him so he stepped on the gas as he leaned on the SUV’s
horn, startling them. The figures raced down the alley and
scattered when they reached the street.

Halfway down the alleyway, he came upon the
remnants of the garbage bag and spied an opened doorway and what
looked like the satchel the homeless man, Cretin, had been carrying
when he’d disappeared around the corner. There were also crumpled,
foil-paper wrappers and French fry boxes scattered about.

As he slowed his vehicle, the satchel moved
as he came into view of the open doorway. When he lowered the
passenger window, he heard mewing and whining, so he pulled the SUV
to a stop and got out.

Rounding the front end of his vehicle, he
called out, “Roscoe? Cinders?” As the whining and mewing became
louder, he heard a muffled groan so he followed it until he saw a
pair of legs just inside the opened door. When he rushed forward,
he found Cretin lying in back of the abandoned deli with a gash on
the top of his head. As he kneeled down, he pulled a handkerchief
from his back pocket and placed it over the gash.

“Cretin, what’s happened?”

Cretin moaned.

“Cretin, Cretin, what happened to you?”

Cretin opened his eyes. “Huh? What the
hell?”

“Cretin, what happened?” Reggie asked again
as he pressed down on the handkerchief.

“Sons-of-bitches! Those sons-of-bitches got
my purse. Got my emergency money ’n stole my food.”

“How much did they get?”

“Only five bucks. That’s all I put in it,
but they took it anyways. You learn to divide up what you got fer
just such times. Didn’t believe me when I said it was all I had, n’
they was right, ‘coz I lied. Didn’t see me stash the rest of the
money you gave me in my boots after I turned the corner between the
buildings, but they was watchin’. Said they saw the rich man given
me cash. Just didn’t know how much.”

Cretin started to giggle, but immediately
stopped and grabbed his skull. “Cracked me upside the head with a
brick when they opened it ’n didn’t find what they wanted t’ find.
Sons-of-bitches!”

“Can you sit up?”

“Where’s Roscoe? Where’s Cinders? Where’s my
babies?”

“I think they’re still inside the coat.”

“They okay? Sons-of-bitches knocked ’em out
o’ my hands.”

“Let’s get you settled first.”

“No, I gotta know they’s okay. Take me to
’em.”

“I don’t think you should get up yet. You
might be injured elsewhere.”

“No, I gotta see my babies!”

“How about I bring them to you?”

“Fair ’nuf.”

When Reggie returned with the coat, Cretin
was sitting in the doorway with his back propped up against the
doorjamb. He reached out and took the coat, ripping open the tied
twine at the bottom. Out wiggled Roscoe, followed by a shaking
Cinders. As Cretin lifted them to his face, and hugged them close,
he began to cry. “Oh, my babies, my babies. Did they hurt you? Did
those sons-of-bitches hurt you?”

Roscoe whimpered and cried as she covered
Cretin’s face with doggy kisses. Cinders mewed louder and louder
while his near-skeletally-thin body shook. Once they’d all calmed
down, Cretin began to stand up.

“Hold on there, Cretin, you’re in no shape
to stand.”

“I gotta find a new place fer the night.
Can’t stay here now as they found us.”

“Where will you go?”

“Don’t know, Mister. Is almost dark now, but
don’t worry ‘bout us. We’ll be jus’ fine.”

“My name is Reggie. Please let me take you
to a motel for the night.”

“No! No, you done enough, Mister, ’n won’t
matter none anyhow. No place’ll take us. Not me, ’n a dog, ’n a
mangy kitten.”

“You know what you have to do,
Reggie.” His mother’s voice filled his head. “Now do
it!”

For a moment Reggie’s face screwed up tight,
but then he nodded his head and spoke. “Please, my name is Reggie.
Let me help you. There’s a place I know where I can take you.”

“Thanks, Mister,” Cretin said as he started
to get up, “but like I said, no place’ll take us.”

“I know they will. I know the owner. It will
be fine. Trust me.”

Cretin stumbled and started to go down.
“Son-of-a-bitch! Those damn sons-of-bitches!”

Reggie caught him and helped him back down
to the ground. “You’re in no shape to be out here on your own,
Cretin. You’re coming with me, you, and Roscoe, and Cinders. “It
will be fine.”

“I don’t have no money to pay. I gotta keep
the rest you gave fer food, ’n asides, we stink somethin’ fierce,
Mister. You know that! You don’t want us in your fancy car.”

“Please … call me Reggie, and I promise, you
won’t need any money where we’re going. Now don’t argue with me.
I’ll put a blanket down on the back seat if you like, and you can
wrap all of you up in it. Will that work for you?”

Cretin looked long and hard into Reggie’s
eyes, wondering whether he could trust this stranger. “Give me a
minute. I need to think about it.”

“I see you’re a tough negotiator. While
you’re thinking, I’m going to make a few phone calls to get the
ball rolling. I’ll be right back.”

****

When Reggie returned, he found Cretin where
he had left him. “It’s all set. Ready to go?”

“Where we goin’, Mister Reggie?”

“It’s a nice place. I’m sure you’ll like it,
and please, it’s just Reggie. There’s plenty of hot water with a
tub and shower and a place where Roscoe and Cinders will be warm.
There’s also a bed for you, and there’s plenty to eat. What do you
say?”

“You’re making this sound too good t’ be
true, Mister.”

“It’s Reggie,” he said with a smile.

“Right … Reggie.” Cretin lifted his hand to
the wound on his head. When he pulled it away and saw the blood, he
sighed.

Reggie kneeled down to him. “What do you
say?”

“Okay, okay, you done twisted my arm,
Reggie, ’n I’m too tired t’ fight with you, but only fer the
night.”

“I believe you’ll be allowed to stay as long
as you want. I think there’s someone there who can take a look at
that cut on your head, and there’s someone who can attend to little
Cinders’s sores.”

“How’s that, ’n how much? How much this all
gonna cost?”

“I don’t think they charge anything, but if
you want, I’m sure you can work something out with the owner.”

Cretin sighed again. He must have realized
he didn’t have much of a choice. It was getting dark, and he
probably couldn’t think clearly enough to try to figure out
anything better. “Okay, Mister Reggie. Deal. I’m not one for such
charity n’ yeah, I beg on the street, but that’s coz I don’t got no
choice, n’ I earn money when I can.

“Stayin’ someplace nice, like you sayin’ it
is, is another matter altogether.” Cretin extended his hand. “But
I’ll take what you’re offerin’, but only fer the night.”

Reggie took his hand, and they shook on
it.

“Great! Now let’s get you and your family in
the car. Then we’ll be on our way.” Now, if I can only keep this
from Aunt Virginia, he thought to himself.

Once everyone was settled in, Reggie put the
SUV in gear, just as the first snowflakes began to fall.

 



Chapter
Five

Out of the Cold

 


The further they drove away from the city,
the lighter the snow became. After forty-five minutes, Reggie
turned the Escalade off the road through a fortified iron gate,
between two immense stone pillars and along what appeared to be a
paved, narrow lane that ran through a deeply wooded area. When
nearly two minutes had passed and they hadn’t reached their
destination, Cretin started to squirm in his seat.

“Just how far we goin’ down this road,
Mister Reggie?”

“It’s a driveway, and it’s not far now,”
Reggie answered. “We’re almost there. See.” He pointed toward a
building, off in the distance, as the vehicle entered a
clearing.

A light snow was still falling, covering the
shrubs, but here, the driveway was elevated from the grassy areas
and was kept mostly clear by the blowing wind.

A moderate size, stone cottage, illuminated
by lights mounted at the corners, just below the eaves, came into
view. As they got closer, Cretin could see a two-car garage, made
from the same gray and brown stone. Cretin’s eyes grew wider and
wider as they drew closer.

The two buildings were attached by way of a
carport, through which the driveway ran. The carport was high and
wide enough for the vehicle to pull under, and there was a side
door that opened into the cottage. In front of the garage sat two,
windowless vans.

As the SUV came to a stop, three women and
three men, all dressed in hospital scrub suits and coats, came out
through the cottage door.

Cretin grew more uncomfortable. He felt
completely out of place. He’d never seen such finery in his life.
“What kind of place is this, Reggie?” he asked.

“It’s a very nice place. I think you’ll like
it here.”

Both rear doors of the SUV opened together,
allowing the cold wind to blow through the vehicle as hands were
extended inward. “Hello, Mister. Cretin, sir,” a white woman with a
kind face said from the left door. “I’m Jean. I’m a nurse. I’m
going to assist Doctor Waters while he fixes up that nasty cut on
your head. Let’s get you inside where it’s warm. Please, right this
way.”

“Here, Mister Cretin,” a Hispanic woman with
a broad smile said from the right door. “I’m Doctor Littleton. I’m
a veterinarian. If you will allow me, I’d like to check over Roscoe
and little Cinders. I understand they’ve had quite a fright this
evening, and I’ve been told little Cinders has some sores that
require some attention.”

Cretin sat frozen in place. He grasped the
quilted coat holding Roscoe and Cinders tightly to his chest,
beneath the blanket wrapped around his shoulders. When the blanket
was lowered by the two women, the coat was revealed, and it began
to squirm. As he huddled his body around the coat, the odor, held
in by the blanket, reached both Jean and Doctor Littleton, but they
were professionals. Though their eyes began to water, the smiles on
their faces remained unchanged.

“It’s okay, Cretin,” Reggie said as he
turned around in the driver’s seat. “They’re here to help you.” His
eyes began to water as well.

“This ain’t right, Mister. Somethin’s awful
fishy.”

“Again, my name is Reggie. I promise you,
everything is on the up and up. I told you. I know the owner. He’s
a nice guy, and he loves animals. When he learned about what
happened to Roscoe and little Cinders, he wanted to help. Actually,
he begged me to bring them here. He has a real soft spot for dogs
and cats.”

“There’s a pot of beef stew simmering on the
stove for you,” Jean added, “and Miss Honey has just put a loaf of
French bread into of the oven. It sure smells good in there.”

Cretin shook his head. “Where is this man? I
wants t’ see ‘im.”

“He’s tied up this evening,” Reggie said,
“but you’ll meet him in the morning. I promise.”

“Nah, this don’t feel right. I don’t know
these people.”

Jean pointed to two men standing behind her,
one, with kind eyes, was tall, slender, and African-American. The
other had a muscular build with brown hair and was white. “This is
Doctor Waters, and next to him,” she said pointing to the white
man, “is Simon. He’s a nurse, too.” Then she pointed to the other
side of the SUV, towards an African-American woman and an Asian
man. “Over there, behind Doctor Littleton, are her vet techs,
Veronica and Trevor. We’re all here to see to it that you and your
family are taken care of.”

“Would you feel better if I went with you,
at least to get started?” Reggie asked.

Cretin sat thinking. He pulled the coat even
tighter to his chest.

“I’ll be happy to accompany you, Cretin,”
Reggie said. “Look, I’m sure Roscoe and little Cinders could use a
good meal with real dog and cat food and nice, warm beds to sleep
in tonight, and little Cinders will feel so much better once the
doctor fixes up his sores. Now what do you say?”

“Dog n’ cat food? Where the hell’d that come
from? What’s goin’ on here, Reggie? How can there be dog n’ cat
food?”

“I brought it, Mister Cretin,” Doctor
Littleton said as she rested her hand on his forearm. “Just a few
cans. When I heard about Roscoe and little Cinders, I thought they
might be hungry. Truly, there’s nothing more to it.”

Cretin finally relented. “Okay, but only if
you come along, Reggie. You been real nice t’ me. I guess I can
trust ya.”

“Thank you, Cretin.” Reggie exhaled deeply.
“I’ll be happy to go with you.” He unbuckled his seatbelt and
stepped out to wait behind Jean.

Cretin kissed the coat and then began to
hand it to Doctor Littleton, but then stopped. “Them’s my babies,
Doc. They’s all I got in the world. You promise me you won’t hurt
’em or put ’em down or nothin’.”

“Mr. Cretin, sir, I would never do such a
thing. I only want to help them.”

“You give me your word on that?”

“Of course.”

“Then say it, out loud. I want t’ hear ya
say it.”

“I give you my word, Mister Cretin. I’m here
to care for them, and I won’t hurt them or put them down.”

“Good.” Cretin handed the coat to Doctor
Littleton and then turned towards Jean. As she took his hand, he
pulled against it and slid himself from the back seat. While Simon
held the cottage door open, everyone walked in, with Reggie
bringing up the rear to close the door against the cold behind
them.

The first room Cretin entered was a large
mudroom with a long, waist high, stainless steel counter along the
right wall. A large, deep, stainless-steel sink, with a spray hose
anchored to the base of the faucet, was cut into the counter at its
far end. Beyond the counter sat a full-size washer and dryer, next
to a closed door that led into the cottage.

Along the opposite wall and closest to him
was a five-foot long, stainless steel table that stood out,
lengthwise, from the wall and
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