
        
            
                
            
        

    
   Contents

   


   Copyright

   Famine, With Fries


 

Famine, With Fries

 

© Copyright Jefferson Smith, 2013.

All rights reserved.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Famine, With Fries

 

The apocalypse is a young man’s game. Least, that’s how Hollywood likes to tell it. But the truth is, if thing’s are so bad you’ve gotta send Balls O’Manly Steel in to save the day… Well, you’re probably already nipples up. Or you soon will be.

Nah, in the real world, it’s us older folks who’re gonna save your bacon. Not by lifting cars off of damsels in bikini distress, you understand, but by making sure she don’t wind up under that car in the first place. I mean, what the fuck, Junior? 

See, that’s what an old crust like me’s got that your twenty-something chisel-chin doesn’t have—a bit of common fucking sense. Averting your average armageddon isn’t about testosterone. It’s about subtlety. And I oughta know. 

Because I averted one.

 

It was one of them first warm days of early spring and the sun was finally starting to get some bite to it. Me and Four-Bit was pulled over to the shoulder out front of the little school, waiting for the tykes to clear on back inside so I could finish sweeping the streets. Didn’t want to have to keep watching nine ways from Sunday for some tiny pair of shoes to come skittering up out of Four-Bit’s big front broom, so I figured it was as good a time as any for lunch.

There was a time, on a day like this, I’d’a been out on the tiller, breaking up clots and getting ready to seed. Knowing me, I’d have been frantic about getting it done before the rain blew in, too. Or maybe still flinching with worry about a late frost. Turns out, farming had been a more fearful life than I’d ever accounted, but testosterone-me had been a real stubborn prick. Took a heart attack, a foreclosure, a divorce, and twenty-five years of bellyaching before I’d finally admitted the simple fact I should’ve faced up to in my twenties.

I hated farming.

Four-Bit rumbled a grumpy fart and I cocked an ear to listen. She sounded a hair lean. Wasn’t my job to check it really, but it takes a dull kind of man to let his tools rust, just because it’s somebody else’s job to wipe ‘em down, so I made a mental note to take a look before I signed the keys back in at the end of my shift.

Anyway, I was sitting there eating my sandwich and idling away, enjoying the sun, when some godawful bang from behind my head nearly made me lubricate my shorts. I twisted around in the swivel and there it was. My first sign of the apocalypse to come—a big orange chicken woman staring in at me. The paper bag she was printed on was pressed up against the glass, waving and flapping at the edges, held there by one of them sudden spring gusts. Lotta. The Chick-a-Lot lady.

“Jesus!” I said, talking to Four-Bit like I sometimes used to do with Rhonda. “That kind of startlement ain’t healthy for a man waiting on his second attack!” Four-Bit purred her sympathy back at me in complete agreement. But keeping Saint Croix tidy is kinda my job now, so I swung the door open and leaned out, grabbing the stupid bag from the window before Lotta could changed her mind and go gallivanting off to blow some other poor sap into an early grave. 

I climbed back in and jammed the fool thing down into the gap between the swivel and the heater. Junk food trash. Never could understand why they let this crap blow around like it does. I’m sure some MBA down at franchise HQ figured that Chic-a-Lot saved a ton of advertising dollars, having their name blown all over God’s back yard like that, but seeing it all scuffed up and torn didn’t exactly put me in mind of eating now, did it? The message I got was more along the lines of, “This here eyesore is brought to you by the good folks at Chick-a-Lot.” Didn’t make any kinda sense at all. 

Anyway, by the time I got their spokes-chicken lady jammed under my seat, the kids had all disappeared, so I put her in gear. Four-Bit jumped up like a prize bull, and with a snort of diesel, we were back on the job.

 

The second sign was something I heard on the radio, later that afternoon.

“Democrats in the House of Representatives approved the measure easily, carrying the vote with a significant 62 to 37 percent majority, but with several key members abstaining. So far, there have been no reactions from the public, and from what this reporter has seen, it is still business as usual at most Burger Duck and Chick-a-Lot outlets in the tri-county area, but that’s all likely to change when the bill goes into effect next week. Now, moving to the weath—”

I snapped it off. I’d spent too many years chained to the weather man to waste time listening to one now—not when I didn’t have to, and especially not for weather happening down in the U.S. Guess I was still pretty riled about weather folks and how much I’d lost listening to them instead of trusting my own damned eyes. But it was the part before the weather that turned out to be the important bit. Of course, at the time, I didn’t know that, but as near as I can remember, that was the first I ever heard about Bill Thirty-Three, the so-called “Clean Roadways” act.

Seems this high muckety-muck Congressman got the notion that drive-thru windows were somehow to blame for global warming, traffic jams, and the failure of inner-city schools, and all. And before anyone knew what was what, that damned bill of his went and got itself passed. One signature and—boom!—every drive-thru window from Seattle to Miami closed overnight. Inside dining stayed open, mostly, but without drive-thru it just wasn’t the same. Most folks took it okay, but there were a few… 

It’s funny how touchy some people get about their habits, isn’t it? Well, it seems more folk than you might think had become rather partial to the convenience of drive-thru dining. They’d established the drum beat of their lives around the daily crescendo of a Crispy Bird in special sauce or a Duck Amuck Deluxe with all the fixings, savored from the hospitality of their own four-wheeled dining rooms. So after thirty-three, a few of those folks found themselves getting a bit twitchy for their daily road-burgers. And an even smaller few started looking up here to Canada, with a hungry look in their eyes and a fleck of drool on their chins.

Now, Saint Croix ain’t a big place, not by any stretch. It’s mostly a farming town, really. But we’re big enough to have a few of those larger, U.S. chain joints. And being just a frog-hop over the border and all, I expect that’s why we were the first to get hit, only it didn’t exactly look like a problem at the time. 

At the beginning, it looked more like a bonanza.

 

A week or three later, me and some of the regulars were sitting in the Jimmy Hut, solving the problems of human existence over a double-double and a jelly glazed, when Marcel came in.

“That is the second straight week,” he said, pulling up a chair from the empty table beside us.

“Second week of what?” Keeno asked him. It’d be Sgt. Kierny to you, actually, of the RCMP, but to us he’s just Keeno. Always has been.

“Second week of the gold rush, that’s what.” Marcel said. He wasn’t the kind who ever said boo about how business was doing out at the Burger Duck, and we weren’t the kind to ask, either. We all knew things were going real slow for him, and about how he’d put most of the money he got from has ma’s estate into setting the place up. Folks have a way of getting all quiet when they see a man’s dreams burning down around him. After all, it ain’t respectful to call attention, and most folks already know when they’re on fire, so they don’t need everyone else pointing it out for them. But here was Marcel saying the fire was maybe out.

“Yup. Last week was the best week I’ve ever had,” he said. “Then today I did the numbers for this week, and they’re even better! Eighteen percent better! Let’s get a box of Jimmy Bites. I’m buying!”

This really was news, then. It was the first time I could remember Marcel springing for the nibbles. Ever.

“You know, Marcel, I do believe I should have known things were looking up around the Duck,” I said.

“How’s that, Stu?” 

I smiled. “Well, I’ve been on groundskeep all week, and now that you mention it, I’ve been seeing a lot more signs of your work, everywhere I look.”

“Really?” Marcel asked, looking excited and breathless, like a little kid after trick-or-treating.

“Yup. Seems every garbage can in town is full of stuff with your Duck on it.” 

Everyone else laughed, and Marcel had the sense to look a little sheepish, too, but as I sat there sipping my coffee, I realized that I had spoken the truth. There really had been more Burger Duck wrappers and fry baskets in the trash lately. And Chick-a-Lot stuff, too, come to think.

Maybe business in town really was looking up. 

 

The apparent bonanza continued. By mid-July, Saint Croix was looking like it was into a full-fledged burger-boom. You could see it in more than just that dog-who-ate-the-meatloaf grin plastered on the faces of half the business owners in town, too. There were plenty of other signs, if you cared to look. The garbage cans on Main Street rode high by mid-day, and the ditches alongside the highway were even higher. You should’ve seen Highway 11—the south-bound side in particular. That stretch was getting near to full every three or four days by then. 

Some of the cross-border folks would drive around town a bit before heading for home, but Saint Croix wasn’t exactly a tourist destination, so by the time they’d finished their entrée du jour, they’d be on the road for home, somewhere between here and the border. Hence the quickly filling ditches.

Still, they did drive around town some before they left, and the usual quiet sleepiness of our little town was soon replaced by the sort of buzz-saw racket you’d only expect to hear when you made that long trip into the city: loud crazy music blasting from windows, testosterone-injected engine roar, and car horns honking out a sort of driverly sense of entitlement every other half minute. Yup. St. Croix was getting noisy. And as the summer heat came up and the breeze died down, I could swear the air was getting detectably more “fumey,” too. A man who knew the place wouldn’t have had to see it to tell there was a boom a-brewing. He’d’a been able to hear it. And smell it, too.

Mayor Mel didn’t seem to mind, though. From time to time—when the job of being mayor wasn’t too particularly taxing—he’d amble on over to the Jimmy Hut for afternoon chat time and a quick cup of braggery with us regulars. To listen to Mel, the traffic noise was an important part of his master plan for town improvement. Sort of a sound track for his success.

“Yes indeed,” I recall him saying one afternoon, when the air had come up awful heavy and a good sized crew had crowded into the Hut to enjoy the drier, cooler atmosphere of a national chain outlet. “I do believe our council’s Municipal Development Initiative is paying off handsomely this year.” That’s the way Mel talked to us townies. Full of Capitalized Program Names and unnecessary references to him and his council, which was all fine, so long as you remembered that his ‘council’ was just Suzie Pickering, and council meetings were always held in the horizontal.

“You saying it’s finally time to buy shares in that St. Croix Water & Gas of yours, Mel?” That was Henry, caretaker over at the school. He never missed a chance to dig Mayor Mel over that failed investment plan of his a couple of summers back.

“Might be, might be,” Mel replied. “They’re running extra late shifts at the Burger Duck and Chick-a-Lot already, and there’s talk from some of the other owners that they may do the same themselves, soon.”

“Ain’t gonna happen here, that’s for sure,” Denny said, a bit quietly. Den is the manager of the local Jimmy Hut. He often came out to sit jawing with us regulars when we gathered. It was a nice, neighborly thing for him to do, but to be honest, I think it rankled him that he still had the time. With the Hut being a Canadian chain, he wasn’t picking up on any of that good fortune being enjoyed by the US chains. Seemed the folks coming up for their nostalgic taste of driveway chow weren’t much interested in exploring the delights of any place they hadn’t been told about on radio or TV ads back home. Didn’t matter that the Hut had a perfectly fine drive-thru window of its own.

“Well, it’s not all shits and giggles, you know,” Maggie offered, trying to make Den feel better. She was a bit sweet on the guy, and even though she worked all the way out at the Gas-Rite on the highway, she still came in to the Hut during her breaks, most days. “I mean, if I have to tell one more person that it’s pronounced ‘San Qwa,’” she said, “and not ‘Saint Croyks,’ I might have to smack somebody.”

It wasn’t much of a complaint, I suppose, as bonanza’s go. But give a homeless man pants and sooner or later, he’s going to start complaining about the fit.

 

Eventually, it was more than just Maggie getting chafed, but it was all pretty minor. Mostly folks griping about carloads of foreigners pointing at everything and laughing about how quaint it all was. But we just shrugged it off, the way Maggie did. A bit of belly-aching and it was all over with. Saint Croix is a practical sort of town, and compared to droughts and floods and the real problems we could have had, a bit of gawker stress wasn’t enough to send anybody into the twitchy bin. Especially because those gawkers kept dropping such deep piles of money in our laps on the way through, so we didn’t see any serious trouble from the locals. Nope. When the trouble started, it came from the same place the money came did—our neighborly visiting grease junkies.

It was getting late into July by then, and on that particular day, I was over at the Detachment, talking to Keeno about Mayor Mel’s plan to build a fancy new motel out by the highway. We were on our second coffee and still trying to come up with a good joke about beds built out of greasy food, when the call came in.

“Keeno, you better get over here right away!” Marcel shouted over the speaker phone. “They’re gonna kill each other!” Then the line went dead. Sounded like trouble at the Burger Duck. Me and Keeno just looked at each other for a blink, then he stood up.

“You wanna ride along?”

“Sure,” I said, peeling myself from the cracked leather chair as carefully as I could. “Probably never see another riot in this town. Wouldn’t want to miss the only one.”

When we got close to the highway, Keeno had to put his whirly lights on, then he blurped the siren a time or two, trying to get folks to let us pass. But when Sgt. Kierny of the Mounted Police found himself shouting a four-letter greeting at some ignorant cuss who didn’t seem to understand the whole sirens and blinking lights thing, he’d had his fill of patient, and just pulled off the highway onto the grass. We raced by the rest of the jam-up, bouncing and shuddering over the uneven ground, tires throwing up a spray of Lotta bags and Duck wrappers behind us like some fast food garbage fountain.

There was plenty of parking when we got to the Burger Duck, but the line to the drive-thru was packed solid, all the way out the lot and running both ways up and down the highway. I couldn’t see a single break in the bumper-to-bumper. And the noise was something awful, let me tell you. Big horns. Little horns. Air horns. People-leaning-out-their-side-windows-yelling horns. They were gesturing and pointing, as if fingers were bullets and stupidity was now a capital offense. But despite all them folks calling attention to the problem, the line just wasn’t moving. Keeno pulled into the empty corner of the lot just as Marcel came out to meet us. We stepped out of the squad car into a full July blast of heat and humidity. It was a real three-shirt, scorcher of a day.

“What’s the trouble, Marcel?” Keeno had to yell pretty loud to make himself heard over the noise.

“It’s these idiot Americans!” Marcel shouted back, waving his hand at the long line of customers waiting to grace his wallet. “We’re out of Double-Duck patties, but they won’t order something else and they won’t go away. What am I supposed to do? I’ve got a business to run here.”

“Um, you can’t just get more patties?” Keeno asked, trying to be helpful. Marcel shook his head. “I ordered more yesterdayw,” he said, “And Duck Control says they sent more. They should have been here hours ago. And meanwhile, I got angry customers and no way to feed them.”

“So if they want a Double Duck, just ask them to pull out of line and you’ll get to them as soon as you can. Or let them go somewhere else.” This time Marcel rolled his eyes.

“You try telling them that!” he said. “They’ve got rights dontcha know? And they won’t be getting out of any line just ‘cuz some stupid Canadian tells ‘em to. They been waiting in that line all day and they will not give up their spot to some jerkwad behind him who just wants fries and a Coke.”

“They could always come inside and wait,” I suggested, noting that the parking lot itself was almost empty and there were plenty of open tables visible through the windows.

Marcel laughed. “What? And get out of their air-conditioned cars in this stupid Canadian heat? Are you mad? They got rights about that, too. It’s some crazy American standoff, that’s what it is.”

So Keeno did what any good Mountie would do. He walked over to one of the cars near the front of the line and knocked on the driver’s window. I couldn’t hear the conversation from where I stood, but I saw how it ended. An angry hand jerked out toward him, with a single finger raised, and then withdrew. The window rolled smoothly up and closed, revealing Keeno’s startled expression in its reflection. 

Unfazed, Keeno went to the next car in line and tried again, this time receiving a shouted curse for his trouble. The third car wouldn’t even open the window. Keeno returned to the squad car, shaking his head in wonder.

“So, if you got your patty delivery, you could serve them, right?” 

Marcel nodded. “But we gotta find the truck, first, and nobody at Duck Control can tell me where it is.”

“Is that it?” I asked, pointing down the highway to the south. In the distance I could see a big transport that looked like it might be one of the famous Duck Trucks. It seemed to have the right colors, anyway, but I couldn’t be sure from so far away. Marcel and Keeno looked where I was pointing, but I’ve always had better eyesight than most, so it was no surprise they couldn’t see it at all.

Keen shrugged. “Let’s go take a look.”  

So the three of us piled into the squad car and Keeno pulled us out onto the highway. Heading away from the Burger Duck, the road was clear, so it only took a minute for us to see that I’d been right. Another mile or so down the highway, the big familiar logo of the purple Burger Duck with the yellow bill was plastered all down one side of the transport, stuck in the long line of traffic, like a big purple fly in a line of syrup.

Once again, Keeno got out and went over to chat, though this conversation seemed more productive. He came back a few minutes later, laughing to himself.

“He’s your delivery, all right,” he said to Marcel, as he climbed back into the car. “He’s been there since about 9:30 this morning.” It was now almost 1:00 in the afternoon.

“That’s when we finally ran out of patties,” Marcel confirmed. “Why is he still sitting here?”

“Well, the driver says he asked the cars ahead of him to move so he could come ahead, but they started talking about their rights again and closed their windows, so he decided to just sit and wait it out.”

“What?” Marcel yelled. “Doesn’t he know that I’ve been waiting all day for him? Doesn’t he know that if he doesn’t get me those patties, none of these idiots will ever leave?”

“I told him that,” Keeno said. “He was surprised to hear what the lineup was all about. He thought there was a contest or something going on.”

“But! But!” Marcel was sputtering now, although whether in anger or just confusion, I couldn’t say. “But the other side of the highway has been open all day!” he finally shrieked. “You saw for yourself when we drove down here. Why didn’t he just pull out and come up the open lane?”

“Because that would be against the rules,” Keeno said, with a chuckle. “And he’s Canadian.” To emphasize his point, Keeno pointed at the double solid line running down the middle of the highway. Sure enough, we were in a no-passing zone.

The solution, of course, was now obvious, and with only a bit of coaxing from Keeno, the Canadian truck driver agreed to pull his Duck Truck out of traffic and bring it the last mile up the southbound lane. But only if he had a police escort. He didn’t want to run the risk of another Mountie coming the other way and giving him a ticket.

Forty minutes later, the Double Duck patties were back in stock, and the drive-thru line was moving smoothly once again.

The first real skirmish had been averted.

 

The next morning, I went by the Jimmy Hut to get my morning fix. I was standing in line when I noticed Doc Calader, sitting in the corner, white as a sheet and clutching his coffee with both hands. I decided my own breakfast could wait a bit, and I went to pull up a chair at his table.

“Hey, Doc. You all right?”

“It’s madness,” he said, although is voice was all quiet like, and his eyes had that staring off to the horizon kind of look about ‘em.

“It’s okay,” I said, patting his arm. “Hockey’ll be back in just a few more weeks, and training camp coverage starts in August. You know that.”

Normally, a hockey joke would be enough to get a grin out of Doc Calader, but today it barely even registered. He just gave his head a slight shake. Then he turned to look at me and his gaze bored holes into my skull.

“They’re all suicidal,” he said. “Completely certifiable.”

“Who are, Doc?”

“Them,” he said, with a wave of his hand toward the window. “The… Invaders From Below.” I still wasn’t following. “The Americans!” he said, a bit louder than he’d maybe intended, and when a few people looked at us crossly from the nearby tables, it seemed to settle him down. “The Americans,” he said again, this time more calmly.

“You want to talk about it?” I asked. He nodded and took a deep breath.

“Today’s Wednesay,” he said. “On Wednesday’s I go out to see the big stock. The ones too big to come see me.” Doc Calader was the town vet, not a people doctor. “Anyway, I promised Ned McKenzie I’d stop in to see his herd before the heat got up, so I made an early start of it. I was heading south, down by the old gravel pit, but even at seven o’clock in the morning, the traffic coming north was already unbelievable.”

“Heavy, was it?”

“Heavy?” he asked. “It was insane! Like a stampede. They were coming at me three lanes wide.”

“Couldn’t have been. The highway’s only a two lane road, Doc.”

“I know, Stu. That’s what made it so unbelievable. They were coming fast, well over the limit, and bumper to bumper all the way up the northbound lane. But there was another line of them coming up on the shoulder, too. Just as fast and just as close together. And there was a third line, coming toward me in my lane, going even faster and passing all the others. It was crazy!” 

“That’d be enough to shake a man,” I said, sympathizing with this normally unshakable guy, who also happened to be one of the most fearless pick-up league goalies I had ever faced. Seeing him tremble like that was more than just a bit unsettling.

“But that’s not the worst of it,” he said, maybe sensing the pity he could see in my eye, and needing to prove that this was craziness beyond the sort of craziness even a strong man should be expected to endure. He certainly had my attention.

“It was what they did next,” he said. His voice had now dropped to a quiet place, like an old man recounting the horrors of war.

“As they saw me coming, they’d flash their lights—the ones in my lane, I mean. It was like they thought I was the one doing something wrong. Once. Twice. Three times, most of them would flash. They’d wait, and they’d wait, and then finally, when I didn’t move, they’d duck out of my way at the very last minute, and give me the finger, as though I was the idiot.” His hands were shaking again, as he relived the terror of the experience.

“That is a bit risky, isn’t it,” I agreed. “Ducking back into traffic at the last minute.”

But the Doc grabbed my hand, spilling his coffee on the table with the sudden movement, and then he stared into my eyes. “But that’s just it, Stu! They didn’t duck back into traffic! They went around me. On the other side!”

It took a moment for that to sink in. Jesus! No wonder the guy was shaken. One time, maybe, that’ll give you a scare. But ten times? Or fifty? Doc had lost count, and at the first chance he got, he’d pulled over onto his own shoulder, but even then, he’d wondered if he was safe. So he’d taken the next turn onto the county side-road, and come all the way back up to town on the gravel, vibrating and shuddering the whole way, but it wasn’t until he’d shut the car off in the parking lot of the Jimmy Hut and climbed out that he’d realized the shaking was him, and not the road. He’d been sitting right here, in this very chair for the last twenty minutes, just waiting for his nerves to settle.

“It’s an insanity of some kind. It has to be,” he said. “All that, for a Double Duck Amuck and a Coke? Who does that?”

“Not at that time of day,” I said, shaking my head. “Not before eleven. Probably coming for a Scramble McDuck and a Mighty Muck.”

“Even worse!” he said. “Don’t they realize that’s just scrambled eggs and coffee? They could make it themselves. At home. In their underwear. What is wrong with these people?”

By this time, we’d gathered a small audience around us, other locals, nodding their heads in agreement, or shaking them in dismay.

“Tire marks torn across my lawn almost every day,” Eleanor added. She’s the town librarian. “Strangest thing. You know my place, corner lot and all, at the stop sign. But some of them, when they come up and find there’s a car ahead, already waiting to turn, those yahoos will cut right across my lawn in order to get ahead of just that one car. You’re right, Doc. It is a madness.”

“That’s nothing,” Denny said. “I saw a woman pulled over to the side of the road, the other day.” Like the Doc and Eleanor, his voice was sort of hushed, like he was barely sure he believed his own memory. “I stopped alongside to see if she needed any help, but it looked like she was just settling the kid in the back. I was about to pull away when I heard her yelling at the little guy. Couldn’t’a been more than five, maybe six. ‘Stop yer bawling!’ she screams. ‘We’ll be there soon and you can have your Chick-a-Bits, so just shut up! Here! Suck on this until we get there!’ Then, as God is my witness, she reaches down to the floor and picks up a piece of paper that she hands to the kid. At first, I couldn’t tell what it was. Then I saw the logo. It was a wrapper from an old Chick-a-Bits. Nothing but waxed paper and grease stains.”

“You’re joking,” I said. 

Denny just shrugged. “I couldn’t make this stuff up if I tried, Stu. But you want to know the worst part?” We all leaned in, half afraid to hear it and the other half scared we’d miss a word.

“The whole time, we were parked in front of the Stay-N-Save. A grocery store! I know business has been good for some folks from all these drive-thru junkies, but it’s just inhuman. Is anything worth this?” Denny looked around at the crowd that had gathered around us, but nobody would meet his eye, and nobody had an answer for him, either.

Not even me.

 

My grandad told me a story once, about the bad years, back in the Depression. Locusts, he told me, wasn’t a problem by the ones and twos, or even by the handful. They was a pest, sure enough, but not an actual problem. But before you knew it, a handful becomes a barnful, then a cloudful, and sudden-like, they’d be thick on the ground, like ants on honey. And them locusts was a biblical kind of trouble.

The summer he was talking about, they’d started out seeing just a few of ‘em. No big deal, and everyone more or less just ignored them. But before anyone could turn around, there was suddenly so many of the little buggers there was nothing left to do but curse the sky and watch the crops vanish. Grandad told me about the day they’d come up like that—that first day when they’d come in like a carpet of just pure flying hatred. He’d already given up his fields for lost, but he was a stubborn old bugger, my grandad, and there was still some patches not devoured yet, and plenty of stubble, too, so they was still on our land and he was hoping to watch ‘em up close for a bit and maybe learn something he could use for next time. 

So he’s out to the east field, sitting on the tractor wheel with a beer in his hand and just… watching, when some commotion or other starts up among the little buggers, right there in front of him. They’re thick on the field, maybe a dozen or so in every area as big as a man’s hand, flitting around and crawling over each other. And while he’s watching, one of ‘em just sort of snapped, he tells me. Just minding his own munchy little business one minute, and then—BAM!—he turns to the littler fellow next to him, and bites his leg clean off. Just like that! No ‘excuse me, pardon me, but yer a bit too close’ and whatnot. Just chomp! Leg gone.

Well, then it was like that chomp was a signal to the others, as if a bolt of electricity had run through ‘em, because the whole field was suddenly boiling with these mad little buggers flying up and dropping back, flapping around, attacking grandad, and each other, and chawing at the last of the stubble. Then again—Boom!—and they was gone. Flew off in a whole, black cloud of angry. Gone to attack some other group on another field somewhere, leaving nothing behind but wheat stumps and dead bodies. 

I could tell the old guy was spooked, even years later when he told me his story. Kept saying it was just crazy how they all turned like that. No warning. No gradual change. Just as instant as a light switch, flipping from peaceful cow chewing his cud to vicious dog biting the legs off’a his buddies. But that sudden change, that swarm behavior, was the secret of how to handle ‘em, too, he said.

Well, it turns out Americans is a lot like locusts.

The crazy started on the first of August, and it was a hot one, with so much humidity in the air that even your sweat was sweating. Normally, a day as hot as that would melt a man’s brain, and all he’d have afterward would be a greasy blur of memory butter, staining the inside of his mind, but I remember that particular day real clear. 

Because that’s the day the guns came out.

I was groundskeeping at the cenotaph, showing the new guy how it was done. A guy named Lester. With all the new money coming into town, and all that new drive-thru trash to collect, Mayor Mel had agreed when I asked about taking on an assistant. So I was showing Lester the ropes as we tidied up around the war memorial, and we were having a solid chat about the correct handling of a weed whacker, when I heard a pop-pop sound coming from the next block over. Lester figured it was just fireworks or something, but that just didn’t sound quite right. Maybe it was me remembering grandad’s story, but anyway, I told Lester to stay low, and then I jumped into the Deere wagon and took off. It was only a minute or three to get around the block, but even so, it was mostly all over by the time I got there.

Keeno was Johnny On The Spot, and he already had the shooter cuffed and cooling his temper in the back of the squad car. The guy wore a fancy suit, so I figured he belonged to the car that was at the front of the drive-thru line, seeing as how it was empty, still running, with the driver’s door standing open, and it being a fancy car, and all. 

Keeno himself was talking to witnesses and taking notes. But beyond him, across from the drive-thru window, there was this kid sitting on the edge of the grass. Had one of those tiny Japanese motor bikes laying on the pavement beside him. Kid wasn’t shot up or nothing. Not even injured, as far as I could tell, but still, he looked white as a sheet and he just sat there, arms wrapped around his knees, and he was sorta rocking back and forth, and trembling. Real spooky.

Anyway, from what I heard, the kid had been a ways back in line, but being a kid, he wasn’t much of the patient sort, so when the fancy guy got distracted on a phone call or something, and didn’t pull forward to pick up his food, the bike-kid thought maybe he’d jump the line and get himself a free meal.

But the guy in the suit didn’t think the kid was being all that funny, nor helpful either, and faster’n you could say ‘gimme back my donut,’ the fancy guy had unloaded half a clip of ammo at the kid, from a piece he kept handy on the dash for just such occasions back home. Fortunately, Keeno had been present at the time, and had clobbered the fancy guy while he was reloading. Things settled down pretty quick after that. Thank God. But it was a scary thing for a small town like Saint Croix. 

And did I mention that this had all happened at the Jimmy Hut? Suddenly, one fact hit me in the gut. A certified certainty. Now that our place had been sucked into this mess—our Jimmy Hut—shit had now officially gotten real. ‘Til then, all our noisy “guests” had been keeping pretty much to themselves, over in their joints. Thick as lice on roadkill, but still peaceful enough. But now, all I could think about was how one of ‘em had just tried to bite the leg off the another. And if grandad was right, that was a bad, bad sign.

Because Saint Croix was the field that was about to get annihilated.

 

The good news, when I talked about our situation with some of the boys later, was how everybody agreed—something needed to be done. The bad news was that they figured it’d be an easy fix. I tried to tell them it was going to be a hard piece of work, but they didn’t listen. So after a bit, I just went home to get some shut-eye. Figured I’d need it. 

 Next morning, I went straight to the Town Yard, earlier than usual, because I could already sense the wind had a funny, slippery feel to it. The whole town felt like it was vibrating. Or trembling, maybe. I wasn’t the only one, neither. Mayor Mel was already at the Yard when I got there. Looked like he’d been up half the night and he looked like he was already wired from too much coffee and not enough sleep. But it was a zany kind of wired. Soon as I was through the door, he tossed me the keys to the school bus and climbed aboard. In a real hurry. Wanted me to shuttle him and some folks out to “Ground Zero” to watch the victory. Couldn’t say I liked the sound of that, much. 

Seems that during the night, him and some of the boys had cooked up a scheme. After all, these were just normal, everyday folk we were dealing with. Should be that we could just ask ‘em all to go away, and they’d be happy to oblige, right? So Mel had declared today a town holiday and was itching to get as many folks as possible out to the junction to celebrate his brilliant Mayorship. Even if he had to drive them there himself. Or at least, order me to. So it became my job to take him, the Ladies’ Auxiliary and the Historical Society out so they could serve sandwiches to the boys and witness this great moment in Saint Croix history. After all, how often does a historical society get to witness any actual history?

But we never even got out of town.

It wasn’t even nine a.m. yet, when I pulled up at the Chick-a-Lot, in front of a smiling crowd of ladies, all dressed in their Sunday best, waiting to go see the fun. I’d just opened the yellow folding door to let ‘em all aboard, when a big SUV pulled up to the Chick-a-Lot. 

An SUV with U.S. plates. 

Damn fool had his windows down and was blowing his horn and shouting all the way about how the ‘South shall prevail!’ or some such. Then he starts to ordering Chickie Chunks like he’s a victorious general arranging chow for his army. Soon after that, another one pulled up. Then another. And before we even had all the ladies aboard the bus, it was obvious that our borders had been breached.

Now, this is about when Henry and a few of the other fellas pulled up, looking like a train of pups that had all been whipped. The plan had been real simple. They’d gone down to the junction where Highway 11 crosses the main highway—the one that runs east into Culver or west over to Medicine Falls—and they’d taken enough lumber and concrete with them to set up a proper sign, right there in the middle of #11, on the Saint Croix side of the junction. Friendly and polite, the sign was, just wishing folks a good day, and asking them not to come into Saint Croix if they weren’t from Canada. Saint Croix drive-thrus were just for Canadian folks now, it said.

I just shook my head.

The sign had held for a few hours, they said. At first, the car-folks had just sat there, scratching their heads and wondering what to do, but then the heat started to come up, and the humidity clamped down, and then one of the smarter fellas had figured out that SUVs weren’t just for burning gas and taking up two parking spots at the mall. Wonder of wonders! He decided that maybe they didn’t actually need roads. So that fella had burned out across the neighboring field, tearing hell through old man Jesperson’s early quinoa, spinning his wheels and throwing a spray of mud and shoots back at our boys, standing by their sign. Soon another followed suit. And then another.

By the time our boys had turned tail and come back, the fields on both sides of 11 had been trampled flat and packed down. “We told ‘em what’s what,” Mel said. “Really laid it on the line, plain and simple, but I guess they weren’t inclined to listen.”  Our boys had retreated when it had become clear that the fight was lost. It was Henry who said he’d seen some folks in the rear-view, smashing into the sign with their trucks and knocking it down as he was driving away. And then, just as he finished saying it, a beat up old pick-up pulled into the drive-thru line, honking his horn in victory and pointing to the bed of his truck, getting a laugh from all his countrymen ahead of him in line. In the back was a chunk of Mel’s sign, set at an angle, with broken bits of wood and clumps of mud still sticking to it. You could still read two of the words. Real lay-it-on-the-line kind of words, too. “Thank You,” was all it said.

So at least we’d been Canadian about it.

 

For the rest of that morning, and well into the afternoon, the folks of Saint Croix sulked around, still trying to stay out of the heat, and now trying to avoid something else, too—the uppity grins from all those cross-border folks who were still driving around town with their celebratory Glug Buckets of soda and their Super-sized Cheep Chips, acting like they’d defeated the entire Chinese Army in a cage match to the death.

About four o’clock, folks started gathering in the school gym. Mayor Mel had called an emergency town meeting to discuss the problem. There hadn’t been any violence between the Yankees and us Canucks yet, but judging by all their revving engine bravado and squealing tire mockery, it was just a matter of time.

Tempers weren’t much better on our side, either. Some folks wanted to salt the highway and the fields with nails and broken glass. The Harkness boys said we oughta line up back at Ground Zero with pitchforks and baseball bats—show them visitors we meant business. Even the Ladies’ Auxiliary got into it, saying how we should set up a human chain of folks all across the junction. Force those hungry drivers back the way they came. But if there’s two kinds of folks you can’t reason with, it’s those who think they’re starving, and those who feel threatened. So as far as I could figure, we now had one group of heedless ninnies plotting how to defend themselves by antagonizing another one just like it.

Then the talk started getting scary. Like poisoning the burgers, or blowing up the highway bridge down south of the junction. Wouldn’t inconvenience nobody except the burger-Yanks to lose that, Henry said.

Once again, I tried to tell them about grandad’s revelation—about the sudden turn of locusts back in the day, and what it showed him about dealing with that kind of pestilence, the kind driven by nothing but hunger and a mindless pressing need. But same as last time, folks didn’t want to hear about grandad. Said they needed a sure thing this time. No more namby-pamby, touchy-feely for them. No sir. When that emergency gabfest broke up, they’d made their minds up straight. First thing tomorrow, Mayor Mel was gonna make a call over to the National Forces training base, and by this time tomorrow, the Army would be in Saint Croix, and everything would go back to the way it should be.

At least, that’s what folks thought. But to me, it sounded an awful lot like the little locust fella with the missing leg was talking big about picking up his chomped limb and hitting the other fella back with it. 

Somehow, I did not think their plan was going to settle things down. No sir. Just the opposite.

 

 

For the second day in a row, I arrived in town early. And once again, folks were already up and about, but something was different this time. You could feel it. A cooler system had blown in overnight, and for the first time in weeks, the humidity was down, like there was almost a memory of spring in the wind. Folks hadn’t seemed to notice it yet, but I just smiled. They would.

Denny served me my breakfast himself. Coffee and biscuit—my usual at the Jimmy Hut. Mel and Henry were already there, waiting for the angry mob of folks to start lining up again, so Mel could put their plan in motion and call for help. Only, they were getting a bit antsy when I showed up, on account of the fact that there weren’t any “unwelcome visitors” in line yet. All the cars so far had good old fashioned Canadian license plates. I just smiled and chatted, keeping myself to myself, but by nine o’clock, it was official. The drive-thrus were quiet and folks were stumped.

“Where’d they all go?” Marcel asked. He’d come over to see if we knew what had changed all of a sudden, but we all just shrugged. The crowd of locals kept growing, and it wasn’t till about ten o’clock that Keeno came in, looking fidgety, like he kept waiting for a firecracker to go off under his hat or something, only it never did.

“No sign of them anywhere in town,” he reported. “It’s like they all just flew off.”

People chittered and nattered about it for a while, but eventually, Mel put up his hand. “No use in guessing,” he said. “Stu, go fetch the school bus. Let’s take a run down to the junction and see what’s what.”

I’d expected we might need it again today, though, so I’d brought it along with me and it was parked outside in the lot. Denny sprung for a huge box of Jimmy Bites and a barrel of coffee, and we were on the bus and heading down the south road in no time. The further south we drove, the quieter folks got. Not a vehicle in sight, coming up the northbound side. No SUVs. No Hummers. No motorcycles, station wagons, pick-up trucks or nothing. It was dead quiet. 

Maggie was the first one to spot the traffic. “Look! Where are they going?”

Down the road a stretch, we were coming up on the junction. Just this side, there were still bits of wood and cement lying in the middle of the road. That’d be “Ground Zero,” where the boys had put their sign the other morning. But that was all. Just beyond that was the main highway, running east-west, full of cars. Across the highway, a long line of visitors streamed toward us from the south stretch, but they were turning left or right at the junction, heading over to Culver or into Medicine Falls. 

But none of them was coming north into Saint Croix.

“Where are they going?” Mel asked. “What’s Culver got that we don’t got?” Suzie shushed him down.

I pulled over to the side of the road next to Ground Zero, so we could watch the traffic flowing left and right without actually pulling all the way up to the intersection. It was eerie. Like a force-field was splitting traffic before it could reach us. A great, invisible power that repelled them with such force, that they turned aside and ran, rather than mess with whatever horror awaited them up our way.

It was Keeno who decided he wanted to get out and look around. I opened up the folding door for him, and he stepped down to the gravel shoulder, cautious, like he was still expecting that firework to pop off under his hat. The rest of folks just kept their seats and held their breath, watching bug-eyed, as Sgt. Kierny of the Mounted Police walked slowly forward, inspecting the grass, and the gravel, looking at the bits of broken sign and spilled paint on the road. But there was nothing to explain the strange behavior of that line of cars dividing like the Red Sea across from him. As each northbound vehicle arrived at the junction, a look of complete horror came over their faces, and suddenly the car would swerve—some left, the others right—but not a single one of ‘em had the stones to cross that highway and forge on north into Saint Croix. Keeno stood in the middle of the road and watched it all for a bit, then he turned around to come back.  

And that’s when he saw it. I could see his eyes flick to the little sign at the side of the road. No bigger than any other little sign you might see on the shoulder of a county highway. Nothing big and belligerent like the Ground Zero sign had been. Just a nice, polite travel advisory. I watched as Keeno’s eyes scanned the sign. And then he bust out laughing. After a good, long yuk, he waved folks out to come see for themselves—see what miraculous little sign had saved them and their children from the ravenous zombie hordes still zooming past behind him.

Soon all the folks were out there. Just staring at first, reading, and then a sudden burst of laughter, depending on their reading speed. Before long, they were all slapping their knees and yukking it up, just like Keeno had done. Maggie was kind enough to bring me back a picture of the sign on her little magic phone, but I didn’t need to look. I already knew what it said. I’d figured grandad was right when he’d told me what he figured out that morning, when the locusts had boiled in a frenzy and then just took off into the sky. The point wasn’t why they’d boiled like they had, but why they’d vanished. Not because someone told them to, he’d said. But because, for some reason, they’d all just decided that they’d wanted to. So I’d taken that piece of grandad’s wisdom and painted it up onto a little wooden board by myself. Then I’d nailed it there at the side of the junction, right under the welcome sign, just a few hours ago, on my way into town. So I already knew it by heart.

 

YOU ARE WELCOME IN SAINT CROIX.

BUT PLEASE BE PATIENT. 

WE ONLY SPEAK FRENCH.
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