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"a pain in the neck"

––––––––
[image: ]


1

Crick Aikin left his humble house and headed for the  Puxim Place Township Public Park with a paperbag full of birdseed. Another beautiful day! "Hello, bunny," Crick greeted the rabbit chewing grass in his front yard. The rabbit wiggled its tail at him as he passed by. The birds sitting in the trees tweeted out especially happy tunes today. A perfect day for the almost-adult youth to be relaxing in the park and feeding his pigeon friends. "Like Pastor Salt tells us, This is the day which the Lord has made. It's a very nice morning! Good job, Lord!"

When Crick neared Sassy Street, he momentarily hesitated. Uh oh, this beautiful morning could suddenly take a nosedive. He sighed, shrugged, and decided to carry on. He continued around the corner and onto Sassy Street.

Oh, great. Crick saw the Warthogs, hanging out in front of the old Puxim Place Playhouse Theatre building. The Warthogs, plus Cynthia. And of course once the Warthogs gang saw Crick, they rushed over to hassle him. The three Warthogs spread out, blocking Crick's progress down the sidewalk.

Ratso, the gang leader, crossed his arms, his body language daring Crick to try to get past him. He was a bit taller than Crick, and a few months older. Ratso held a small bottle of buttermilk. Because he could drink buttermilk without flinching and because he was older, Ratso assumed that gave him some kind of a superiority. And his two sidekicks, Felix and Skip, figured the imaginary advantage passed on to them because of their association with Ratso. Felix and Skip were two or three years younger than Crick. Ratso's two stooges copied his posture, one on either side of Ratso, making sure they left no gaps in their "wall" across the pavement through which Crick might slip by them and on his way to the park.

Ratso laughed meanly. "Hahaha! Look, it's Crick. And he wants to go down our street. Maybe you should turn around and use another street, you pain in the neck! Hahahaha!"

"I don't think Crick's a pain in the neck, big brother," Cynthia told Ratso. "In fact, I think he's cute."

Annoyed at that description, Crick grunted, "I"m not cute!"

Cynthia often hung out with Ratso and his so-called gang. She was as old as Felix and Skip, but she didn't act dumb like them, like she was in a tough gang or anything stupid like that. Crick often wondered why she kept company with Ratso and the Warthogs. The way Crick figured it, Cynthia wanted to keep her eye on Ratso, to keep him from getting into trouble. Cynthia smiled to Crick. "Hi, Crick."

"Hi, Cynthia," he said.

Felix asked the other Warthogs, "What does a CUTE pain in the neck say?"

Skip answered, "Ouch! Ouch!"

The Warthogs laughed. They chuckled more when Crick rolled his eyes and said, "Really mature, guys."

Cynthia demanded, "Ratso, you guys stop teasing Crick!"

That made the Warthogs laugh even harder.

Crick sighed and shook his head. "You Wartheads can be so annoying."

Rastso frowned. "Hey, that's WartHOGS, not Wartheads! We're the Warthogs, the toughest gang in Puxim Place!"

Unimpressed, Crick said, "Whatever."

Cynthia giggled at her brother. "The toughest gang? You are the only gang in Puxim Place. Most of the other young guys have better things to do with their time, Ratso." Then Cynthia told Crick, "Just ignore my big brother."

"I usually do," he assured Cynthia. He said to Ratso, "Guys, how 'bout moving out of my way?"

Skip noticed the bag of birdseed. "Oh, for crying out loud! I don't believe it- He's going to the park to feed the pigeons again, Ratso!"

Felix laughed at Crick and said, "What a loser!"

Crick said, "So what? I like feeding the birds!"

Ratso looked at Crick, making a pitying face at him. "Sad, Crick, really sad. You think that's fun? I'll tell you what real fun is- Check this out!" He showed Crick the bottle of buttermilk in his hand, practically shoving the bottle in Crick's face. "See that? Have a drink. Mmmm! Yummy. Now that's fun!"

Crick frowned at that. "No way. No thanks." He waved Ratso's hand away. "What's so fun about drinking buttermilk?"

But Rastso said, "I insist! It'll show us how tough you really are" He grabbed Crick's arm and tried to put the bottle in Crick's hand. "Here, take it and have a sip without making a face. Let's see if you can!"

"Hey, let go!"

Cynthia yelled, "Hey, stop that, Ratso!"

But Ratso didn't. He just laughed and said, "Oh, come on, do something fun for once. Here!"

"And I said No!" Crick smacked away the bottle of buttermilk. The bottle flew from Ratso's hand and into the street.

CRASH! tinkle tinkle...

The buttermilk and broken glass scattered in the street- just as a police car cruising down the road drove by. Before the police officer could stop the car, his tire went over several of the sharp pieces of broken glass.

POP!

Officer Bookum stopped his police car. "What th-" The young policeman got out of his police car to look at the popped tire.

Ratso burst out guffawing. "Hahahahaha! Look what you did, Crick!!"

Crick paled, and his eyes widened to twice their size. He looked mortified. So did Cynthia.

That made Ratso laugh more.

But Felix and Skip exchanged concerned looks. "Uh oh! It's Officer Bookum!" said the one. The other suggested, "Let's get out of here!" And the two did.

However, Ratso was too busy having fun. Officer Bookum looked over at Ratso accusingly, and Ratso immediately pointed at Crick, who was totally flustered.

Ratso chortled, "Hahahahaha, he did it, Officer Bookum! It was Crick, that pain in the neck!"

Crick could only stammer. "But- but- but-"

Officer Bookum looked back at his flat tire. "Wow! Broken glass and buttermilk are all over the street!" Again, he gave Ratso the evil eye.

Ratso never stopped laughing. He kept jabbing the air with his pointer finger, pointing still at Crick. "He's the culprit, Officer Bookum! It was Crick!!"

Crick replied, "H- hey now, you stop that lying!"

Cynthia exclaimed, "Don't believe Ratso, Officer Bookum! It was Ratso's foolishness responsible for your flat tire!"

Ratso no longer laughed. "Cynthia! What are you saying?! I'm your big brother!"

Officer Bookum strolled over to Ratso and looked him straight in the eye. "I saw the whole thing from my car, Ratso. Now you have two choices: Either change my tire, and be quick about it, or I'll give you an expensive ticket for littering. Which do you want to do?"

Scowling, Ratso went to the back of the police car. "Well, you better open the trunk so I can get out the jack, Officer Bookum."

As Officer Bookum unlocked the trunk, Ratso shook his head and gave Cynthia a dirty look. "My own sister.... blaming me!"

"Serves you right," she said. "I hope you learned your lesson."

Crick watched, trying not to giggle at this turn of events.

Ratso took out the jack and set it under the car. While he jacked up the police car, he grumbled, "Grrr. This is all your fault, Crick. I'll get even with you for this, you big pain in the neck!"

Officer Bookum ordered, "Just work, and be quick about it! And also be quiet about it, too."

"Grr! Yes sir!"

"And don't forget to sweep up the glass in the street, too, or I'll still give you a ticket for littering."

Ratso flashed evil eyes again at Crick, but kept quiet. He began to loosen the lug nuts on the wheel.

Crick started down the walk, leaving for the park with his bag of birdseed.

Officer Bookum knew Crick's routines. He wished Crick a nice time at the park. Crick thanked him and continued on his way.

Ratso pulled the spare tire from the trunk. Cynthia stood with Officer Bookum, watching her brother work. Ratso wanted to know, "Why do you even tag along with me, Cynthia, if you won't stand up for me?"

"But Ratso, you're still my big brother! Of course I want to hang out with you."

"Grrr! Lucky me," he grumbled.
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In the Puxim Place Township Park, Crick hurried over to his favorite bench. The pigeons must have spied him, for they began to coo and follow him from the air above.

A stranger was sitting on the bench. He buried his bearded face into a newspaper. Also on the bench by the stranger's side was the stranger's brown valise. It seemed too small, for whatever was inside bulged out the bag's sides. The stranger had been unable to properly close the valise because of that, or so Crick guessed, since the bag had not been snapped properly shut.

Crick sat down beside the man. The stranger looked over briefly at Crick, then returned to his reading, ignoring the youth. The pigeons gathered on the ground in front of the bench, waiting to be fed. "Hi, Mister," Crick greeted the stranger. "I often come here to feed the birds."

"Mmm, wow, who cares?" the stranger replied, obviously not interested.

Crick reached in his bag of seed and tossed some to the pigeons. They scrambled for the seed, cooing in excitement. "Here, birdies! Say, Mister, anything good in the newspaper?"

"Go buy your own paper and see for yourself."

Crick read over the stranger's shoulder. "Wow, look at that headline. GIANT DIAMOND STOLEN. Imagine that- Somebody crooked the Trust Diamond- the biggest diamond in the world." Crick tweeted to the pigeons and threw more seed for them.

The stranger growled. "Get lost! Let me alone while I wait for my ride." 

"Where are you going, Mister?"

"To the doctor, if you must know. Now mind your own business."

"You sick? Sorry to hear that-"

"Yeah, sick of you," the stranger snapped. "Go away!"

Somebody came up behind the bench then. "Hi, Crick."

Crick turned his neck to see Officer Bookum approaching. "Hello, Officer Bookum. I didn't expect to see you here, since Ratso gave you that flat tire."

Upon hearing Crick greet an officer of the law, the stranger glanced over at this newcomer. The stranger muttered, "Uh oh!" He shoved his face even deeper into the newspaper.

Officer Bookum told Crick, "I decided to take a break here with you and the birds, now that Ratso has finished changing the tire. Move down so I can fit on the bench, too."

"Sure, no problem." Crick slid closer to the stranger, making a space for the policeman to sit. "Lots of room. Right, Mister?"

Officer Bookum sat down with Crick just as the stranger hopped up with his newspaper. The stranger snatched his valise and started to stomp away. "This bench is getting a little too crowded!" he complained.

"Oh, sorry- Hey, better not leave, or you'll miss your ride to the doctor," said Crick. Crick threw more seed to the birds. The birds milled about, scrambling to get the bird food.

The man snarled back, "Don't worry about my ride to the doctor- AGH!" The stranger lost his footing as he walked away, because he accidentally stepped on one of the pigeions. The bird cooed in fright and waddled out from under the stranger's step, and the man with the newspaper fell forward, flat on his face. He dropped his newspaper and his valise in the fall. A huge diamond spilled out of the improperly closed valise. And in his fall, the stranger had also lost his bushy beard, The fake whiskers came off his face, revealing a long scar down the stranger's right cheek. A scar like from a knife fight.

Officer Bookum sprang to his feet, ready to help the stranger. "Here, let me help you up, Mister."

Crick also hastily got up to assist the fallen stranger. He picked up the fake beard. "Oops- You lost your beard, Here." He also picked up the stranger's bag and the giant diamond. "And here's your bag and this big gem that fell out of your bag- Wow, that sure is a big diamond, isn't it? Get a load of this big diamond, Officer Bookum!"

"Yeah, I see, Crick..." Officer Bookum took a long look at the man's face as he helped him get back up. "Why, it's Rockie! He was in disguise! And that giant diamond is the stolen Trust Diamond! You did it, Crick- You caught the crook who stole the world's largest diamond!"

"I did?" asked Crick, amazed with himself.

Officer Bookum quickly snapped a pair of handcuffs on Rockie. "Yes, you did, Crick." said the officer.

Rockie protested, "That's not my valise! I don't know how that diamond got inside it! I didn't steal it! I'm innocent, I tell you!"

Officer Bookum said, "You can tell it to the judge. Back to jail for you, Rockie." Carrying the valise- with the diamond once again inside it- Officer Bookum led Rockie away, toward his police car parked outside the park entrance.

Rockie yelled back at Crick as Officer Bookum put him in the back of the cruiser, "Grrr! You stupid pain in the neck! I would've gotten away with this, if it weren't for you, you big pain in the neck! I'll get you for this!"

Officer Bookum got behind the steering wheel of his police car. "Oh, making threats now, are you, Rockie? That's another charge I'll have to mention to the judge!"

Crick saw the newspaper on the ground and took it. He shouted to Rockie, "Thanks for leaving me your paper to read, Mr. Rockie!" He watched the police car drive away from the park with Rockie inside it.
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Crick sighed. He asked the birds, “Did you hear what the crook called me? He called me a pain in the ncek. Why do people always call me that? Oh well...”

Crick looked over the paper and noticed an interesting advertisement. He told the pigeons, "Hmm, this ad in the personals attracts my attention. Listen to this: 'Learn to be smart. I will teach you. You can study in the comfort of your own home. To start receiving professional instruction, contact Prof. Hodge Stone at-' such and such e-mail address."

Crick gave the ad some thought. "Wow! Maybe this Prof. Stone can make me smart enough so that people will stop calling me a pain in the neck. I'll do it- I'm going to answer Prof. Stone's ad!"

To which the pigeons replied, "Coo-coo! Coo-coo!"

Crick sat back down on the bench to feed the birds and read the paper. Yes, this was a good day, indeed. Little did he know the excitement that he would experience later on this nice day, due to Crick's decision to answer that advertisement.
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At Crick's humble house, our star sat at his tiny kitchen table eating a bowl of oatmeal. He thought about how it had been a whole hour already since he had responded to Prof. Stone's ad, but Crick had not yet received any answer.

As Crick chomped his brunch, he stared at the scenic landscape beyond the window- the carefree field of wild flowers and thriving, naturally free plants and scattered trees of many different types peacefully growing across the road. How relaxing was this view, and such relaxation surely helped his digestion. But what was this-? A elderly gentleman walked down Meek Street in this direction. Who was he? Some stranger. Crick hoped he wasn't another crook like Rockie.

The elderly bespectacled man lugged a small suitcase with him. Crick could hear him whistling some unrecognizable tune. The man had very little hair on top of his head, but he made up for it with his long, flowing white beard. Crick assumed this beard to be genuine, unlike the one Rockie had worn. He headed, it seemed, on a beeline to Crick's front door. Wow, what was this all about? Judging by the size of his suitcase, he must have a decent sampling of products to show to Crick for buying. Oh, a door-to-door salesman.

Crick smiled. "Okay, looks like I will have company for the next half hour. I hope my sales-resistance is strong this morning."

Knock! Knock! at the door.

Crick opened the door. "Yes?"

The stranger smiled back. "Good day, young man. Am I correct in guessing you are Crick Aiken?" He held out his hand.

Crick shook it. He was puzzled. "Eh... yes. I'm Crick. How'd you know my name? What are you selling?"

The happy visitor said, "I am Prof. Stone. I'm here to teach you in your own home how to be smart- exactly as it says in the advertisement which you answered an hour ago."

Crick's eyes widened in surprise. "You came here to my house? With luggage? I- I- You're going to live here?"

"Of course. How else can I teach you in your own home if I don't live here?" asked Prof. Stone. He set the luggage on the floor beside him, as if there was nothing to discuss anymore, although Crick was very surprised by Prof. Stone's unexpected arrival.

Crick sputtered, "But- but- My house is so small! I- I thought you'd teach me by sending me lessons by mail, or- or over the internet or something-"

"Guess again," the elderly man said. He picked up his suitcase and held it out for Crick. "Now, Mr. Aikin, please take my luggage to my room."

Still confused, Crick took the suitcase, saying, "Uh, um, okay, Prof. Stone. Er- this way. You can live in the closet."

"Excellent," replied the professor. He followed Crick to his room/closet and asked, "Now that we got the formalities out of the way, what's for brunch?"

"Eh? I wasn't planning- That is- Oh
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