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For my children: Hope, Drew, Jada, and Roman—the most fascinating people I’ve ever known.
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THE ART OF DUMPSTER DIVING

Drew Binary stretched his neck to peer out of the boxy green dumpster. A flash of lavender plastic and the crunch of aluminum cans against his forehead was the only warning that someone was tossing in a bag of trash. He bit his tongue to keep from crying out and shook his head to clear the pain. A wave of rotten vegetable stench puffed out of the trash bag when it landed under him. Drew held his breath and counted to twenty three before inhaling. It didn’t help. The rotten food was not only all around him, but all over him.

Since trash hunting was a weekly activity, he was getting used to picking potato peels from his hair and blotting ketchup stains from his T-shirts. But it was getting more and more difficult to think of good excuses for Mom when he came home covered in ugly stains and spoiled food.

He peeked out of the dumpster a second time and made sure he was alone before he let the bungee rope slip through his fingers to lower his treasures to the street. He had designed the bungee-powered Plexiglass elevator specifically for dumpster diving.

His dark blue eyes gleamed with excitement when he jumped out of the dumpster and inspected today’s haul. A cracked cell phone, a toaster, a blue racquetball, a DVD player and a fan without any blades were piled haphazardly on his platform. Best of all, he had found a golf cart battery. Finally, the perfect power solution for the magnetic robot he was building.

At the end of the month, people often moved from the large apartment complex down the street. Most relocating families tossed out a collection of broken electronic equipment that Drew could either fix, or disassemble for parts.

Drew had transformed dumpster diving into an art. He knew the best days to dive, and the best hours on those days. Today was the first Friday of September, not a great day to dive according to his careful calculations. But the junk haul in front of him proved that his calculations were sometimes wrong.

He slid his backpack off with a swift shrug, hung his green cap on the bicycle handlebars, and ruffled his light brown hair back into messy spikes. Then, he crouched down and began his work. Large items were not only impossible to carry on his small mountain bike, but also impossible to sneak past Mom. As a result, he had developed a precise method for dumpster diving fieldwork. He always took apart large items, like the fan and DVD player, on site. The useful pieces would then fit easily into his backpack. Once the parts were in his room, all was safe. No way would Mom detect a few extra electronic parts there. The piles and collections made his room look like an electronics store. Well—an electronics store after an explosion.

His tool pack was out and spread before him in thirty seconds flat. He removed the fan motor, cord, and knob in under five minutes. The DVD player took a bit longer because he had to be extra careful with the tiny gears. Then, he removed the DVD digital display and wrapped it in an old Mickey Mouse beach towel he carried for emergency dives. The towel padded the delicate pieces from his heavy Geography book. Finally, he tossed the cases from the fan and the DVD player back into the dumpster. The toaster was too old and dirty to serve any useful purpose, so he threw it back as well. He pitched the racquetball into his backpack. The family’s chocolate Labrador, Hershey, would love the new toy.

The large battery was going to be a problem. It was too big and too heavy to hide. But he had been looking for a power source for this robot too long to let this battery go to waste. Golf cart batteries are different than car batteries in several ways. Most importantly, they can easily be recharged with a standard electrical outlet. He would have to find a way to sneak it into the house.

Drew tied the plastic platform in place behind the seat of his bike with the battery balanced on top. He’d completed today’s work so quickly that mom wouldn’t even notice he had stopped on the way home from school.

If he hurried, he could still make it home in time for his favorite show, Zyego. All of his friends at school collected the Japanese Zyego cards and played war matches with them. Each card had a picture of a futuristic robot and listed the robot’s strengths and weaknesses. Drew was determined to someday build robots as lifelike as the Zyego machines.

Drew sped toward his neighborhood. The Binary family had lived in a small old house in Southern Missouri for Drew’s entire life. Dried Springs was a small town where exciting things never happened. Drew’s dad installed computer cables in office buildings. The cables joined all of the office computers together in a network. The family was always struggling to get the bills paid. Worst of all, Mr. Binary had to travel around the country, so Drew only saw him a few times a month.

Mom stayed home with his three younger brothers. At thirteen, Drew was the oldest by eight years. He shared a room with his five-year-old brother, Alan. The twins, Brad and Chad, were almost two. Even though Drew ignored them most of the time, he secretly thought they were exceptionally cute toddlers.

Pulling into the driveway with a one handed wheelie over the curb, Drew came to a screeching halt inches from Alan’s chest.

“Dwew’s home! Dwew’s home!” Alan lisped, dancing in a circle with his arms pumping over his head. Alan adored his older brother.

The right side of Drew’s mouth lifted into a crooked half smile. Alan would have actually been a pretty cool brother––if only he had been born about six years earlier. As it was, the little imp followed him everywhere. When Drew was at school, Alan often pulled apart important experiments and built towers out of the delicate electronic pieces. Drew would give just about anything for his own room—and an allowance.

Mom was under a tree in the front yard pushing Brad and Chad in a double swing.

Drew maneuvered around Alan and sped his bike toward the back yard gate. Hopefully Mom wouldn’t notice the battery strapped behind his seat if he kept moving.

“I built a wobot today!” Alan shouted after him.

“Cool, Alan,” Drew shouted as he closed the gate behind him. He slung his backpack over his right shoulder, tucked the golf cart battery under his left arm, and then ran for the back door. He stopped so quickly that the heavy battery slipped forward and thudded into the door. Drew strengthened his grip and ran inside.

His stomach growled so he paused just long enough to grab a package of cherry toaster pastries from the pantry. When he was finally safe in his room with the door closed, he pumped both fists in the air and shouted “Yes, yes, yes!”

Every afternoon he worked on his newest Robot, Sticky, while watching the Zyego robots battle on his new television. He had found the flat screen TV set in their neighbor’s curbside trash and repaired it. The broken outer case was beyond repair, so Drew had built a new case from clear Plexiglass. Because the remote sensor was missing, he made a makeshift, wired remote using a numbered keypad from an old telephone. This remote attached to the television with a long wire. He could change the channel from his desk or bed, and as an added bonus, it was impossible to lose the remote because the wire held it permanently to the set. Alan loved the TV because the clear case left all of its guts visible.

The Zeygo robots began their battle while Drew took a giant bite of his toaster pastry. Sticky was in the center of the room, waiting impatiently for the battery that would bring him to life. An unexpected flash of color across Sticky’s chest caught Drew’s attention. “Whaaaa?” he said, a cloud of crumbs dropping onto his T-shirt.

Alan had stuck brightly colored alphabet magnets spelling out S-T-I-N-K-Y crookedly across Sticky’s chest. “The little imp can’t even spell Sticky…” he mumbled around the cherry bulge in his cheek.

Sticky was a robot built completely from dumpster-salvaged parts. Drew was experimenting with magnets to power the robot. The bot was nicknamed Sticky because his powerful magnets caused various metal objects to stick to his case. If all worked well, Sticky would someday be able to move along the ground by floating over a wheeled magnetic foot. He had turned the magnets on the foot with opposite poles facing the magnets on the bottom of Sticky’s case. The opposing magnets made the robot hover over the rectangular platform-foot lined with rows of magnets.

The trick now was to send electric power to the magnets along the base so the magnetic pulse would push the foot along. Drew was betting the golf cart battery would be the perfect power source. He picked an orange peel off the battery and then used his T-shirt to polish away a brown smudge that looked like chocolate syrup.

As a new member of the family, Sticky still had some basic problems fitting in. The main one was that other members of the family didn’t take him seriously. The family dog, Hershey, was suspicious of the robot. He seemed to think it was an intruder and he growled and bit viciously at the innocent bot. Alan, on the other hand, thought Sticky was just a big toy. Another problem was that Sticky was—of course—very sticky. Sometimes Drew would forget to take off his watch and his arm would get stuck firmly to Sticky’s metal case. The magnets were so strong he had to unbuckle the watch and pry it from the case with both hands.

While the Zyego robots paused for a commercial break, Drew jumped up and inspected Sticky for Alan-damage. He was so anxious to finish the robot that he couldn’t even concentrate on his favorite show. The robot’s head was fashioned from a twelve inch tall Easter egg Drew had spray-painted silver. In the center of the egg head were two little green lights for eyes, and the round “Made in China” symbol on the egg formed a tiny robot nose. Drew’s dad had given him a few pieces of muscle wire for his birthday that he attached to pieces of rope, forming two antennas and a mouth. Silly putty held the antenna straight up on Sticky’s egghead, and a wire at the center of the mouth held on the mouthpieces.

Muscle wire gets shorter when an electrical current passes through it. He used this to make the rope ends of Sticky’s antenna and mouth droop down when he wanted the robot to look sad. The drooping lips and antenna added a human touch to Sticky. When Drew pushed the lever on the old remote control, an electrical current passed into the muscle wire and shortened it. The ends of the rope antenna drooped and so did the ends of his rope lips; Sticky’s face drooped in sadness.

Drew continued his detailed inspection. The old vacuum he used for Sticky’s body was hollow and light. He had replaced the front plate of the vacuum with a sheet of thin metal from the side of a computer tower. After removing the magnets that spelled S-T-I-N-K-Y from this metal plate, Drew confirmed that Alan hadn’t damaged the body. The magnetic foot and base looked fine too. It’s just the bright alphabet name then, not so bad for a whole day’s worth of Alan-damage.

Drew spent the next hour wiring the golf cart battery into Sticky’s belly. It was smaller than a car battery, but still as large as a half loaf of bread, so it was a tight fit. When everything was hooked up, Drew took a deep breath and walked around Sticky for a last check. For months now, he had looked forward to testing this robot and proving the magnetic foot would work as a new method of motion. Now, with everything ready, he felt very alone. He didn’t have anyone to share the excitement with.

Still, he was so excited he was sweating.

He switched on the power and Sticky’s eyes lit up, then a row of red lights down his sides flashed once. Everything was working perfectly so far. Next, he pushed the lever forward on his remote. Sticky leaned forward, like he really wanted to float over his magnetic foot and walk. But he didn’t move. His body didn’t even lift above the foot like it was supposed to.

Drew sighed and turned off the power. The battery was just too heavy. The magnets weren’t powerful enough to lift so much weight. If he couldn’t come up with a new power source, Sticky would be a failure.

During supper, the twins babbled in their private language and crammed fists full of noodles into their mouths. Alan chattered on about the wood scrap robot he was building in the back yard. “Wanna see my wobot now?” he asked, bouncing in his seat. “He’s weally neat! Almost as good as Sticky.”

“Not right now, Alan. Besides, Sticky isn’t such a great robot after all. He’s too heavy. I have to find a way to make him weigh less,” Drew said. He was leaning his cheek on his fist and pushing noodles around his plate.

Mom smiled, “If you find a good weight loss program for Sticky, let me know. I’ve been walking with the Solar Sprinting Mom’s group for six months now and haven’t shed a pound.”

Drew sighed and tried to see how many macaroni noodles he could poke onto his fork at the same time. Suddenly, he sat straight up. His fork hit the plate and three noodles jumped into the air, smacked his juice cup before sliding slowly down to the table. “Solar Sprinting…?” he whispered.

 “You know, the group Mary and I joined. We walk in the park every weekend,” Mom said.

But Drew wasn’t listening. He already knew what the Solar Sprinting Mom’s group was. “Can I be excused?” he asked.

Mom pointed to his full plate and raised her eyebrows. “After you eat.”

Drew finished his food in less than three minutes. He didn’t waste time chewing or even tasting the food, just swallowed as quickly as he could lift it to his mouth. Then he rushed to his room and pulled the battery out of Sticky’s belly.

“Solar panels.That’s it Sticky! You’re going to be a revolutionary robot in more than one way. Not only do you have a unique magnetic movement—you are also going to save the planet by running on solar panels!”

It was a long, sleepless night. Drew couldn’t stop thinking about the new power source. How was he going to come up with enough solar panels to power his robot? This would be his greatest dumpster diving challenge ever.
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STRANGER IN THE PARK

“Wake up, Dwew. Mom’s takin us to the pawk,” Alan sang while bouncing on the edge of Drew’s bed. “Huwy-up! I wanna go to the pawk.”

Drew peeled the blanket off his face and glared at Alan. “It’s Saturday Alan. I want to sleep. Go away!” Drew burrowed his head under his fluffy feather pillow, searching desperately for silence but knowing he wouldn’t find it.

“Come on, Dwew. Mom says we can’t go till you wake up!” Alan pleaded. “If you don’t wake up soon, it will be time for the twins to take a nap and we won’t get to go. I wanna go to the pawk!” Alan’s voice rose, sounding desperate. Hershey poked his cold nose under the covers, joining forces with Alan to nudge Drew awake. The chocolate lab’s tail thudded dully against the window shade, flashing lines of sunlight across Drew’s bed.

The only hope Drew had for peace was to give in and wake up. Alan’s mind wouldn’t be changed at this point. The boy was already dressed and had even combed his usually messy mop of dark hair. Drew groaned, uncovered his face and squinted his eyes from the stripes of sunlight that filtered through the crooked shade. “Okay, okay. I’m up. If you get my cereal ready, I’ll get dressed.” Drew bribed his brother shamelessly. He needed a moment of quiet to stretch, yawn, and think before he could face a new day.

“All wight! Huwy-up!” Alan shouted over his shoulder and ran sideways into the doorframe on his way into the kitchen. Hershey trotted after him expectantly, his dark red leash trailing behind.

A trip to Bit’s Park was Mom’s favorite Saturday activity. She would push the twins in a stroller on the walking path around the park while Alan and Drew played. Drew used to love the park, but lately he had grown bored with it and would rather stay home to work on Sticky. Mom needed him to watch Alan though, so he hauled his sleep-limp body to the table. He half listened to Alan’s chatter behind the crunch and grind of chocolate cereal puffs in his own ears. The huge amounts of sugar and chocolate eventually jumpstarted his system and his eyes were fully open.

Once he was awake and outside breathing in the crisp fall air, Drew admitted to himself that he was grateful to be outside for a change. It was a beautiful September day. He talked his Mom into letting him ride his bike the six blocks to the park while she drove the others there.

The park was just starting to fill with energetic children and gossiping parents. Mom fell into step on the walking trail with the stroller. Drew and Alan played a quick game of Basketball. Alan was glowing from his brother’s attention. Drew eventually diverted Alan by throwing the racquetball to Hershey. Alan went after him then Drew sat and watched a group of college boys play basketball.

Drew turned and noticed a girl standing on the edge of the walking trail. She focused her camera with care and shot photos of someone near Drew’s mother and the twins. Her wavy dark hair flowed back into a long ponytail and her skin was naturally dark like the Hispanic family who lived next to the Binary’s. She smiled often as she took photos. She looked vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t seem to place her.

Alan returned with red cheeks and a grin. “Wanna play basketball with me again?” he asked hopefully.

“Huh?” Drew grunted. “Um, no. Not right now. You go practice, and I’ll play horse with you one more time before we go home.”

Alan ran off to shoot baskets at the low children’s hoop. Hershey plopped down with his racquetball between his paws, looking dejected as he watched his playmates. Glancing back toward his Mom and the twins, Drew was shocked to see that they were the only children left on the swings. Yet, still, the girl was there– shooting photos. Why would a stranger be taking photos of his baby brothers and his Mom? He continued to watch and wonder.

A few minutes later, his mom hefted both boys out of the swings and carried one on each hip over to the sand box. She plopped them down and sat on a nearby bench to chat with the other mothers. Brad and Chad squeezed the cool sand gleefully in their chubby fists. Chad, who was always hungry, deposited a fistful into his sloppy mouth and then grimaced at the tasteless muddy grit. Still, the girl stood with her camera, happily clicking pictures of the twin boys while Chad snacked on wet sand.

Alan ran over to Mom and guzzled greedily from a sports drink bottle refilled with water. To Drew’s surprise, the girl turned the camera to Alan. Taking photos while he messily splashed equal amounts of water in his mouth and down the front of his blue T-shirt. Very strange. She was taking pictures of the whole family. Drew wondered if she had photographed him as well. Eager to test his theory, he walked over to Alan. “How about a final game of basketball?” he asked.

Ha! He was right. As he spun the ball on one finger over Alan’s head, she turned the camera to him. This was a mystery worth solving. Drew continued to glance over at the girl occasionally as he played the last game of horse with Alan. He was distracted enough that Alan won and danced a glee-filled victory march around the court.

Drew gave him a high five. “Great game, Alan! You’re going to be a basketball star if you keep this up.” It was a rare moment of brotherly affection. Alan glowed from the compliment. The girl photographed the moment.

Drew wasn’t very happy that a scene of he and Alan actually getting along was now photographic history. He decided to get to the bottom of this once and for all. With long strides he passed his Mom and headed toward the girl, looking her directly in the eyes as he walked.

She froze as he was walking toward her. She turned quickly toward a red bicycle propped against a nearby tree. The bike had a yellow bag dangling from the front handlebar with Office Ease stamped in black letters.

Unfortunately, Drew was staring so intently at the girl and her attempted retreat that he didn’t watch where he was going. He stomped right into the sandbox and onto little Chad’s chubby fingers. The boy’s shriek of pain brought Drew back to reality. He scooped Chad up and kissed the grimy fingers. When that didn’t stop the awful screams, he made goofy faces until the boy’s tear stained face lit up with giggles.

Finally, he turned his attention back toward the path. But the mysterious photographer was gone. In her haste to leave, something had fallen out of her bag. He put Chad down in the sand with his twin, and ran to see what she had dropped. It was a broken brown glass bottle with goop leaking out of it. The label was facing down so he couldn’t read what it was. It looked very much like a jar of snot to him and he didn’t want to touch it. Next to the goop was a package of unopened stickers. They were of baby boys with rattles, bottles, and tiny red wagons. The label read “Acid Free, perfect for scrapbooking.” This certainly didn’t solve the mystery, but it did help him form a plan. He left the snot jar and walked back to the sandbox.

Drew didn’t usually lie to his mom, but he decided the unusual situation and the safety of his family demanded it today. After all, with his dad gone, he was the man of the house.

He waved the stickers at his mom until she paused her lively conversation. “Mom, I just saw a friend from school and she dropped these stickers when she rode off on her bike. Can I ride over to her house and return them? I’ll probably go play Zyego cards with Justin afterwards.”

Mom didn’t even hesitate. She nodded her approval then returned to her conversation. Before he left, Drew called Alan over. “If you leave Sticky alone for the rest of the day, I’ll help you work on your wood-scrap robot tonight. Okay?”

“I won’t touch him at all.” Alan promised, solemnly placing his right hand over his heart. “I’ll get my wobot all weady for you. He’s gonna be my bestest toy ever!”

Mom tilted her head toward Drew and smiled at him. He felt a pang of guilt that he had lied, but he was determined to make sure his family was safe before he told them anything. The girl must have some sinister plan for the photos. Maybe she was part of an elaborate kidnapping scheme. Why else would anyone snap dozens of pictures of strangers?

He arrived at Office Ease minutes after his Mom’s minivan disappeared around the corner. Stickers in hand, he walked casually to the front counter. Hopefully, the girl was a frequent customer and they could tell him her name as well as where she lived.

“Hi, a friend from school dropped these stickers at the park today. I can’t remember her address but I know she comes in here all the time. If you can help me with her address, I’ll take them to her.” He held his breath while the lady cashier propped her red reading glasses on the end of her nose stared down at the stickers.

“Oh, Hope will be so disappointed, she really liked those stickers. She sure loves to scrapbook—buys rubber cement almost every week.” The woman twisted a finger into her hair and fretted with concern as she searched her computer screen. “I don’t see her address listed in our database. I’ll bet it’s in the phonebook though. Mrs. Bailey is a prominent Lawyer in town. How did you say you know her?” the woman asked when she finally stopped talking long enough to be suspicious.

He pieced together all of the information she had unknowingly shared. “Hope Bailey and I go to school together,” he answered. It wasn’t exactly a lie. Maybe he had seen her at school. She really did look familiar.

“Oh, yes. You did say that didn’t you,” She peered at him over her bright red glasses, her thick fingers clinging to the phone book. “Ah, here it is, Mr. Christopher Bailey, 214 Forrest Court. Oh my, that’s a nice neighborhood. As I recall her father is in the oil business. Seems like he is out of town a lot. Travels all over the place. I think he does research or something like that. Her mother is a lawyer here in town. I remember my sister-in-law’s grandmother called her once about her brother and…”

“Thank you for your help Ma’am. I’ll return these to Hope right away!” Drew quickly turned to the door before she could continue her rambling tale.

Drew was more curious than ever as he rode toward Hope’s wealthy neighborhood. Why would a rich girl be taking pictures of his family? It just didn’t make sense. Rich people didn’t usually kidnap poor people. Wasn’t it supposed to go the other way around?

When Drew arrived at the address, he sat on his bike across the street just staring at the house. The Spanish style, stucco house had an overhanging porch with tall columns supporting a balcony off the second floor. Red clay shingles lined the roof and shiny blue and yellow Mexican tiles were inset in neat arched rows over the windows. His family’s entire house would fit in the enormous four-car garage.

“Wow.” He muttered. Then, because it was the only word that came to mind––he said it again. “Wow.”

He wondered exactly how he should approach the girl or her parents when they answered the door. Or, maybe they had a stiff butler positioned at the front door wearing a black suit and white gloves. He shivered. He would run like a toddler meeting Santa if some creepy butler answered the door. Then, he imagined himself trying to explain to a wealthy researcher or lawyer why he had come here. Because their daughter was taking pictures of his family at the park? Hardly a crime!

He looked down at the slightly crumpled stickers he was holding against his handlebars and decided to go ahead. If he was going to find out what was going on, it was his only choice.

I’ll bet they have great trash in this neighborhood. Drew thought absently as he approached the double front doors. The arched doors were tall and made of a dark wood with playful dolphins carved into the surface. To the right of the doorway was an electronic keypad. The ornate doorbell looked like fancy jewelry set into the doorframe. When he pushed the glowing button, he heard elaborate chimes echoing eerily through the house. He was definitely going to find out what day of the week trash collection was and add this neighborhood to his dumpster diving list.
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ALONE AGAIN

When Hope got home, she wasn’t surprised to find the house empty. She let herself in. “I’m home!” she yelled, simply for the sake of hearing her voice echo in the void. It was unlikely she would see another living human before Monday morning at school.

Like always, both of her parents were working. Her father was an oil research specialist and was away on another oilrig somewhere off the gulf coast. Her mother, Esperanza Bailey, was a lawyer. No doubt, she was working the weekend away on the latest very important case. She usually came home late at night and always left before the sun rose in the morning.

Hope’s mom had grown up in Mexico. When she was a child, they were very poor and always struggling just to buy food and clothes. But her family had pulled together and loved each other very much. They worked together and took care of each other. Now, Hope’s mom worked extra hard to make sure her own family had the nicest of everything. She never seemed to notice that her daughter would rather have the poor, close-knit family that Esperanza had grown up with in Mexico than the empty house full of expensive things.

Hope was an only child and had never known either poverty or family unity. Her parents made sure she had food, clothes, money, and gifts. But they did not work together or take care of each other.

Even though she wasn’t supposed to leave the house when her parents were gone, Hope had been going to the park every day. At Bit’s Park, she could watch mothers and fathers walking together with babies in strollers. She photographed brothers playing basketball together and sisters jumping rope. She watched the families, and wished they were her own.

Hope grabbed a frozen dinner from the freezer and tossed it into the microwave with a loud plunk. The only thing that interested her these days was scrapbooking. Since her own family didn’t do anything together, she didn’t have any family photos to work with. But she had finally solved the dilemma weeks ago while riding her bike at Bit’s Park. She started taking photos of other people’s families. Children, pets, moms, and dads, she absolutely loved to photograph them. She was practically obsessed with laying out photos of families playing, walking, and laughing. Then she arranged the photos on decorative paper and made up names and stories to go with each family.

She set up a credit card account on her computer to purchase scrapbook items from an online shop. The local Office Ease had a few items, but she found so many amazing papers and tools on the Internet.

Her parents continuously bought expensive new computer programs and gadgets. She didn’t even know how to use most of them and wasn’t really interested. Surfing the Internet was her one and only true computer skill. When she started taking pictures, her dad bought a digital camera for her. She worked with it for a week, but never figured out how to move the pictures from the camera to the computer. Her father had promised to teach her when he had time. That was more than six months ago, and he still hadn’t found the time. She kept using her 35mm film camera for now, and mailed the film away to be developed.

The pictures she took today were going to be spectacular and she could hardly wait to see them. The twin little boys were adorable. This wasn’t the first time she had taken pictures of them. They visited the park with their mom almost every Saturday. She took some great shots of them today. Their older brother was another story; she hadn’t noticed him before today. It was by pure luck she had escaped before he caught her and started asking questions. He had looked familiar to her. Whoever he was, hopefully she would never see him again. If they crossed paths she would give him a lame excuse about a town newspaper photo or some-thing. She had used that excuse before when someone asked her about her picture taking.

She jumped when the microwave beeped. The sound resonated through the huge empty house. With a practiced hand, she pulled the plastic cover from the dinner without getting burnt by the steam. The meat was too salty, there were cool spots in the potatoes and burnt spots on the corn. The apple desert had boiled into thick leather. Frustrated, and still hungry, she dumped the cardboard tray into the trash after eating only a few bites.

It was barely lunchtime on Saturday. She had another day and a half to try to find a way to pass the weekend. The musical gong of the doorbell made her jump nearly out of her skin. She took a deep breath and patted her palm against her chest to calm her heart. The bell rang again. Hope peered through the peephole and was shocked to see the boy from the park standing on her doorstep, his head jerking nervously from side to side. How on earth had he found her? What should she do? She wasn’t supposed to have company, but then again she wasn’t supposed to go to the park either. If she ignored him and then he came back when her mom was home, Mom would find out about the forbidden visits to the park.

With a great sigh, and a wavy feeling deep in the pit of her stomach that told her she would regret it, Hope pulled the door open a few inches. Whatever happens next can’t be worse than sitting alone all day in this big house, she thought. When the boy poked his nose into the opening and stared straight at her, she wished she had considered a little longer before opening the tall, carved door.

“Uh, hola—no necesitamos un periódico,” she stammered tensely, and began to push the door closed so quickly that he had to jerk backward to keep his nose safe.

The boy stuck the toe of his basketball shoe into the door to prop it open. “I’m not selling newspapers, and I know you speak English. I was wondering if you are selling photographs?” he asked sarcastically, looking pleased with himself when she blushed hotly.

“¿Qué? I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” she lied.

“Yes you do. You were taking pictures of my family at the park. I want to know why. I’m not leaving until you tell me.” The boy crossed his arms over his chest and planted his foot more firmly in the door. He clearly meant business.

Hope’s eyes darted nervously to the package of stickers dangling from his right fist. They were the stickers she bought this morning at Office Ease. “I wanted to sell some pictures to the newspaper,” she explained in an obvious lie. “You see, I got this new computer and I wanted to try out some new stuff with it. You know, a digital camera, scanner, smartphone, junk like that.” Her attempt to bore him with details clearly backfired. To her surprise, he nearly leapt at her, his eyes glowing in excitement.

“Digital camera? Really? What kind of computer is it? How much memory do you have? I’ve always wanted a smartphone. Can I see it?” Excitement bubbled in his eyes as he leaned into the doorway.

She noticed right away that he seemed to have forgotten all about the photos. Maybe she could distract him for a while with her computer and then he would just go away. “Uh, I can’t have strangers in the house,” Hope stammered uncertainly. “My parents are at work.”

“I’m Drew,” he stated plainly. “Now we aren’t strangers anymore. Besides, I think we go to the same school. Do you go to Southwest Middle School?”

“Umm. Well, yes I do. But I don’t remember you from school.” Hope was still nervous, but beginning to warm to the idea of having a friend to pass the long lonely Saturday–– even if he was only interested in her computer.

“I don’t think we have any classes together,” Drew said, “but I know I’ve seen you somewhere. So, what’s your name anyhow?”

He rocked back and forth from one foot to the other, trying to gaze over her shoulder then held himself still, trying to look polite enough that she would let him in the house. Hope almost giggled aloud at the sight of him. Could anyone really like computers, scanners, and smartphones this much?

“Oh, sorry, I’m Hope Bailey. Um, do you want to come in for a Coke? I guess its okay since we aren’t officially strangers.” Opening the door wide, Hope held one arm out in a shaky gesture of welcome. “If my Mom comes home early you can go out the back door. She hardly ever comes home early though.”

Drew stared around the house at the expensive furnishings, his jaw dropped open in amazement. When he looked down and noticed the elaborate tile mosaic under his feet, he tiptoed carefully off the mosaic and let out a breath of air.

Hope blushed again. “I’ll give you a tour. The floor is imported Spanish tile. The mosaic here in the entryway is a mosaic of an antique world map. It’s okay to step on it—he made it for the floor. I forget the artist’s name, but he’s famous I guess.” She led him past the sweeping cherry stairway and through an arched doorway to the kitchen.

He slid a hand across the wall. A sloppy pattern of plaster coated the walls so they looked like an old Spanish villa. Hope was quick to explain. “The walls are supposed to look old like that. You see, my mom grew up in Mexico. That’s where all these clay pots and dishes came from too.” She gestured to the huge pots stacked against a wall in the kitchen. Above the pots, dishes painted in bold yellow, green, and blue brightened the room.

“This is the most beautiful house I’ve ever seen,” Drew stammered.

“Thanks,” Hope answered, looking at her shoes. She always felt artificial and out of place in her own house, especially now, the first time she was showing the house to someone her own age.

They sat on tall stools at the kitchen counter drinking iced sodas from expensive crystal glasses. The room was silent until he started asking her about her classes at school. They quickly learned they didn’t have any classes together but had the same lunch period. None of their interests were even remotely similar. Hope was disappointed. She really could have used a friend.

“How long have you lived here?” Drew asked.

“We came to Dried Springs about a year ago from Texas. It’s been pretty lonely so far and I really don’t know anyone here yet. I’m usually here by myself. Mom is a lawyer and she works late. Dad is on an oil rig most of the time so we see him less now than when we were in Texas. We lived near the coast there and it was easier for him to come home for weekends.” She twisted her glass, making a pattern of moist circles on the countertop. “Since my parents can’t pick me up from things like ball practice, dance class, birthday parties, or technology club, I guess I’ve become sort of a recluse. I stay in the house most of the time. Sometimes I sneak out on Saturdays and take some pictures at Bit’s Park.” She shrugged and erased her circle pattern with the bottom of her fist, then wrinkled her nose. “If my parents catch me, they’ll hire another babysitter.”

“Can I see your computer now?” Drew asked stiffly.

“Sure, this way,” Hope motioned and moved to the staircase. She was glad to leave the depressing story of her family and talk about computers and cameras.

Her room was decorated like a magazine photo, but Drew didn’t even seem to notice. He marched directly to the computer desk without a comment. After looking around for a minute, he turned everything on, opened the case to see the guts of the computer, then whistled and clicked his tongue. His eyes went wild with excitement as he inspected the other high tech toys littering her wide corner desk.

“I could create an army of robots with all this stuff!” he told her incredulously.

Hope was bored until he pulled out her digital camera and showed her how to move pictures from the camera to her computer. She listened intently and told him how much she enjoyed scrapbooking with family photos. She didn’t tell him whose family pictures—that little detail revealed more than she was willing to share with him just yet.

When Drew was showing her how to drag the photos over to a photo-developing website, she saw a spark of suspicion flash across his eyes. Had he remembered the camera at the park, and why he had come here today? The pictures filled the flat computer monitor as tiny thumbnail versions of the photos she had taken. She knew some of the photos on the digital camera were of his family and crossed her fingers that he wouldn’t notice.

Suddenly, he selected a thumbnail. His twin little brothers grinned larger than life on the wide flat-panel screen. Drew folded his arms across his chest and spun the swivel office chair around to face her.

“That—um—that was something I was trying for a newspaper contest several months ago. I—” she stammered, and then fell silent.

Drew shook his head from side to side, “I’m not going to buy that lousy excuse again.”

She took a deep breath and plunged straight ahead. “Okay. I’ll tell you the truth. You have to promise not to tell anyone and not to make fun of me though. Deal?”

“Hmm.” Drew put his fingertips on his chin as if in deep thought. “What exactly do I get out of the deal?” Surprised, Hope could think of nothing to offer. “What exactly do you want? Money?”

Outrage turned Drew’s face purple. “No! I don’t want you to pay me!” He took a deep breath. “I think we can come to a kind of agreement though. What I want is—trash!” He grinned and winked at her open-mouthed surprise.

Baffled and speechless, Hope lifted her eyebrows and threw her hands up.

Drew explained his latest robot and how he was collecting the right parts to create a cutting edge energy source. He detailed the art of dumpster diving and described some of the items he still needed for Sticky, especially the solar panels.

At first, she listened intently. Then, as realization painted her face pale lavender, she stood and shouted. “Trash! You want me to dig around in other people’s trash? Are you insane?”

“No problem.” Drew shrugged and stood up as though he didn’t care one way or the other. “I’ll just ask your Mom and Dad what all these photos of my family are about.”

“Wait! Don’t leave yet.” She sighed and sat back down, picking at the nail polish polka dots on her thumbnail. “Exactly how much stuff do I have to find for you?” If her parents found out she had left the house, she would be in deep trouble. She couldn’t bear to have another nanny watching over her every move. The last nanny had practically chained her in her bedroom with classic novels. The summer before that, she had spent her entire summer vacation doing homework assign-ments in German and French for a tiny German nanny. Blowing out a long breath, she threw her hands up. “Okay. I don’t really have much choice, do I? Explain my side of this bargain.”

“You just have to keep collecting things until we find enough solar panels to power Sticky. After that, you’re completely off the hook.”

She wondered how often people threw working solar panels in the trash but didn’t ask. No way was she going to be tricked into helping him forever. If she didn’t find the solar panels right away, she would simply buy them and toss them into a trash bag herself. It was a brilliant plan. They smiled at each other, both smug with satisfaction, and shook hands to seal the terms of the deal.

At last, Hope reluctantly told him the real reasons she took pictures of other people’s families. She pulled out a thick scrapbook of photos arranged on pretty papers.

He seemed impressed with the expert layout of the photos.

“These look like professional magazine layouts!” he complimented. “Are there any photos of your family here?” She shook her head that there weren’t and he was kind enough not to ask her why.

“I’ve got to be home before supper. But before I leave, I can teach you how to do some neat things with this computer if you want.”

He spent the next hour showing her how to use a photo-editing tool on her computer so she could print out picture frames and titles for her pages. Then he showed her how to turn the photos into black and white images and how to make them look like a fun house mirror.

“I’ve already thought of a million new ways to design pages! Thank you so much for helping me, Drew. I really appreciate it,” Hope said softly, meeting his eyes and laying a hand on his shoulder.

Drew nodded and stammered. “No problem. I think we are going to help each other out.” Then he stood up quickly and stretched. “I’d better get home.”

Hope was disappointed to see him go. She would be alone for the rest of the evening and all day on Sunday. Trash pick up in her neighborhood was on Monday and Thursday mornings. That left nothing to do for the rest of the weekend.

Thinking fast, she came up with a plan. “Do you think I could come over to your house tomorrow? You could show me exactly what parts you need for your robot. I’m not sure I understand it all just yet.” It was true. She had never taken apart anything electronic in her life. “I could bring my camera to make sure I understand how to use it.”

He shrugged and tilted his head sideways. His eyes narrowed as he considered her offer, but he clearly was not convinced.

“I’ll take some pictures of Sticky,” she added.

“Well, I guess that would be okay. I’d like to have some photos of the progress I’ve made so far,” Drew agreed, nodding his head. “You can come over at lunch time, after we get home from church. We live at 150 Cloverdale Drive. I’ll tell my Mom to expect you for lunch.”

Hope walked him to the door. “Bye, thanks for helping me with the computer and the camera,” she said, suddenly feeling very shy. The rest of the evening passed quickly. She spent hours printing out new layouts for her scrapbook pages.
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Drew smiled all the way home, thinking about all the cool stuff Hope would find in her wealthy neighbors’ trash. But, when he opened his front door, trash didn’t seem as important as it had only moments before.

Alan greeted him at the door and tugged him toward the back yard, “Dwew! You’re finally home! Come see my wobot now. He is soooo good. I named him Woody,” he announced with pride. He had used the five-year-old reasoning that Sticky was sticky and Woody was––woody.

Mom was standing in the kitchen cooking supper. The whole house smelled of baked chicken and rice. The twins alternately giggled and cried from behind a gate in the living room. He suddenly felt fortunate to have so many family members around him. It was amazing to think that Hope had taken photos of his family and dreamed of having his life. He had never really thought about life this way before, but he was pretty lucky. Tonight, Hope would be sitting alone in her empty house. Not even cool computer gadgets could replace having a family.

After supper, Drew collected a plastic bin of worthless parts he would never need for his robots. He carried them outside to Alan, and together they attached colorful wires, plastic buttons, and odd knobs to Woody’s crooked body until the sun set and it was too dark to see. From time to time, Drew noticed Mom peeking out the kitchen window. Even though he couldn’t see it through the cloudy glass, he could feel her smile.
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HOPE MEETS STICKY AND FAMILY

Hope rode her bike timidly into the Binary family’s driveway at exactly twelve o’clock. She had decided at least a dozen times during her ride that this was a bad idea and she should turn around and go home. Then she remembered the huge empty house awaiting her, and kept riding. Now that she was in front of the house, she began to have doubts once again.

Drew was shooting hoops in the driveway. A splintered piece of plywood nailed to a tall wooden post hardly even looked like a basketball goal. The rusted hoop was crooked and egg shaped rather than round. Only a few tattered strings still dangled from the hoop where a net once hung. The gray plywood rattled with each shot.

Drew tossed the ball expertly into the hoop, pumped his fist in the air to congratulate himself, then turned and saw Hope.

“Hello,” he said, glancing from her to the front door and back again. “Are you ready?”

She nodded and propped her bike against the basketball post.

He led her to the front door and then turned to warn her. “You do know that my house is a lot noisier than yours, right? Having a family means noise and fights and stuff. You may never want another picture of little kids again after you meet my brothers.” Drew grinned with one side of his mouth and she grinned back. She seemed to think he was kidding.

When the front door opened, Hope was bombarded with more noise, scents, and emotions than she had ever thought possible in one house. Alan was there instantly, firing off questions like an automatic machine gun. Hershey stood back and watched her suspiciously, his hair standing straight up in a line down his back until Drew patted him comfortingly. Then the lab skipped forward and laid a soggy racquetball on Hope’s designer tennis shoes, staring at her expectantly with his pink tongue pulsing. Brad and Chad screamed sleepily from the living room. They were hungry and needed their afternoon nap.

Drew’s Mom stood at the stove singing with a Jamaican accent, “Don’t worry about a ‘ting, cause every little ‘ting is gonna be all right. I said don’t worry…” She flipped a grilled cheese and hot dog sandwich and swayed to the music. In a lively dance step, she carried the sandwiches one at a time to a large chipped platter with tiny roosters around the edges. When the platter was filled with the cheese-oozing fried sandwiches, she paused and smiled at Hope and Drew.

“Hello there!” she shouted over the music, and the crying, and Alan’s chattering. “I’m Mrs. Binary. I’m glad you could come for lunch today, Hope.”

The activity was like a chaotic Broadway show as Drew half-shouted the rest of the introductions to Hope. This place was a different planet from her house and her life. It felt and smelled like people lived in this house. It felt real and homey.

“What’s that smile for?” Drew asked. “You aren’t actually enjoying this chaos, are you? I half expected you to run in terror!”

Hope shrugged and the smile went all the way to her eyes.

Mrs. Binary and Hope tried to carry on a conversation while they ate lunch. It took Hope several minutes to gather up enough nerve to bite into the steaming lump of bread, cheese and hot dog in front of her. She had never eaten anything like it in her life. Her meals alternated between frozen dinners alone and fancy restaurants with exotic and beautiful dishes. To her great surprise, she absolutely loved the sandwich. In between the babies crying and Alan jabbering, she got detailed instructions from Mrs. Binary so she could make the delicious meal for herself at home. The kitchen at her house had always been more of a decoration than a functional room. Hope didn’t even know for sure if her family owned a frying pan, but she couldn’t wait to look through the cabinets for one.

While she talked, Mrs. Binary moved from twin to twin. She expertly cleaned their mouths and noses and encouraged each boy to eat his bread crusts. Chad finally ate his greedily but Brad found more delight in propelling his crust bits across the room at Hope than he did in eating it. By the time the meal was finished, Hope was ducking and dodging the flying bits of bread crust like a professional.

“I’m going to show Hope my new robot now,” Drew announced when he and Hope had cleaned their plates. Hershey jumped up from his nap on the cool tile floor to join them.

 “I wanna go too!” Alan pleaded. He still had a mass of bread, cheese, and hot dog on his plate. A messy smear of ketchup covered everything. “I wanna show Hope my wobot!”

“Maybe later, Alan,” Mom said firmly. “Remember, you and the twins are going to take a short nap after lunch.”

Drew pulled Hope out of the room and closed his bedroom door to drown out Alan’s loud opinions about naptime. “At times like this, your huge empty house sounds like heaven!”

Hershey sat at Hope’s feet, waiting patiently for her to pat him. His tail thumped a lazy rhythm on the floor, and he clenched his racquetball hopefully in his mouth.

Sticky stood proudly in the middle of the room. Hope walked directly in front of the robot and looked into his dull, green, light bulb eyes.

Drew picked up the remote and said loudly into the air. “Hey Sticky, what do you think about this girl who came over just to see you today?”

Sticky’s eyes glowed bright green. His mouth and antenna drooped unhappily as he looked at Hope.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought too. But, she is going to help find more pieces for you. That’s pretty cool isn’t it?” Drew pushed the lever on the remote forward. Sticky’s antenna stood straight up and his mouth moved back to a straight, thoughtful line. His eyes continued to glow bright green.

Hope spun around, both hands on her hips and her eyes alight with interest. “How did you do that? Does he really understand what you said? That was so awesome! What else can he do?”

Hershey growled and spun nervously in a circle by the door.

 “What’s wrong with him?” Hope asked, watching the anxious dog.

“He gets confused when Sticky moves. He really hates him – especially when the bot’s eyes are glowing,” Drew said. “I guess a fake humanoid just doesn’t smell right to him. To a dog, things are either alive or not alive. Sticky fits into an in-between world that Hershey might someday get used to, but will never really understand.” He put Hershey out of the room to prevent an eminent attack and began to explain the project.

Hope inspected Sticky with intense interest, paying special attention to the muscle wire and the magnets. It took Drew over an hour to discuss the way the muscle wire worked and everything he had planned for the robot.

“This is really amazing!” Hope said, still examining the wires in Sticky’s foot.

“Thanks,” Drew shrugged and grinned. “I didn’t really expect you to be interested in all of this. If I can get the magnet system to work, it will be the first robot powered this way. Someday cars, and even trains could use this type of system to move, and they wouldn’t cause any pollution. The movement would be quiet and cheap. It could change the way the whole world thinks about travel. Vehicles would no longer need expensive fossil fuels like gasoline and oil or even bio fuels.” Drew gestured excitedly with his hands while he spoke. Finally, he stuffed his hands into his pockets and ended the speech.

“Gosh, I’m impressed with how well you’ve thought all this through. You must be really, really intelligent! My father has spent his whole life researching oil. What would happen to an industry like his if this magnetic movement really works?” She was thinking aloud more than asking.

“Well, I suppose we wouldn’t need much oil anymore for fuel at least. Oil is also used to make plastic, fertilizer, medicine and other stuff. Less oil would be good though, it would be better for the environment. The people who used to work for oil companies could get new jobs working with magnetic motion. I call the movement magna-motion,” Drew stated proudly, turning the topic back to his own project.

Hope’s forehead wrinkled and she twisted a curl of hair around her finger as she thought. “It wouldn’t really be that easy though. People who work with oil probably wouldn’t want to learn a new job. They may not want your magna-motion to work. It takes a lot of money to test a new thing like this and to convince people that it’s safe and reliable. How are you going to do all of that? And if it does work it would be worth a lot of money, so I suppose some people would fight over it.”

“The scientists can figure all that out after I get it working,” Drew said, pushing his hand through his hair with irritation. He stood up and checked the wires near Sticky’s neck. “I really don’t like thinking that far ahead. Building the robot and making it do something new is my primary concern.” He turned and looked at Hope. “The effect it has on the world and who will someday buy it doesn’t seem all that important right now. Don’t you think that everyone in the world will be as amazed by magna-motion as we are? I know you’ve watched lots of business deals with your parents and all. But I think you’re wrong about this. Shouldn’t real business be about what is best for the job or the environment?”

“Well, yes, it should,” Hope answered. “But the truth is that real business is always about one thing. Money.”

Drew shook his head “I have to clear my thoughts and focus on Sticky. Magna-motion needs a lot of improvements before it’s time to worry about any of these things. I’ll figure all that out when I need to. Right now, I just need to finish building Sticky or none of that will matter anyhow.” He turned his attention back to the robot. “I’m not going to give your speech on the oil industry another thought.”

Hope, on the other hand, was already giving it another thought. She would start doing some investigating on her own. Her father might be able to give her more information about other new technologies like the stuff Drew was working on. Maybe he would even have some ideas about how Drew could sell his invention. For now, she wouldn’t say anything about her plans to Drew. She just wanted to enjoy the afternoon at this noisy, exciting house.

“What’s this?” Hope asked, tugging a cord on the wall between the two matching twin beds.

“No, Don’t!” Drew stammered, but he was too late to stop her.

Instantly the light in the room turned off and a basketball shaped nightlight on Alan’s side of the room flicked on. A cheery voice singing bedtime songs rang softly from Alan’s bedside table. Hope smiled at the immediately peaceful state of the room.

“It’s a system of weights and pulleys. It allows me to turn out the lights at night from my bed so I won’t risk accidentally stepping on—uh oh—stay still! Don’t move at all!”

That’s when she saw them. Dark creatures and shadowy forms were crawling across the floor. They moved in strange, quick jerks out from under the beds and dressers. They scampered around, their claws and mechanical legs clicking and scratching against the wood floor. Stay calm. She told herself even though her heart was racing wildly and sweat was beading on her forehead. I have nothing to be afraid of. She almost believed that, until she felt one of the creatures bump against her tennis shoe. She let out a blood-curdling scream and leapt for the bed in a dive that could have won her an Olympic gold medal. As she lay on the bed with her head buried under a pillow, she kicked her feet wildly to free herself from the mini monster still clinging to her shoe.

Several minutes passed before Hope was willing to uncover her head in order to face the creatures that had attacked her. She felt even creepier when she finally inspected them.

Then she and Drew had a shouting match that had Drew repeating, “You shouldn’t have pulled on the cord!”

…and Hope arguing, “You should have told me not to as soon as we entered the room!”

Drew was carefully inspecting what appeared to be a huge robotic beetle. Its body was made of a three-inch wide and five-inch long circuit board. He straightened two wire antennas that bent out in front of the little monster’s head. It had one tiny motor on each side of the circuit board body. Each motor spun a wheel that acted as a foot for the little critter.

She knew there must be more than one kind, because the one that attacked her definitely had legs, not wheels. The others had scampered back under the beds and dresser when Drew turned the light back on. During a pause in the shouting match, Hope’s curiosity got the best of her. “What in the world is that thing? A high tech cockroach?”

“It’s called a Robo-bug. I bought a whole box of kits on Ebay with my birthday money last year. They’re artificial life forms. It’s basically just a bunch of electrical components on this circuit board here and two little motors that spin the wheels for his feet.” Drew flipped the flat bug over, showing the two wheels that moved the creature.

He put the little Robo-bug on the floor at his feet and it spun into motion, hiding rapidly under Alan’s bed. “I made the first one light seeking, but he kept getting stepped on. So I made a charging station under the bed and changed their sensors so they would all avoid the light. They charge up their batteries all day long by touching their wire antenna to the charging station. Then, when the lights go out, they wander around the room all night. I can flip on another sensor that makes some of them into hunters. Then they will seek out other Robo-bugs and drain their power.” Drew grinned broadly. He was proud of his little pet bugs. “The one that you almost squashed is my favorite. It has six legs and actually walks instead of using wheels like the rest. The legs are muscle wire, like Sticky’s mouth and antenna. They’re all powered by rechargeable batteries.”

Hope stared at him for a few minutes. This boy wasn’t messing around; he really did know a lot about robots. But jeepers, the Robo-bugs had scared her!

Smoothing her rumpled ponytail neatly back into the thick band, Hope attempted an apology. “I’m sorry I got so angry, I had no idea what those things were. Did I hurt any of them?” She was concerned about them now. “They’re sort of cute—after you get used to them.”

Drew snickered behind his hand. “You can’t hurt them, they’re robots not pets. They can’t feel like we can. You could break them, but I don’t think you did. Little Skeeter made it back under the bed in record time.”

They spent some time taking photos of Sticky with Hope’s digital camera. Hope insisted on taking pictures of the Robo-bugs too. She was really beginning to like the creepy little things. Many of the photos had Drew or Hope in them, often making a funny face. The one of Hope kissing Sticky on his round egg cheek while he frowned was her favorite. She thought each of the robots had a personality of sorts. They seemed like real live beings to her, not just machines. Nothing Drew said about them being basic electronic components could make her think otherwise.

The rest of the afternoon flew by while Drew explained various electronic components to Hope. She listened intently, struggling to remember which parts were most important and what type of trash he had salvaged them from. By the time Alan woke from his nap and burst excitedly into the room, Hope welcomed a break from the lessons. Her head was starting to ache.

“Can I show Hope my wobot now?” Alan asked with heavy eyelids and a sleep rough voice. He was clinging to a well-worn stuffed tiger.

Drew lifted his eyebrows in question and Hope nodded her head, smiling at the brothers.

“Sure kid, show her what you’ve got,” Drew told him ruffling his hair and pushing him toward the door. Alan grabbed Hope with his tiger-free hand and pulled her toward the door beside him. Drew followed them out the back door, and they sat under the covered patio which extended into the back yard.

Hershey padded happily along. The dog wasn’t afraid of Woody. The little wooden robot didn’t glow, move, or make strange noises. It was obviously not alive, just a pile of sticks and wire. He looked hopefully from face to face, now that they were outside, he expected someone to throw his ball. Drew gave in and hurled the ball across the yard. Hershey took off, his large paws throwing bits of grass across the patio.

“This is my wobot. His name is Woody!” Alan said proudly. “He looks like a weal wobot doesn’t he? I think he looks just like Dwew’s wobot, Sticky. See how he has these wed things here? That’s his bwain.” Alan pointed to a jumble of red wires that he had secured in a mass on what must be the robot’s head.

“That is one of the finest robots I’ve ever seen!” Hope said enthusiastically. The fact that she had never even looked at a robot until today didn’t seem important just then.

The three of them spent a long time talking about Alan’s robot and making small improvements. Alan was delighted with the attention, and Hope actually learned more about how electronic parts fit together.

It was a good day, and Hope was happy to have these new friends. At five o’clock, she reluctantly told them goodbye. Every now and then, her mom came home early on Sunday evenings. Early, often meant just before Hope went to sleep, but she wanted to be home just in case.
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OPERATION HOT

Hope moved her newest digital photos from her camera to an Internet photo site to be developed. The site promised to ship the completed photos within 24 hours of the order. This digital camera is going to be great! She had altered, enlarged, and even added captions to the photos before they were developed. She had barely finished when she heard her Mom come in. It was 8:30 and she would have to go to bed soon. Her alarm was already set for 4:30 in order to beat the garbage collectors to the trash.

Mrs. Bailey peeked around the doorframe to Hope’s room. Hope sat motionless in front of the computer screen and pretended not to hear her come in.

“Hello, did you have a good weekend?” Mrs. Bailey asked gently.

Hope wanted to scream. A good weekend? Are you Nuts? As far as you know, I’ve been locked up in this house all alone for the entire weekend. How could that be good? What thirteen-year-old would enjoy that? Instead, she answered politely. “Yes, I’ve had a good weekend. How was work?”

“Exhausting,” she sighed. It was her standard answer. “I’m going to take a hot bath. Do you need anything?”

Yes, I’d like some parents. She thought grumpily. Maybe I could have a brother or sister, as long as I’m dreaming. “No, I don’t need anything. I’m about to get ready for bed.” Was all she had the courage to say.

“Okay then, buenos noches—good night,” her mother said from the doorway, spinning to leave. Then she turned back, “Oh, your dad’s coming home tomorrow for a three day layover. He leaves Wednesday night again for another oilrig. We’ll go out for supper tomorrow evening at six o’clock. I’ll expect you to be dressed for it.” Now that the facts and expectations were stated, she was gone.

No hug or real interest at all, thought Hope. How different it all was from the Binary family. They were a unit. They cried, laughed, yelled, and played together. Her own family rarely even occupied the same building together. It was depressing to think about, so she went to sleep. Tomorrow would bring a brand new day.

At four-thirty a.m., Hope was convinced that the brand new day had come much too early. Dragging herself out of bed quietly, she prepared for her first trash digging assignment. She called the project Operation HOT, which stood for Operation Heap of Trash.

Hope carefully selected her clothes for Operation HOT. It was important that she be as camouflaged as possible so no one would catch her. She wore a long sleeve black turtleneck, black warm-up pants, black socks, and a too-small pair of black dress shoes. Designer leather driving gloves, borrowed from her mother’s hall closet, protected her hands. She tucked her dark hair inside a black fur hat that she had worn to a formal dinner party last winter. She had to admit, the hat looked out of place for Operation HOT, but it would have to do for this first mission. After she rubbed black Halloween paint in stripes across her cheeks and one stripe down her small nose, she pronounced herself ready.

The tiptoeing black shadow of a girl was nearly invisible as she crept out of her room and down the staircase. She held her breath at the beep of the alarm system when she switched it off. The single beep sounded dreadfully loud in the still house. She wondered one last time why she had agreed to this insanity. Then, she tiptoed out the front door and into the warm September night.

It was quiet except for the chirping insects and the croaking frogs. The whirl that made up daytime sounds had vanished in sleep. Hope felt like a secret spy agent as she carefully scanned the road, yards, and windows for any sign of a witness. Seeing no one, she proceeded to the first garbage can at the street. It was from Dr. Thomas’s house. When she lifted the lid of the trashcan, the stench overwhelmed her. She hadn’t thought of that. It should have been obvious that foul smelling trash was the worst part of this mission. She imagined horrible body parts that the doctor might bring home from the hospital and deposit in his trashcan. It was ridiculous—she knew that. Still, she moved quickly on to the next trashcan without looking into Dr. Thomas’, just in case.

After a little digging, she found a DVD player without a cord, a CD changer, two small solar yard lights, and a large fan. One by one, she carried these large items into her house and up the stairs. She would have to hide them in her room until she could disassemble them. The whole process took much longer than she expected. She already had several ideas for improving operation HOT and couldn’t wait to try them out on Thursday.

When she was tiptoeing back toward her front door with the last item, the large fan, Hope heard an unusual growl behind her. She froze instantly, imagining a large assortment of horrid beast that might be lurking out in the darkness. The growl was closer and louder by the time she finally gathered enough nerve to turn toward it.

A huge, one-eyed bulldog stood back on his thick haunches, ready to pounce. The beast weighed as much as she did. He had a gooey white froth dripping from his mouth and a massive scar where his right eye should have been. He bent a little lower, growling a deep rumble while Hope studied him and tried to form a plan. Nothing brilliant came to mind, so she tossed the large fan aimlessly into the air and ran full speed back to her house. She closed the door firmly behind her, keeping enough of her senses to remember not to slam it. Somehow, she made it in time. Peering through the dining room window, she saw the bulldog pulling angrily at the fan cord. Apparently, the fan had distracted him, slowing him down for her escape.

She made the wise decision to sacrifice the fan motor to the King of the neighborhood trash heap, and walked shakily up the stairs to her room. If Operation HOT was going to succeed, she would have to be better prepared. It was only five-thirty a.m. so she still had some time before school. She scrubbed the black paint smears from her nose and cheeks and slipped back into her pink satin and lace pajamas. She was surprised to discover that she had absolutely loved the adventure—at least until the giant dog had come after her. It would be painfully embarrassing to admit to Drew that she had had fun.

Hope turned on her computer and began searching for the tools she needed for her next mission. She ordered two ski caps, shirts, gloves, and pants, all in black. Then she found two xenon high-powered flashlights, and black running shoes from a camping site. On a swimming equipment Web site she ordered two black nose plugs. She smiled proudly at this brilliant addition to her equipment. As an afterthought, she went back and added two more nose plugs. This was the most important item on her list. It couldn’t hurt to have a spare. That was the easy stuff.

She also wanted some spy gadgets, but was afraid her parents might notice the strange charges on her credit card bill. Ebay was the answer. They would have no idea what she bought, and they rarely asked her about her bill anyhow. They just paid it. Money was easy to come by, but actual conversation with their only child was apparently too costly for them.

Using the buy-it-now option, she secured a pair of night-vision binoculars. Not the military type, which cost several thousand dollars, but the kind often used for hunting or spy surveillance. A small fee guaranteed next day shipping. She could hardly wait to try them out!

Next, she found a great pair of super zoom surveillance binoculars. From now on, she would watch the neighbors in the late afternoon from the upstairs balcony to see exactly what they were throwing in their trashcans or setting out at the curb. She could map out her plan the night before from the safety of her balcony. This would speed up the early morning trash-gathering operation.

She had only one problem area left to address—her greatest competition for the neighborhood waste, King Scrap, the one-eyed dog. Pepper spray was an option. But, did she actually want King Scrap close enough to spray him? And even if she did, he had only the one eye for a target. Bad idea. A club or weapon might work. However, she really didn’t want to fight the muscular dog hand to teeth either.

Finally, she found something interesting, an ultrasonic dog chaser. It was a small plastic box on a key chain. The dog chaser would emit a high frequency sound that people couldn’t hear, only animals. They guaranteed it would stop dogs in their tracks. The advertisement said it was perfect for joggers and mail carriers. It would be perfect for Operation HOT as well. All the items would arrive via next day air at her front door.

“Are you ready for school yet?” her mom asked from the doorway.

Hope jumped nervously and quickly closed the computer window that showed the dog chaser. When she turned to her mother, the computer screen displayed a boring game of solitaire. “Umm—not yet. I’ll get ready now.”

It was going to be a long day. Hope could hardly wait to tell Drew what she had found. She dressed quickly, not realizing until she was halfway to school that her bright pink top and deep red pants didn’t match at all with her green shoes. For once, she didn’t even care.

Through the entire science lesson on dormant volcanoes, Hope watched the clock eagerly. Only five more minutes until lunch, when I can finally tell Drew about my remarkable morning.
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“I can’t believe you actually found some solar panels already!” Drew said around a mouthful of mustard, pickle, and potato chip sandwich. “Can I use your cell phone to call my Mom?” he asked. “I’ll come to your house after school and show you how to take the bigger things apart and then you’ll know which parts we can use.” He thought for a moment. “I’m not sure what you can do about the dog. Cats are more of a problem around dumpsters, and stray cats are almost always afraid of people.” A wide grin covered his whole face. “We’ll figure something out. I can’t wait to see if the solar panels actually work!”

When Hope told him about the items she had ordered that morning off the internet, Drew had to hide powerful laughter behind the knuckles of his fisted hand.

“The nose plug is a brilliant idea! I’ll have to get one right away for my own dumpster diving. But the other items are just plain hilarious! You have way too much time and way too much money on your hands.” For a moment, he actually considered asking her to buy him some solar panels. It would have been far less expensive than the equipment she had already bought. But, it didn’t feel right. He wanted to find every part of Sticky free in the trash. That made the project a special sort of challenge. Besides, he had come to enjoy the treasure hunt feeling of his dumpster diving.

Hope lifted her chin. Then she took a slow bite of cucumber and cream cheese sandwich before she replied. “You just wait and see. All the things I ordered will turn trash savaging into a real art form. I’ll get the best trash on the block. And best of all—I’ll never get caught with my arm in a neighbor’s trash can.”

“You know, I never expected you to actually like digging in the trash. That’s just plain weird, don’t you think?” He licked mustard from his thumb. Girls, especially rich girls, weren’t supposed to like trash. “Maybe we’ll make a good team after all.” Drew felt bad that the whole thing had started with him trying to trick her into helping. It was hard to feel bad for long though with her obvious thrill for the trash game. He had done her a favor after all. She needed a little excitement in her life.

Hope narrowed her eyes at him, not sure if he was making fun of her or not. “I didn’t say I like digging in the trash. I’m just upholding the promise I made to you. And if I’m going to do something, I always believe in being one hundred percent involved.”

“I’m glad you’re involved. We do make a good team.”

The lunch bell sounded and Hope closed her silver lunch bag. “See you after school!”
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When the bell rang at three-ten in the afternoon, Hope and Drew nearly bumped into one another trying to get outside the school to meet. They didn’t talk much as they raced to Hope’s house. She had a supper to attend with her parents at six o’clock that evening. They would have to hurry with their project if she was going to get Drew out of the house and be dressed for a formal meal on time.

The huge house was empty when they arrived. Hope popped some microwave popcorn and grabbed some sodas and cookies before they retreated to her room.

Hope motioned vaguely to the back of her spacious walk-in closet where her trash finds were stacked between designer shoes and expensive toys. She was munching on movie theater buttery popcorn and drinking a soda. Drew was too interested in the solar panels to think about food just yet. He rummaged noisily through the items, spending a good deal of time on the solar lights.

“They still work!” Drew exclaimed excitedly. “I can’t believe someone would throw these out. The rechargeable battery just needs to be replaced.” He held up two faded AA sized batteries. “How many lights does this guy have? Did he put them all out in the yard at the same time?” Drew’s mind was whirling with calculations. The panels were small. He guessed he would need at least twenty of them to power Sticky.

Hope thought carefully as she swallowed a mouthful of cookie. “I think Mr. Roberts did put all of the lights out at the same time. I remember he kept complaining about the little boy next door hitting them with his basketball. There must be around 30 of them around the front flowerbeds and driveway. It could be a while before the others burn out though, couldn’t it? And what if he figures out that the batteries just need to be replaced?” Hope was beginning to feel Drew’s urgency to finish Sticky. She knew Drew’s idea was an important scientific discovery, and she felt proud to be a part of the project.

Drew stuffed a handful of popcorn into his mouth and chewed while they both thought about possible solutions to their unusual problem.

“I have an idea, but I’m not sure you’ll like it,” he finally said, his cheeks bulging around a mouthful of popcorn.

Handing him a soda to rinse his salty throat, Hope nodded for him to continue.

“Tonight, we sneak over to the Roberts house and kill all of the lights for him. It’ll be easy. We’ll just have to pull the top off like this.” He demonstrated with one of the discarded lights. “Then we’ll slide a piece of cardboard on one side of the battery so it can’t make a connection. With any luck, they’ll all be in the trash on Thursday. He’ll think they just wore out like these two did.”

Hope stood and planted her hands firmly on her hips. Tilting her head to one side, she began her speech. “We can’t do that! It’s just like stealing them! We could go to jail for vandalism or something. You can’t just break stuff on purpose so that someone will throw it away.” She waved her arms wildly, erasing the idea from the air. Then stopped and pointed an accusing finger at him. “That isn’t why you started collecting stuff from the trash in the first place. The whole point was to build Sticky out of discarded items. It doesn’t count if you force someone to throw something out. This is wrong Drew! We can’t do it.” She sat stubbornly on the edge of her bed and crossed her arms in front of her chest. Her chin pointed upward obstinately.

Drew wiped buttery grease from his fingers onto his jeans. “Relax a little, will ya? I can sure tell your mother’s a lawyer! Geez, I intend to make it up to the man. I agree. We can’t just take them or force him to throw them out without doing something for him.” Drew hid a grin when Hope put her arms down at her sides and leaned forward to listen. She was eager for him to find a way to make this work. She wanted the solar panels almost as desperately as he did.

Drew continued with more confidence now. “We both know that sometime in the near future all of those panels will end up in the trash. Right?”

Hope nodded her head once in agreement. She fell silent, waiting for him to continue. It would take more than one statement to convince her to follow through with his crazy plan of sabotage.

“We can also be fairly certain he will replace the lights quickly with a similar design. He’s a busy man and doesn’t have time for wiring electric lights through his yard. He owns three Grocery stores after all.” Drew expected her to agree at that point but she merely stared at him, waiting for the conclusion. “We watch the new lights. They will start to wear out in around two years. When they do, we replace the rechargeable batteries for him with brand new ones. He will get twice the life out of his lights that way. He gets a really great deal if you think about it. Without our interference he would be replacing them all again in two years!” Drew finished triumphantly.

“Well—” Hope said staring at the ceiling in thought. “I guess he will get a good deal, and he was going to throw them out anyhow.” A lock of long dark hair had escaped her ponytail and she twisted it into a spiral around her index finger as she thought it all through. Finally, her eyes narrowed with a compromise. “Okay, just one more thing. We find a way to explain that the batteries need to be replaced four years from now, before he throws the next set of lights in the trash.”

Drew groaned and ran his hand through his short spiky hair. He hated to give up thirty free solar panels, even if it was four years in the future. Her determined stare made it obvious that she wouldn’t budge on this point so he thrust out his hand to shake an agreement with her.

Pulling the DVD player and CD changer to the center of the room, Drew gave Hope a lesson in disassembling them.

She was still fascinated with the electronic innards. “The circuit board looks like a tiny city. Look, there are tall buildings, flat parking lots and even short fat silos. This is like an alien landscape. I can imagine a farm of Robo-bugs scurrying around a mechanical farm.” She grinned. With jerky, awkward movements, she disassembled the CD changer by herself with only a few instructions from Drew. “These gears and wires look like little bits of food. I feel like a chef preparing a gourmet meal.” She licked her lips and patted her belly.

“Great,” Drew answered, shaking his head. “You are now a farmer and a chef, but what you should be feeling like is an electrician or a robotic engineer. We’ll have to argue your future profession later. I’ve got to leave soon.”

Drew poked a screwdriver around inside the DVD player. “Look, see this little plastic part? It slipped out of that slot on the side. If I slide it back in, the DVD player will work perfectly again. Then I can sell it to CJ’s Pawn Shop and buy robot parts with the money.”

“That wasn’t difficult at all. Too bad so many people throw things away without trying to have them fixed. Everything has become disposable,” Hope said, slipping the cover back over the DVD player.

“Here are the pieces we’ve pulled out today,” Drew said, laying the circuit boards and gears in front of her. “These are some of the things we’ll find very useful for building robots. Memorize them.”

They spent the next half hour cutting the front panel of a Chocolate Balls cereal box into tiny pieces to fit between the batteries and their connection point. Hope cut a few extra, just in case she dropped some in the darkness. Her spy supplies wouldn’t be in until tomorrow, but this mission had to be completed tonight. They had to make certain the solar lights were in Thursday’s trash so they could move ahead with Sticky’s power supply.

Hope groaned aloud when she thought of the huge stray dog that would also be after the trash. The supplies were the least of her troubles. She would have no protection tonight from King Scrap. The ultrasonic dog chaser wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow. She would have to come up with a temporary plan to ward off the beast.

“I’m glad you’ll be with me for the mission tonight Drew,” Hope said. I’m not used to walking around outside in the dark by myself. We’ll have to watch out for King Scrap, but nothing is going to keep us from getting these solar panels and finishing Sticky—especially not a pathetic old dog.


[image: Image]

MISSION LIGHTS OUT

At promptly six o’clock that evening, Hope’s Dad knocked on her door. She finished dressing just in time. One last look in the mirror brought a giggle to her sparkling lips. The expensive blue velvet dress with the feather collar was a huge change from the spy gear she was wearing just this morning. Surprisingly, she liked the spy gear better.

“Are you ready dear?” Her father’s voice boomed through the closed door. He had a habit of talking far too loud. Year after year spent on noisy oilrigs made him feel like he always had to shout to be heard.

“I’m ready Dad,” Hope answered. She smiled when the tall thin man with thick black hair entered her room. Dad was gone much of the time, but when he came home, he was much more affectionate than her mother. He pulled her into a powerful bear hug and smiled warmly.

Mr. Bailey grew up in America rather than Mexico as his wife had. He loved the research he did for the oil companies and really felt like he made a difference in the world. The fact that he was gone so often bothered him, but he didn’t realize how often Hope was left alone. He accepted his own delusion that Mrs. Bailey was more affectionate to their daughter when he was away on an oilrig. Unfortunately it was her work at the law firm that kept her company when he was gone, not their daughter.

“You look beautiful. I can’t wait to hear how school is going. You’ve already had three weeks haven’t you?” In answer to her nod, he ruffled her perfectly styled hair with his large hand. Several locks of hair pulled loose from the high bun and fell around her face in little curls. “Are you hungry?” he asked, leading her toward the door without waiting for an answer.

Hope sat in the back of her father’s small silver sport’s car on the way to the restaurant. Her mother talked the entire drive away. She described her newest cases to her husband in tedious detail. Normally Hope would have been half-mad with boredom. Today, she had other things to occupy her mind. Mission Lights Out tonight was important, and she needed everything to work together smoothly. Sneaking out of the house would be more complicated and risky with two parents listening for nighttime noises. Tonight, Drew would meet her for the mission, which would make things even more complicated if someone caught them.

The expensive meal seemed endless. Hope’s parents hardly even noticed she was there. They had missed each other, of course, so they had a lot to talk about. Being invisible was okay occasionally, but when it became a permanent condition, it was frustrating. Every now and then, her father would remember she was there and ask a brief question about school. Before she could answer completely, her mother would interrupt and steer the conversation back to herself. After a while, Hope gave up trying to answer with any detail, relying on a simple nod if possible.

When Mrs. Bailey went to the restroom, Hope’s father turned to her. “I’ll be waiting for you tomorrow afternoon when you get home from school. We’ll have a good chat then. I promise.”

Hope nodded. “Good! I have so many questions for you. I’m working on a new project with a friend.” Mrs. Bailey returned and Hope could hardly wait for the next afternoon when she could ask her father questions about the oil industry, solar panels, and robotics.

By the time the agonizing supper finally ended and they got back home, it was already nine o’clock in the evening. Hope had been up since four-thirty that morning, so she was exhausted. She mumbled, “g’night,” to her parents and stumbled up the stairs to her room. Her alarm clock was already set for two o’clock a.m.. Drew would meet her in the front yard at two-fifteen. She fell into bed and was asleep in minutes, still wearing her blue velvet dress with the tickly feather collar.

The low beep of the alarm clock became the horn of a car that raced toward Hope in her dreams. Just before the car hit her, she sat up with a jerk. The clock read two minutes after two o’clock. She was definitely wide-awake now.

The house was dark and quiet as she crept down the stairs dressed all in black. A small Ziploc bag in her hand held the tiny cardboard pieces. The odd fur hat and tight shoes made her feel a bit ridiculous. She wouldn’t feel like a real spy until her gear came in. Tonight, her only weapon was a bottle of sweet honeysuckle perfume. If King Scrap got close enough, she could spray it in his one good eye. Hopefully, the perfume would sting badly enough that he would leave her alone. Maybe he would be out scavenging some other neighborhood tonight. There would be little trash for him to forage through tonight since tomorrow wasn’t collection day in this neighborhood.

When she turned off the house alarm, she muffled the beep with a small pillow. She was getting good at sneaky behavior.

It was a cloudy night. The moon and stars were almost invisible as she moved outside and scanned the darkness for a sign of Drew. Then she saw him riding silently toward her on his bicycle.He was wearing a bright red Tshirt and a pair of faded blue jeans. She was disappointed that he hadn’t dressed more appro-priately for the mission. Tomorrow she would give him the second set of spy clothes. If she was going to be part of his missions, she was going to do her best to make certain they both went unnoticed.

When Drew was finally able to catch his breath and quiet his muffled giggles over her fur hat, dress shoes, and black face paint, they walked silently to Mr. Roberts’ yard.

Moving carefully, Hope removed the black plastic tops from each of the solar yard lights. Drew came behind her and placed a tiny piece of cardboard between the end of each battery and its connection, then replaced the cover. One by one the lights winked out. Finally, they looked around the dark yard with pride. Mission accomplished. And best of all, King Scrap was nowhere to be seen. Drew gave her a silent high five and they turned back toward her house, whispering low as they walked.

That’s when Hope heard the low rumbling growl directly behind them. How did he do that? Hope wondered. He was remarkably quiet and sneaky for such a huge monster of a dog. Drew continued walking and didn’t seem to hear the rumbled warning the first time. Slowly, Hope slid her hand into her pocket and griped the small glass bottle of perfume. Her mother would absolutely die if she knew what the expensive perfume was about to be sprayed on. If her lips hadn’t frozen in terror, she would have smiled at this thought.

Drew saw Hope turn slowly around to her left. He pivoted with her and his face lit with shock when he found himself facing King Scrap. The dog was in worse shape than he expected. And—he was huge! Drew had really thought Hope’s description was an exaggeration. He was definitely the biggest, meanest dog Drew had ever seen.

King scrap’s one good eye followed their move-ments hungrily. He was crouching low, in a lion’s pounce position. The eerie rumble was still vibrating from somewhere deep in the dog’s thick throat.

Taking a shaky breath, Hope walked one step forward, then two. Scrap stood his ground. His head tilted curiously. Then he advanced one step forward, leaning in toward them with confidence.

The look on Scrap’s face was priceless when Hope leapt forward and sprayed him with the sweet aroma of honeysuckle. He stood his ground for a moment longer. Then he turned with a yelp and ran from the sweet smelling skunk that had sprayed him.

Drew gave a muffled whoop of delight when King Scrap disappeared into the darkness. They allowed themselves a brief noiseless dance around the dark yard before Hope headed back to the house and Drew mounted his bike to return home.

She wasn’t certain if the perfume had actually hurt Scrap’s one good eye, or if he simply ran from the embarrassment of his new sweet smell. It didn’t matter. Mission Lights Out was a great success.

Hope watched from the front window as Drew left on his bike, his red T-shirt inflating with wind as he sped away. Then something in the yard caught her attention. A black, furry blob in the middle of the front yard where they had done their victory dance. Hope felt her head. It was her furry hat. A moment later King Scrap slipped slowly into view. He sniffed the air, then pounced on the fur hat and tore it into tiny pieces. He stood tall and howled out his vow that the sweet smelling skunk would never spray him again.
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The next day was Tuesday. Hope and Drew met at lunch and made plans to meet over the weekend to work on Sticky together.

“It’s really strange,” Drew told her. “I’ve always thought of Sticky as my secret project and never told anyone about him. But for some reason I don’t mind sharing him now. It’s actually nice to have an extra hand and brain around.” He grinned. “Besides, with a little more practice you’re going to be even better at trash collection than I am!” He punched her shoulder and they both laughed. By the time lunch was over they had a list of the final pieces they needed to finish Sticky.

For once, Hope didn’t have any homework. When she arrived home, her father was waiting just like he had promised. He told her about the oilrig and asked her about school. She listened and answered politely, but she was itching to ask questions of her own.

Finally, he asked about her computer and she showed him what she was working on. He promised to bring her some expensive photo editing software and a photo printer the next time he came home. Her father was impressed with what she had learned to do with her digital pictures. The photo of Hope kissing an egg shaped robot head was particularly interesting to him.

“What on earth is that thing?” He asked, leaning low to the flat computer screen she had framed in fuzzy pink fur.

“That’s one of the robots Drew is building. It’s so cool Dad!” Hope had already told him about Drew and his help with the computer. She left out the dumpster diving and their spy operations. Sometimes parents freak out if they have too much information.

“He has the robot rigged to run on solar power using a special system of magnets for movement—” she told him all about Sticky and Drew and his family. She explained the muscle wire to him and the remote control that powered the robot. He seemed surprised and delighted at her interest in such things. It was the longest and most interesting conversation Hope had ever had with her dad. For once, she was interested in something besides her hair, a new dress and the latest metallic nail polish.

Finally, Hope asked him questions about the oil industry and pollution.

“I’ve seen some pretty devastating oil spills.” He admitted seriously. “Everything dies—birds, plants, fish, turtles, seals, even the wildlife on the shore. The animals scatter everywhere coated in thick oil and we have no way to help them. They die. Afterwards, the area stays empty. Nothing can live there for many, many years.” Folding his hands at his chin, he continued. “The whole world also suffers from pollution caused by cars, lawn-mowers, and factories that burn gas and oil. It’s bad for the Earth. The real problem lies in how well established it all is.”

“It’s difficult to explain how we started down this road and now even the government doesn’t know how to fix the problem.” Taking a deep breath, he continued. “It all started many years ago with the richest and most powerful people in the world. They all had something to do with the oil industry, either directly or indirectly, like with vehicles and shipping. It doesn’t always matter what is best for the earth. The thing that became popular and successful was whatever made these rich men richer. Fossil fuels were where they had their money tied up, so they promoted it, even at the expense of the envi-ronment.” He held up a hand to silence the frustrated questions he saw in her eyes. “There are people trying to change this now, but our country is now very dependent on the oil industry and it will probably take many, many years to change. Maybe you will grow up and be the one to change it someday, or this new friend of yours?”

Hope forced a smile and thanked him for his honest answers. He’s wrong. She thought stubbornly. We don’t intend to wait until we grow up. We’re going to change it now. The next generation will have cleaner air and cleaner water because of us. She held on to this belief. Late that evening, when she unpacked her new spy equipment, she was even more convinced that they would succeed.
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DREW DIVES AGAIN

Tuesday, on the way home from school, Drew stopped optimistically at the apartment dumpsters. His Mom expected him soon, so he would have to move quickly. Normally he wouldn’t plan a dumpster dive this late in the afternoon. He had discovered the risk of getting a pile of trash dumped on his head was much greater after five o’clock when most adults returned home from work. Today he was feeling lucky and calculated that it was worth the risk. If he could find one more small motor, he would be a step closer to completing Sticky. He had never expected to have the solar panels this quickly. What luck!

Dangling over the trash from his bungee strap, Drew inspected the day’s waste. He wore a faded red bandanna tied over his mouth and nose in the style of an old western outlaw. Still, the smell of decaying food made his stomach roll over. He needed to get a swimmer’s nose plug like the one Hope ordered. She did have some pretty cool ideas—for a girl anyhow.

He was picking through a bag that at first glance looked like office trash, but turned out to be construction paper, glitter, and beans. Obviously, it was the remains of a kindergarten craft project. When he dropped the bag in frustration, a thick cloud of glitter puffed out and coated him. “Great, now I look like the fairy princess of the dumpster world,” he mumbled grouchily. “Time to call it a day.”

Just then, a large bag of trash landed squarely on his head. He muffled a yelp of surprise, pain, and disgust. The bag burst open on impact. It was full of old papers, a couple of rotten apples, and some spoiled tomatoes. The awful rotting smell made him gag. How am I going to explain this one to Mom? He wondered grumpily. He had returned home more than once covered in putrid smelling trash; he was running out of excuses.

“WHOOOOOOOP, WHOOOOOOP…” Just as Drew began raising himself out of the dumpster, he heard the alarm. It was the shrill blow horn he had set up on his bike. He had always worried that someone would mistake his bicycle for trash and take it while he hung hidden in a dumpster. This was the first time the alarm had ever gone off. Drew spun himself around in mid air, still suspended from the bungee cord. He peeked through a gap in the dumpster just below the lid hinge to see if the booby-trap on the alarm would also work.

“Butch Beef!” Drew whispered in surprise. The class bully was standing over his mountain bike. Could things get any worse? Please don’t work, please don’t work… He hoped fervently the permanent ink he rigged to spray out after the alarm sounded would malfunction. Oh– there it goes! Butch is going to kill me for sure.

Butch jumped back in surprise and shouted curses at the offending bicycle. His face and hands were dripping with the dark purple ink that sprayed out of a canister under the handlebars. Drew had found four canisters of the ink in a dumpster behind the bank last summer. They were filled with a permanent ink, intended to stain the hands of a bank robber. The bank had thrown them out because of the overdue expiration date. Drew didn’t know for sure how long the ink stain would last so he was always extremely careful with the canisters.

Butch swung his head back and forth looking for either a witness or a victim. Drew stayed very still; he didn’t want to be either one. Butch froze when he spotted a scruffy stray cat perched on the edge of the sidewalk. He stomped toward the far side of the apartment complex, pausing long enough to kick the stray cat roughly off the sidewalk.

Drew winced as the cat landed with a thump and a whimper of mews next to the dumpster. He huffed out a sigh of relief that Butch hadn’t seen him. Butch was the meanest kid in school. After being beat up by him twice last year, Drew now took particular care to avoid him whenever possible. He would have to modify his bicycle tonight so the bully wouldn’t recognize it tomorrow at school. He had planned to spend the evening working on Sticky, but staying alive took priority—even over his prized robot.

Drew remained suspended from the bungee strap for a few more minutes to be certain Butch wouldn’t return. Then, he grabbed a faded pink towel from a trash bag and quickly pulled himself out of the dumpster. He wrapped the damp old towel over the bike’s handlebars to prevent drops of the purple ink from getting on his own skin. With a last look over his shoulder at the apartment complex, he pushed hard on thepedals..

The pitiful stray cat mewed again, her plea sounded eerily like the word, “help.” A combination of pity and a developing plan sent Drew back for the cat. He carefully scooped her up and carried her home under his left arm. Drew’s mom had worked as a nurse before the twins were born, and she had a soft spot for anyone or anything with an injury. The cat provided him with the perfect explanation for his trash coated clothes and moldy smell. He would just tell his mom he jumped into a dumpster to rescue the injured stray. Instead of getting in trouble, Mom would praise him for his brilliant heroic efforts—okay maybe that was pushing it, but at least he wouldn’t get into as much trouble.

The red truck in the Binary driveway was an unexpected but welcome sight. Drew hadn’t expected his dad to come home this week. Now Mom would be even more distracted. He grinned happily and sighed. This time he would escape punishment completely.

Drew took the time to shake excess glitter from his hair before he opened the front door. He dropped the purple stained towel into the trashcan and rearranged the injured stray under his left arm.

The house was abuzz with the excitement of Mr. Binary’s return. Alan was climbing all over his dad on the sofa while Mom tried to fill him in on the happenings of the household. The twins babbled happily from the playpen, and Hershey stood at his master’s feet with a racquetball clenched hopefully in his teeth. Drew wished his Dad could be home more often; the house felt more complete when they were all together like this.

They hadn’t even heard him come in, and Mom jumped in surprise when he spoke from the doorway with the cat held out in front of him like an offering. “Hey! I didn’t know you were coming home today Dad. How long can you stay?” The cat wiggled and mewed. “Oh, Mom, I rescued this stray cat on my way home from school. I think it’s hurt,” he finished, trying to minimize the unusual event. “Hey Drew-man, how’s school going?” his father asked. “I can only stay for two days this time, but hopefully I’ll be home for a while when this job is finished.” He stood, reaching to hug his oldest son. The horrid smell stopped him in his tracks. “Whoa! You smell like a trash heap. And what’s that sparkly stuff all over you? Why don’t you get cleaned up while your mom checks out this stray?”

Drew’s mom was already lifting the stray from his arms. The cat mewed pathetically and she talked to it in gentle tones as though it were an injured child.

That went more smoothly than I could have hoped. Drew thought with a grin as he walked to the bathroom. He turned the shower on and waited for the water to steam. The hot water relaxed him and he was happy to replace the aroma of rotten tomatoes with mountain-fresh soap scent. With a towel wrapped around his hips, he ran to his room and grabbed a pair of reasonably clean jeans and pulled a clean T-shirt over his head. He found a mostly-full bottle of chrome colored spray paint from the shelf above his desk. Bicycle modifications were running through his mind when he went outside where Alan and Dad were shooting hoops in a game of horse.

“Want to join us, Drew?” his Dad invited as he purposefully missed an easy shot. Alan ran and squeezed his battered stuffed tiger who was sitting propped at the goal post to pretend-watch the lively game. Then he danced enthusiastically around the driveway to celebrate his lead in the game.

“Nah, maybe later. I’ve got to work on my bike for a while tonight.” He shook the spray paint until it rattled. The black mountain bike needed a new coat of paint anyhow, and the chrome would look high tech. He removed the purple-stained alarm system. He would have to take his chances without the alarm until he had time to design a new system that Butch wouldn’t recognize. Drew chatted with his dad and Alan while he took the bike apart and sprayed it over a layer of newspaper he had spread in the driveway. After supper, he would put it all back together.

The twins’ alternating squeals of delight and anger regularly interrupted the supper conversation that evening. Mom had washed and fed the stray cat and it watched them eat with pitiful eyes from a cardboard box near the table. Drew managed to tell Dad a little about Sticky between the howls.

Dad was interested and impressed. “I promise I’ll look over the robot with you later tonight, Drew.” Dad said, patting Drew on the shoulder.

“I made a wobot too, Dad! His name is Woody!” Alan said, jumping up and down like a troll.

“Well,” Dad patted Alan’s head. “I’ll inspect your robot later tonight too then. I have two very bight boys here.”

They all smiled and looked forward to nighttime.

Mom did supper dishes and Dad helped Alan make alterations to Woody while Drew worked on his bike. The chain needed oil and he added some Zyego stickers to the shiny chrome bars to make it look as though it had always been chrome colored. He saved the alarm in one of the many bins in his room in case he needed it later for another project. He would have to rely on the tire lock to keep his bike safe for now. From now on, he would only check the apartment building dumpster before four o’clock. Butch would be at football practice until then.

When Drew finished his bicycle and came in to show Sticky off to his dad, Mom was working on the stray again.

 “How’s he doing?” Drew asked, scratching the cat’s chin gently.

“It’s a she, and she is going to be just fine.” Mom smiled as she ran her hand over the fluffy gray fur.

The cat had looked black when Drew brought it home. He was surprised to see the beautiful long gray hair once the cat was clean.

“I think her leg may have a hair-line fracture. I’m going to splint it now so she won’t injure it more.” Mom frowned. “She won’t like it, but the splint will have to stay in place for a couple of weeks. Then we’ll try to find her a new home.”

Mom stretched the cat’s right front paw outward and placed a tongue depressor on the front and one on the back to hold the leg stiff. Then she wrapped soft white gauze around the entire leg. The cat winced and mewed painfully in protest. “Can you hand me that white tape please?” Mom asked. She expertly taped the leg until it was stiff in the makeshift cast.

“I’m going to take Alan and the twins to the store for some cat food in a few minutes. That way you’ll have a chance to show Sticky to your dad. We’ll all get to see him tomorrow while you are at school.” Mom smiled at him with soft, understanding eyes. She knew it was hard on him to grow up with his dad gone most of the time.

Drew grinned as Alan hopped out to the car. He was rarely in the house when his mom and brothers were gone. The silence was marvelous. He carefully explained all Sticky’s parts to his dad.

Dad laughed when Sticky frowned at him during a discussion about Drew’s allowance. He seemed truly impressed by the robot’s clean design. “You know,” he said, “I think there’s a good chance your magna-motion idea is actually going to work.” He scratched the stubble on his chin. “A guy I’m working with builds robots,” he said casually, immediately capturing Drew’s attention. “I was talking with him earlier this week and he specializes in solar power. I’ll tell him about Sticky and give him your email address. I’ll bet he would be willing to answer any questions you have.”

“That would be great!” Drew answered, his eyes glowing. “I could email him the pictures Hope took with her digital camera.”

He had told his dad about Hope and her help with Sticky. He purposely neglected to mention the spy missions. Drew figured his Dad only needed to know that the items came from the trash. The rest was a little too difficult to explain to a grown up.

By the time Mom, Alan and the twins returned with cat food and litter, Dad and Drew were ready for a game of Mexican Train Dominoes. Mom brought out a huge bucket of fudge and peanut butter swirled ice cream. They laughed and ate sugary globs of ice cream until they were nearly sick. Drew thought it was the most perfect night he could remember.

Several times that evening, during his family’s outbursts of laughter, he thought of Hope sitting alone in her silent house. He realized for the first time in his life that his family was more important than anything else in the world.
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A SPY IS BORN

Wednesday at school, Hope and Drew met for lunch to plan the next mission.

“Here,” Hope said, passing a plastic bag to Drew. “This will help keep our missions secret. I absolutely can not get caught dumpster diving.”

“What’s this?” Drew asked, opening the bag and peering inside. He pulled out a black shirt and raised his eyebrows in question. Next a pair of gloves, sweat pants, a hat, and a nose plug—all in black.

“It’s just some stuff I ordered for the mission. I’d have a really difficult time explaining any of this to my parents. Most of all, I do not have time for another nanny,” Hope explained nervously. She didn’t want him to refuse the equipment. “I figured your mom would ask questions if you ordered your own gear, so you can borrow some of mine for now.”

“Okay,” Drew agreed reluctantly. “But just to borrow. I won’t let you buy things for me,” he finished stubbornly.

“Don’t worry; I’ve got more important things to spend my money on. These things are just for you to use for a while,” Hope answered. She hoped he would eventually forget all about the arrangement, and she would never ask him to return the gear. She skillfully changed the subject.

“Tomorrow’s Thursday. Trash day in my neighborhood,” Hope reminded him. “I hope Mr. Roberts had time to throw out the rest of his solar lights after Mission Lights Out shut them down.” Hope grinned. “Are you still going to ride your bike over to help me with our newest mission, Solar Surprise?”

“I’ll be there,” Drew answered. “And this time we’re ready for King Scrap.”
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That night, Hope sat outside on the upstairs balcony overlooking her entire neighborhood. The light green glow from her night vision binoculars was barely detectable from the street. On her lap was a sky-view drawing of the neighborhood. The trashcans that showed the most promise were marked with a green X. She marked areas where she had encountered King Scrap with a red X.

Her father had left early that morning for his assignment on another oilrig. She already missed his loud cheery voice. It would probably be at least a month before he returned. Hope’s mother was still at the office. The message she sent Hope by email said simply, “big case, don’t know when i’ll be home. don’t stay up too late.” Her standard impersonal signature ended the note:

Crystal Bailey

Attorney at law

Briggs, Bailey & Cothem

Mrs. Bailey had obviously typed the message in a hurry, without her usual correct grammar and punc-tuation. When she had moved to America from Mexico, she became determined to have perfect English. She still had a slight Spanish accent when she spoke, but her grammar was always perfect.

For once, the note had elated rather than irritated Hope. It would be much easier to plan her morning trash route now that she could sit out on the balcony without explanation or worry. So far, there didn’t appear to be much for her to collect. The Nossen family had some boxes from a new stereo, and DVD player. A television box was in front of another house. Drew had told her to be on the lookout for that, often the items they replaced would be in the trash. She looked at her drawing and placed a green X on the box that represented the Nossen’s trashcan.

Nervously, she kept swinging the binoculars back toward Mr. Robert’s house. He removed all of the solar lights from his yard this morning, but he still hadn’t hauled them to the curb. He could have discovered that the lights had batteries and tried to replace them. If that were the case, then he would discover the bits of cardboard. What would he think? He might figure out that someone wanted those lights when he threw them out, and he might just be waiting and watching for them. Or, he might even set a trap to catch them.

By nine o’clock, Hope was dozing in the lounge chair on the balcony. When she saw movement by Mr. Robert’s garage, she came fully awake. He came out of the garage pulling two green, wheeled trashcans behind him. Rats. The cans were already closed so she had no way of knowing what was in them until she pulled them open herself.

Wait. What is he doing? Mr. Roberts stood at the end of his driveway and scanned the neighborhood. Does he suspect something? Could there be a trap or a camera inside the trashcans? Hope groaned and wondered why things couldn’t just go smoothly. Sighing deeply, she rose with a giant cat-like stretch and headed to bed. She would just pray that if Mr. Roberts were watching for something suspicious, he would fall asleep before four-thirty a.m. when she and Drew were out prowling the neighborhood. With a great yawn, she fell into bed and was instantly asleep.

It seemed like only moments had passed before Hope’s alarm beeped persistently from under her pillow. She squeezed buttons until it finally turned off and stretched long enough to fit in a double yawn. By the time she pulled the box of new gear out from under her bed, she was fully awake. The black knit cap and black running shoes felt good. They looked more in character for a trash thief than the old dress shoes and fur hat had looked. This morning, when her mother had found the shredded fur hat in the front yard, she almost gave in to the stress and confessed to the entire operation. What a narrow escape! Her surprise had almost made her blow it. Fortunately, she recovered quickly and pretended ignorance at the caps appearance and destruction. She would be more careful from now on.

Hope clipped the Ultrasonic Dog Chaser to her belt with a smug grin. “King Scrap will have to find another neighborhood for supper tonight,” she whispered. Her nose plug dangled from its strap around her neck, and her night vision binoculars were hanging over her left shoulder. She tiptoed down the stairs, turned off the burglar alarm, and went out the front door. Mission Solar Surprise had begun.

Hope stood for a few moments in front of her house. She scanned the neighborhood but saw no sign of movement or life. Not even at Mr. Robert’s house.

“Glad to see you’re finally awake,” an invisible voice said from the darkness.

Hope held her hand over her own mouth to stifle the scream that crept up her throat. Drew’s grinning face appeared over the top of a bush where he had been waiting for her.

“Shhhh!” She warned in a stern whisper. “You scared me half to death!”

Ignoring her comment, he waved her forward. “Come on. Let’s get the most important part of the mission over with. This could be dangerous.” Then, with too little precaution in Hope’s opinion, he marched over to Mr. Robert’s trashcans.

The trashcans were tall. They had to tip them sideways to see inside. The first one held mostly kitchen trash, including a pile of sloppy moist chicken bones from supper. This reminded Hope to put her nose plug on, Drew had more experience with trash and already had his firmly in place.

“I’ll never forget this thing again,” Hope said, fanning her nose with one hand and clipping her nose plug on with the other.

When Drew opened the second can, Hope heard a humming noise behind them. She whirled around, expecting to see either King Scrap or Mr. Roberts. Instead, she saw a garage door across the street opening slowly.

“Hide! Quick!” Hope hissed as she dove behind one of the trashcans and crouched down. Instantly, Drew slid down behind her.

“That’s odd,” Drew whispered. “Who in their right mind would be up at four-thirty a.m.?” They grinned dumbly at each other when they realized they couldn’t fault someone else for getting up so early when they had done the same. The car coasted away without seeing them.

“Thank goodness!” Hope said. “Black clothing and war paint in the early morning would have been difficult to explain to my mom. I can’t imagine what she would have to say about dumpster diving.”

“No time to worry about what might have happened. Let’s get back to work,” he said, lifting the lid on the second trash can.

Hope pulled a bulky sack from the trash can. She held her breath and peeked inside. “This is it!” The huge sack was filled with solar lights. She let out a relieved breath, then started worrying again. “How are we going to hide this?” she whispered into the darkness.

“We’ll have to disassemble them,” Drew answered. “Dump them out and we’ll pull the top off each lantern. That’s where the solar panel is. We can throw the lantern case and spike back in the trash can.”

Hope pulled the spikes and lower part of the lantern from the bottom of each light and tossed them into the trashcan. Drew put the lantern top back into the trash bag. The bundle was much smaller when they finished.

When Hope finally hid the bag of solar light tops safely in her closet, it was already five-twenty a.m. It was risky to go out again so close to wakeup time for the neighborhood business people. Drew decided it was worth the risk today. The trashcan with the empty stereo and DVD boxes piled next to it was still unexplored.

They were both disappointed to find only a small old DVD player in the heap. “Not much of a treasure,” Drew said, kicking an empty box.

“The solar panels make up for it though. Sticky will be operational in no time,” Hope answered.

They were just passing the Roberts’ driveway on their way back to Hope’s house when she heard the familiar growl behind her.

“Uh, what was that…” Drew asked in a shaky whisper. They turned around together in slow motion.

Hope squeezed the ultrasonic dog chaser as she turned. It was on. She held it straight out in front of her. Willing it to ward off the beast using the sound that the internet ad had promised only a dog could hear. King Scrap advanced several steps closer. The electronic device obviously had no effect on him. “This doesn’t make sense!” She looked back at Drew in bewilderment.

Suddenly Drew had a horrible thought. This half-blind stray could have other health problems as well. “Hope, I’ll bet he’s deaf. He can’t hear that thing!”

Plan B came to Hope in a rush. She hurled the ultrasonic device as far as she could, careful to make sure it passed by King Scrap’s good eye so he would follow it. He turned and ran toward it exactly as she had hoped. They didn’t have much time. When King Scrap discovered the plastic box was inedible, he was sure to turn and come after them. Next, she flipped open the lid of Mr. Roberts trashcan and pulled out several handfuls of gooey chicken bones. It was one of the most unladylike, disgusting things she had ever done.

Drew stepped away and watched, his face wrinkled in disgust.

“Run!” She hissed in a loud whisper while she scattered the bones across the road. Then she ran for the house, the DVD player still tucked firmly under her left arm. Drew was a step ahead of her as they pushed through the front door.

Through the dining room window, they watched King Scrap devour the smelly chicken leftovers. They were both breathing so hard that Hope worried it would wake her mother. She closed her eyes and tired to relax.

“He looks so gentle out there eating.” Drew swallowed in a loud gulp of fear.

King Scrap’s stubby tail jerked from side to side as he munched.

“I’m going to sneak back out now. I think I can get away on my bike while that beast is finishing his meal.” He saluted her and pulled the door open just enough to slip out sideways. “Until tomorrow!” he said, and then he was just a dark shadow moving down the street.
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TATTLETALE DADS

Mr. William Binary made the long drive back to northern Illinois on Friday. He arrived late Friday afternoon and packed his tools for work. He frequently did his work at night. The cables he was running in this high-rise office building were delicate fiber optic cables. Other construction workers could easily damage the cables if he worked at the crowded site during the day. Some of the cables would eventually connect all of the computers together in a network; others would connect them to the Internet.

William enjoyed his job and he especially enjoyed working in the quiet of the night.

Tonight, a single other vehicle stood in the dirt parking area next to the building. William was happy to see that it was Neon. Neon was the robot fanatic he had just been telling Drew about. Of course, Neon wasn’t his real name. Everyone called him that, but no one seemed to remember why. William hoped to run into him tonight so he could discuss Drew’s robot with him. Even though they were the only people on the job tonight, chances were slim that they would be working on the same floor in the twenty-seven-story building.

As luck would have it, when William exited the elevator on the twenty-third floor, the back of Neon’s head was the first thing he saw.

Neon was only thirty-five years old, but his hair was pure white and he wore it in a long ponytail down his back. He was a tall wiry man with ice blue eyes and well tanned skin. He always spoke slowly and quietly, as though he was telling an extremely important secret. William had heard other workers teasing that he had probably grown up in a library. But William liked him. Neon was always kind to everyone and the first to offer a helping hand. Undeniably, he was also the most intelligent person William had ever met.

“Hello, William,” Neon said as the elevator doors closed. He spoke as though he welcomed, even expected, this intrusion on his work. Neon was installing security devices in the building. Entry onto each floor would require a photo id badge as well as a hand print scan. Some offices on the top floors had even greater security and required a retinal scan of the eye for entry. The high-tech gadgets were cool, and Neon seemed to love the work. He often worked at night for the same reasons William did. The stillness protected his delicate equipment and it was perfectly quiet in the high-rise building at night.

“Hey Neon, I was hoping to run into you tonight.” William transferred his bulky yellow toolbox to his left hand and reached out to shake Neon’s outstretched hand. “I wanted to talk robots with you. My son has developed a pretty amazing gadget!”

“It just happens that I’m ready for a break.” Neon answered, gently laying a tiny circuit board on a portable worktable. The table had a grounding cord to prevent a static electric charge from shorting out the delicate electrical equipment. “And you know perfectly well that I’m always ready to talk about robots. I’ve got a thermos of coffee; let’s finish it off while we chat.” Neon motioned to a nearby corner office that had a spectacular view of the distant Chicago lights.

“Sounds great!” William answered enthusiastically.

The two men sprawled out in the empty room and watched the city lights wink on as darkness fell. William described Sticky while they drank black coffee from small white foam cups. He told Neon the successes and failures, good and bad points of Drew’s project as well as he knew them.

When he explained the principles behind the magna-motion that Drew was attempting to perfect, Neon sat straight upright and listened intently. Now and then he asked a question and William answered when he could.

“That’s a fascinating idea,” Neon finally concluded with more enthusiasm than William had ever seen him demonstrate. “It sounds like he might have a workable invention there. I’ll definitely email him about it. I’ll help in any way I can.” Then Neon looked toward the door as if checking for witnesses. “Tell your boy to be careful though. He is entering the alternative energy field and many people involved in new technologies are not fair players. It’s all about money to them,” He finished in a hushed voice.

This reaction surprised William. He had never known Neon to be paranoid. “Well, he’s only thirteen, I’m sure it will be a long time before he can compete with professional robot builders. I’d like to keep him interested though so I really appreciate you talking with him about this.” William stood and stretched. “It’s time for me to get to work. I’m a little behind with the trip home I just made. It was worth it to see the kids though; they’re growing like weeds. Here’s Drew’s email address.” He handed Neon a business card with gadget-geekshome@gmail.com scrawled on the back.

At three o’clock on Saturday morning, when Neon arrived home from work, the first thing he did was compose an email to robot boy.

The email began with an introduction and history of Neon’s own robot projects. Then it continued with questions about Sticky and explanations of solar powered robots. Neon offered to help Drew in any way possible. He ended the correspondence with the same curious warning that he had given to Drew’s father. Be careful who you tell, and watch your back!
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Christopher Bailey arrived on an offshore oilrig on Friday afternoon. Tall posts suspended the rig over the gulf coast, several miles off the shore of Biloxi, Mississippi. He would be stuck out here for at least a month. This time he was researching the purity of the oil the rig extracted from different levels deep under the ocean floor.

As soon as he arrived, his supervisor told him upper management had called a late afternoon meeting in the large cafeteria of the oilrig and everyone was required to attend. Men cramped into the low-ceilinged room. The rig had around-the-clock crews and it was rare for them all to be awake and in the same room together at once.

This presentation was one that the Federal Government required. After some talk about safety and pollution, they watched a long, silent slideshow showing the horrors surrounding an oil-spill. Dozens of heads bobbed around the room as men dozed. Everyone had seen the film countless times before. The idea was to make them aware of the dangers so they would take their job seriously and be careful. Most of the men were on the rig solely for a paycheck, the safety of the environment was low on their list of concerns today. A gentle snoring quickly rose in the room as more men fell into a sound slumber.

Christopher’s mind kept wandering back to the robot Hope had told him about. That type of transportation could truly change the world. Magna motion and solar power were going to be important in the future.

When the geeky presenter wearing a checkered sweater vest asked, “Does anyone have questions?” Christopher was the only man to stand up. The presenter gathered up his papers while the men roused from their naps. Clearly, he did not expect anyone to have a question or a comment. He had given this same presentation dozens of times without a single response.

“I’ve got a question,” Christopher began nervously. “Are the oil companies pursuing any cleaner and safer methods of power to improve our environment? I’ve recently seen a promising private invention using solar power.” He sat down quickly once the question was out.

The room was dead silent. The men moved fitfully in their seats and the presenter looked confused as he tried to form an answer.

Christopher’s boss rose to the podium and asked with a huge grin on his face “You mean are we pursuing ways to put ourselves out of business?”

Laughter echoed in a loud roar as the men pushed their chairs back to leave the room. The presenter laughed, straightened the waistband of his sweater vest, and moved away from the podium to gather up his things for his return to Biloxi. A big storm was coming in, the pilot would want to fly off the rig on the government helicopter before the storm hit. If they didn’t leave in time, they would be stuck out on this rig for days while the weather cleared. Christopher knew it wouldn’t pay to try to hold the man up any longer.

Three men in the back of the room hung around and took a keen interest in Christopher’s question. They were wearing expensive clothes with brightly colored ties, which made them look out of place on the dirty oilrig. The three men whispered nervously as the others laughed. Then, seeming to come to a conclusion, they left the room together.

Christopher was angry that both the presenter and his boss had merely laughed his question away without even attempting to answer it. No one had an interest in what he had asked. He decided that it was hopeless and retreated to the lab to work a few hours before suppertime.

He had never been on this particular oilrig before, so the faces were all new to him. At supper, when the man in front of him in the line invited him to sit with him and his two friends, Christopher quickly accepted.

The men chatted like old friends. When they all finished eating, they invited Christopher to join them for a game of cards. The time spent on an oilrig away from family often stretched long and lonely so Christopher accepted the seemingly friendly game of cards. They retreated to a small game room on one end of the rig. The room was crowded, smoky, and noisy. Christopher had no idea what the men had in mind for him.

About an hour into the game one of the men, who had called himself Billy, skillfully changed the direction of the conversation. “Hey, did you see that television special last week about solar powered cars? That was pretty cool. I would love to have one of those babies!”

Billy’s friends joined in and talked about other solar powered gadgets they had seen recently. Christopher didn’t suspect a thing. He told them all about Sticky the robot and the new magna-motion method. He shared all of the details Hope had given him. Well—everything except that Sticky’s developer was only thirteen years old. He figured that would make him a laughing stock with these new friends, so he was purposefully vague about Sticky’s owner. The only information he shared about Sticky’s location was that he had learned about Sticky just this week while visiting his family.

A short time later, the men all started glancing at their cell phones and sending text messages. Finally Billy said, “Looks like we’re going to have to wrap this up for the night and let you retire to your room. We’ve got to be on the next helicopter out of here. Emergency.”

“Now?” Christopher asked. “With the storm coming? I wouldn’t risk it. The mainland can wait boys. Let’s play another game.”

“We’d love to,” Bill answered. “But this is important business and worth a lot of money that we don’t want to miss out on. Thanks for the game.”

They all shook hands and Christopher went to his room to sleep through the storm.
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THE SPIES ARE SPIED UPON

Hope left for Drew’s house at eight o’clock sharp on Saturday morning. Today they planned to spend the entire day working on Sticky. Hope couldn’t wait to actually help with the robot. Up until now, she had only helped gather parts for him. She tied the trash-bag bundle of solar light tops to the back of her bicycle. Mission Solar Surprise had been a great success and they now had twenty-six solar panels.

She was so anxious to get to Drew’s house that she didn’t even notice the black sport motorcycle following her. The man riding the motorcycle was wearing expensive designer jeans and a freshly pressed white shirt and a purple striped tie. The mirrored visor on his sleek silver helmet completely hid his face. He looked out of place riding through the streets of Dried Springs. When Hope parked her bike in the Binary driveway and entered the house, the man stopped nearby and made a phone call with his cell phone.

Drew was typing rapidly on his computer when his mom appeared at his bedroom door with Hope.

“Hey Hope,” he said without looking up. “I’ve been chatting on an instant message program with Neon since seven o’clock this morning. He’s giving me some great tips for working with the solar panels. Without his help, it would have taken us weeks or maybe even months to figure out how to connect the tiny solar panels for the best use of power.” His fingers clicked rapidly against the keyboard. “Ah, yes. That is a brilliant idea…” he mumbled to himself.

Hope pulled a chair beside Drew’s and watched in fascination as the two robot enthusiasts spoke of things she knew nothing about.

Finally, Drew turned to her as if he was surprised to see her sitting there. “Sorry, Hope. I’ll be through here in just a minute. I have to get my web-cam set up so we can video chat later. I want to show Neon how well Sticky works when we are through today.” Drew was installing a video chat program onto his computer as he spoke. “Neon will be online and waiting for us at around four o’clock. We have a lot to do before then, so I hope you’re ready to work!”

“I’m ready. Will we be able to see Neon? I’ve been dying to see this mysterious stranger your Dad sent our way.” Hope dumped the bag of solar light tops into a heap on Drew’s floor.

They talked about Neon and Sticky for the next hour while they carefully removed the small solar panels from the light tops. “Neon figured we will need around fifty panels to give Sticky enough power,” Drew said. “Each light has two small panels, making fifty-two panels in all.”

One panel snapped in half and cut Drew’s finger when he was removing it, so they only had one to spare. Unfortunately, the bandage made in difficult for him to bend his right index finger. This would make it more complicated for him to solder the delicate solar panels.

Hope carefully attached each of the fragile solar panels to a thin piece of wood paneling that Drew had salvaged from a trash pile. She had to drill a small hole next to each panel where she could poke the wires through to the other side. Then they attached the panels to the wood with a low temperature glue gun. When they had attached half of the solar panels, they propped the board up. Hope continued attaching the second row of panels on the front, while Drew began soldering the wires together on the back. The work was awkward with his bandaged finger, but he developed a rhythm after the first few were finished.

They were very quiet while they worked. It was a tedious and precise job so they both had to concentrate to make certain that they didn’t make a mistake. Hope ran into problems several times when first her watch, and later her bracelet got stuck firmly onto Sticky’s magnetic tummy. It took a bit of work to get her loose. By noon, the soldering was complete.

“Drew, it’s lunch time,” his mom called from the kitchen. “I made some of my famous hotdog-stuffed cheese sandwiches for Hope!”

Alan chatted almost nonstop about his robot, Woody. He had been working with the robot outside on the patio all morning.

“We’ll come out and look at Woody later today,” Hope promised.

After lunch, Drew introduced the stray cat to Hope. The small cat’s leg was still in a stiff bandage. Hope absolutely adored the little gray cat with the bright green eyes.

“Oh Drew, she is so beautiful! I have always wanted a kitten, but my Mom doesn’t like animals at all. I wonder if she would let me have one now?” Hope scratched the stray’s outstretched chin and spoke in a singsong voice that was a mix of English and Spanish. “You are such a sweet little gatita. Tienes ojos bonitos! You want to come home to my casa conmio?”

“Ga-ti-ta! Ga-ti-ta!” Alan chanted as he spun in circles around the room.

Hope giggled. “Do you know what that means Alan? Gatita means kitten in Spanish. My mother taught me to speak in Spanish. She grew up in Mexico.”

The lesson was lost on the excited little boy. He continued to dance happily around the room singing the new word loudly.

Drew’s mom laughed. “It looks like our little stray finally has a name. Gatita sounds like a fine name to me!” Hope smiled proudly. She had given the cat a name. It was the closest she had ever come to having a pet of her own.

“Our break is over,” Drew announced, licking melted cheese from his thumb. “We’ve got a lot of work to do before our video call to Neon.”

It didn’t take long for them to finish getting everything hooked up.

“I think we’re actually ready to test him!” Drew was so excited that he couldn’t stand still. He walked in circles around Sticky looking him over from every angle. He had worked on this project for months now and this was finally the moment of truth.

“Well, let’s do it,” Hope stated simply.

“Okay. But I think we should carry him outside. He’ll have more power if he’s in the bright sunlight. Let’s take him out to the backyard by Alan and Woody,” Drew decided, biting at his thumb nail.

Hope began to lift Sticky to carry him outside. Drew jumped when she squealed loudly and nearly dropped him. “My ear! My ear! She shouted painfully.

“What? What’s wrong with your ear?” Drew asked his forehead wrinkled.

“My earring!” She shouted, being more specific this time. “My earring is stuck to Sticky! Help!”

Drew carefully removed the earring from her ear in order to get her loose. He would definitely have to work on the problem of Sticky being so sticky. There had to be a way to direct the magnetic power only toward the base of the bot. Maybe Neon would have some suggestions.

When Hope was finally free, Drew lifted the robot easily and headed to the back door. Hope followed him, massaging her injured ear as she walked.

Alan, Hope, and Drew stood eagerly watching Sticky when Drew switched the power on for the first time. Sticky’s eyes glowed bright green and he wobbled unsteadily as he rose several inches over the magnetic base.

“He works!” Drew exclaimed gleefully. He was so excited that he almost didn’t catch Sticky when the robot wavered unsteadily and tipped forward toward the ground.

“Oh no! Is he okay? Is he hurt?” Hope asked with concern.

If Drew hadn’t been so disappointed with this failure, he would have laughed at the way Hope still attached human feelings to Sticky. Instead, he just mumbled with irritation. “He can’t get hurt Hope, he’s just a crummy robot.”

Drew lifted Sticky back to his feet and made several adjustments. “Stand here beside him, Hope. If he falls, we have to catch him. It could take months to rebuild him if he hits the ground.”

“I wanna help Dwew, I wanna help with Sticky too!” Alan shouted angrily, both hands on his hips.

“Okay, okay, Alan. You stand here on this side. Be careful and make sure he doesn’t squish you if he falls.” Drew pacified his younger brother with this assignment.

“He can’t squish me. I’m a vewy big boy!” Alan announced with his chest puffed out.

After three shaky starts followed by minor adjustments, Sticky finally stood steady. His vacuum cleaner body hovered over the magnetic base. Forward movement was still a little unsteady, but Drew was certain he could fix these minor problems over the next couple of days. He still had to find another small motor so Sticky’s could move his arm, but that was just for fun; it had nothing to do with magna-motion.

The three overjoyed robot builders danced excitedly around the yard while the sun continued to power Sticky’s amazing magna-motion. Then the sun suddenly disappeared as the clouds from a huge fall storm blew in from the gulf coast. Sticky powered down. He slowly settled back onto his base as Drew had planned. Drew was ecstatic; the first real robot that he had ever designed was a genuine success. He looked to the sky, worried. The rain would start soon.

“We’d better get Sticky inside. It’s almost time for our video call with Neon. Let’s get set up.” Drew lifted Sticky and walked toward the house. Alan followed closely behind him. Drew knew that Alan would be in the way during the call, so he had to come up with a plan. “Alan, why don’t you stay out here and finish attaching Woody’s arm. As soon as we’re done with our video call we’ll come out here and help you.” Drew winked happily at Hope when Alan agreed and picked up a hammer and Woody’s arm.

In his room, Drew arranged the camera so it would see Sticky in the center of the room. He looked up at the bulbs in his ceiling fan light fixture. “The light in here isn’t bright enough,” Drew said. “Hope, get four one-hundred watt bulbs from that shelf over there.” Drew waved vaguely toward a tall shelving unit on one wall. “We need to replace the overhead bulbs for more light.”

Hope found the bulbs and moved a chair under the ceiling fan to replace all four bulbs in the light fixture.

When everything was ready, they connected the chat program on Drew’s computer to chat with Neon’s computer.

Neon was waiting for them. He seemed nervous while they chatted. Hope was disappointed that they couldn’t see Neon’s face. His camera was either broken or facing a wall. Drew didn’t mind at all, he was just happy to show off his invention.

The delayed, jerky movements that the video call showed weren’t very clear, but Neon got a pretty good idea of how well Sticky was working. “I’m really impressed, Drew. Sticky is great!” he said.

Drew’s microphone only worked part of the time, so they continued to type their conversations. Neon and Drew each typed messages feverishly as they asked and answered questions. Neon had some more ideas for improvements. “I also have a suggestion of what company might be interested in purchasing the ideas you used to create Sticky,” said Neon.

“I’m not sure I want to sell him yet, Neon,” said Drew. “He is a personal project and I’ve been working on him for a long time. It’s hard to think about someone else messing with him. At first, I didn’t even want Hope to touch him, even though she was helping me get parts for him!”

“I understand Drew,” Neon said. “Just think about it and let me know when you are ready.”

Just when Drew was about to close the call with Neon, Alan burst into the room. He stood directly in front of the camera and spoke rapidly. “Dwew! Thewe was a man peeking in the back yawd. He took my picture with my wobot. He was dwessed with a funny tie and sunglasses. He was weally weally tall. He took pictures of the house too. Who was it, Dwew? I’m gonna go tell Mom!” Alan shot out of the room with his odd story.

Hope’s forehead wrinkled in confusion, but Drew just shrugged his shoulders. When he turned back to the computer screen, Neon had typed another message. He had heard Alan’s description of a man taking photos in the Binary’s back yard.

“Drew, be careful. There are people out there who would do anything to get their hands on an invention like this. Can you imagine how much money would be involved if you really find a way to use solar power more efficiently for travel? A robot like Sticky could be a threat to the oil industry and a golden egg to people looking to make a fast buck.” He finished with the same warning he had sent to Drew in the first email. “Be careful who you tell, and watch your back!”

They made plans to stay in touch and closed the connection.

Hope and Drew went to the back yard and looked around. They didn’t see anyone taking pictures. They didn’t even see any evidence that he had ever existed. It seemed like an odd thing for Alan to have made up, but neither of them could figure out how anyone could have found out about Sticky so quickly.

With a shrug, Drew said, “This wouldn’t be the first time Alan made up a crazy story. I don’t think this is anything to worry about. We’ll just continue our research and improvements and make sure neither of us talks about Sticky outside of the house.”
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LITTLE BLIND MOUSE

On Sunday morning, Hope woke to a surprise. Her mother was staying home for the entire day. This was so rare that Hope couldn’t even remember the last time it had happened. She always went to the office, even when she was sick. Hope followed her mom, sneaking around and standing outside of doorways to find out exactly what was going on.

She was hiding behind a large potted tree outside her mother’s office when she overheard a conversation on the speakerphone. If she moved to peek into the office, she would be seen. She stayed perfectly still and stared at the wall.

“No, I can’t think of a single reason someone would be following me. I haven’t worked on any cases lately that would create an enemy,” Esperanza said.

Hope could hear her mother’s voice get loud and then soft again. She must be pacing back and forth in her large home office.

A deep voice with a British accent answered her from the phone on her desk. “Now Esperanza, let’s not get all excited about this bloke just yet. You say he was in a dark green BMW. That means he had a bit of cash and isn’t some crazed scum you have recently pros-ecuted. Remember, most of the people you prosecute don’t have much money. Perhaps he was merely a fan?”

Esperanza snapped back in frustration. She was clearly upset. “No. He was not a fan. A fan would have come to me and asked questions. This freak followed me all around town yesterday when I was running errands. Then, when I came home last night, he was on my tail again. He was well dressed with an unusual tie and some designer sunglasses. I saw him quite clearly. Last night after dark, he still had mirrored sunglasses covering his face. He was taking pictures of my car, my license plate, and my house. He was following me, and I don’t like to play this sort of game. Frankly, I don’t like to play any games at all. I have to go. I’ll call you later. I don’t know yet if I’ll be in tomorrow.”

When her mother ended the phone call, Hope slipped down the hall into her room. This was getting way too weird. She called Drew from the private line in her room. When he came to the phone, she had a sudden ugly thought. What if someone was listening in on her phone call? She knew people did that sort of thing when they wanted information.

“Hello? Hello? Is anyone there?” Drew was saying in irritation at the other end of the phone line.

“Umm… Hi, it’s me, Hope. I wanted to let you know I can’t come over today. My mom isn’t feeling well so she’s home for the day. Uh, I don’t want to say much right now over the phone, but do you remember that silly little story that Alan told us last night?”

Drew thought for a moment. “Oh yes, that one about the—”

“Yes!” Hope interrupted before he said too much. “That’s the one alright. I’ve got to go. I’ll chat with you about it later.” With that, she promptly hung up the phone and logged onto the instant message program on her computer. She hoped Drew understood her message and would be there to chat with her. He was.

The screen filled with messages as they argued back and forth:

– I simply don’t believe we’re being watched. Alan is just a little kid. –D

– Alan was upset. I think he was telling the truth. –H

– He watches TV a lot. Last week he said he saw a green cow in the street. –D

– If someone was peeking over the fence, what could they want besides Sticky? –H

– It could have been a meter reader or a neighbor who lost a Frisbee. –D

– But what about my mother? She didn’t make this up. It was the same guy. –H

– Lots of guys wear ties and sunglasses. It’s a coincidence. That’s all. –D

– Someone followed her, who could it have been? -H

– Lawyers make enemies, this was someone from a case. Nothing more. –D

– You have to tell Neon about this.–H

– Ok, ok. I’ll tell Neon if you’ll drop it. I have work to do. Stop wasting time. –D

– I’m ordering more spy gear. I’ll prove that these guys are after Sticky. –H

– It’s your money. Waste it if you want. I can think of better things to buy. –D

– Someone knows about Sticky. They want to steal his secrets and sell them. –H

– I’ve got to work on stabilizing Sticky’s base. I’ll talk with you later. –D

– Wait! Do me a favor. Keep Sticky inside today. No need to take chances. –H

– Ok. Whatever. My tools are in here anyhow so that is fine with me. –D

– Your power source for Sticky is revolutionary. This could be dangerous. –H

– I’d like to believe I’ve created something so amazing. But I’m just a kid. –D

– Be careful. Keep your eyes open. –H

– Later. -D

Hope ordered a fabulous new collection of spy gear. Most of it was from Ebay, like before. Once again, she paid extra for a next-day shipping option. She wanted to solve this mystery fast. And Hope Bailey did not like to wait for what she wanted.

Despite all the excitement, Hope decided to go ahead with Operation HOT the next morning. When the sun had set and her mother settled into a bubble bath, Hope went out onto the upstairs balcony with her night vision binoculars. She had the maps of the neighborhood piled in her lap along with a green and a red marker.

Hope had just begun to scan the trashcans and was wondering how she would deal with King Scrap, when she noticed something odd. Just across the street from her house, a dark green BMW was parked. The same type and color of car that her mother had claimed was following her yesterday. A lone man was sitting at the steering wheel. She couldn’t distinguish colors with the night vision binoculars, but she was willing to bet her new spy gear that his shirt was white and the tie had an unusual pattern. She could see him eating from a bag of chips on the seat next to him and drinking a soda from a tall cup with a straw. None of this would have seemed terribly suspicious; except that he was watching the neighborhood while wearing the expensive military night vision goggles she had considered for herself last week on Ebay.

She smiled broadly. This wasn’t something Drew could easily explain away or call a coincidence. This was absolute proof that she was right. And there weren’t many things in life that Hope liked more than being right.

Okay, I need plan. She thought boldly. I’m not just going to let this crazy guy sit out there and watch my family all night long. Besides, he’s going to be in the way of Operation HOT in the morning if he hangs around.

She was pleased with how quickly she was able to come up with a workable plan. It was a great plan. No one would be in any danger and the man wouldn’t know for certain who had acted against him. She tiptoed to her room and began to gather the items she needed. Mission Little Blind Mouse was officially underway. The creep would never know what hit him.

In little more than thirty minutes she was back out on the balcony, her furry lavender backpack filled with supplies. She pushed the French doors leading out to the balcony open slightly so she could crawl back inside unseen if the mission failed.

With great care and precision, she set up her supplies. There weren’t many of them. She had both of her cameras, the digital and the old 35mm. She had an extra bright flash attached to the 35mm, but the digital only had the built in flash. It would be enough though. Moving slowly so she wouldn’t draw the man’s attention to the balcony just yet, she propped both cameras on the edge of the balcony.

When she was happy with the setup, she picked up the night vision binoculars to watch the man in the dark green car who was supposed to be watching her. It was possible the plan would work even if she just jumped ahead with it right now, but she wanted to wait for exactly the right moment to guarantee success. She would only have one shot at this. To work perfectly, the man would have to look directly at the balcony, but she didn’t want him to know that she was up there so she couldn’t call attention to herself. She would just have to be patient and wait. Patience was definitely not Hope’s greatest characteristic. Tonight, she would learn the true meaning of the word.

It was almost two hours before the right moment came along. Three times the man had glanced briefly in her direction, but he had looked away too rapidly for her to act. Finally, the glow of his night vision goggles pointed in her direction. She didn’t hesitate at all; despite the fact that she was so stiff from sitting on the cold cement that she wasn’t sure she would even be able to crawl back inside.

She kept the night vision binoculars pressed to her face, but squeezed her eyes tightly closed for a moment. A tiny click came from the digital camera, followed immediately by a louder click from the 35mm camera. Both camera’s flashed together, brightening the night sky. Hope knew the car was too far away to show up in the night photos. A photo of this goon was not the plan. She opened her eyes and saw immediately that Mission Little Blind Mouse had been a success.

The man franticly ripped his night vision goggles off his face. He scrubbed at his injured blind eyes with gloved hands. When he removed his hands, Hope saw him blinking blindly for a few moments before he moved his hands back to his eyes to scrub at them some more. The night vision goggles had magnified the camera flash to a blinding burst of light. She had read the warnings on the Internet when she bought her own night vision binoculars. The effect of a bright light on the eyes through night vision equipment was instant, painful, temporary blindness. The article didn’t say how long the blindness would last. It was important that he didn’t figure out where the flash had come from. She wanted him to wonder whether or not he had been caught.

Giggling nervously, she gathered up her cameras and ran in a low crouch back into the house, closing the door softly behind her. She figured it could take the man a while to regain his sight. He would have a difficult time isolating where the bright flash had come from or why, but he would at least wonder if her family was on to him. Hopefully, that would be enough to send him away.

Back in her room, Hope logged on to her computer and sent a long email to Drew describing the mission. She knew he would have to believe her now.

When she returned to check the street through a dark upstairs window, the dark green car was no longer parked across the street. She had at least put some doubt in the man’s mind. He would be more careful from now on. But, if he did return, Hope intended to be ready for him.

Hope hummed the tune of Three Blind Mice softly to herself as she returned to her room. She lay awake for hours planning ways to attack the strange man who was watching them. More than anything, she wished her father were home. Maybe she could have talked to him about this and he would have believed her. He would know just what to do. As it was, she and Drew were on their own. “This is war.” She whispered with angry determination. “And, I intend to be on the winning side in the end!”
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PURPLE MONKEY

Drew arrived at school earlier than usual on Monday morning. He wanted to talk with Hope about the email she had sent him last night. He hadn’t read it until this morning and then he immediately forwarded it to Neon. With any luck, they would hear from their new friend by afternoon about operation Little Blind Mouse.

Drew finally believed that someone was watching Hope. He wasn’t yet convinced, however, that they were watching him. After all, each time someone saw a nicely dressed stranger with a goofy tie, Hope was there. It made more sense to him that the crazy man had something to do with one of her mother’s cases than with Sticky. There just weren’t many people who knew about Sticky yet. And no one, except Neon, knew about his latest successful test. Drew wondered briefly if Neon had something to do with the man watching them, but he quickly decided that if his Dad trusted Neon, then he was safe.

Scanning the playground for any sign of Hope, Drew’s eyes settled on Butch Beef instead. The awful bully was terrorizing smaller children again. Butch moved closer to where Drew stood. He was pulling a little red headed boy around by the ear. Drew slid behind a group of boys who were joking around and laughing. One of the boys nodded toward Butch and whispered, “purple fairy” and they all started laughing again. They were football players so Butch probably wouldn’t mess with them.

As Butch got closer, Drew was shocked to see that his hands were still colored light purple. Half of his face and his hair were also stained purple. Drew hid a giggle behind his fist. He hadn’t expected the ink to last this long. Apparently, kids were tormenting Butch because of the purple stain. He was attacking the kids he caught making fun of him or calling him names. Drew would be extra careful to avoid him while he was still the lovely purple color.

The Bailey’s car finally pulled up in front of the school. Hope’s mother was still being cautious about the car that had followed her so she wouldn’t let Hope ride her bike to school today.

“Did you get my email?” She asked him as soon as her feet hit the pavement.

Hope pushed the car door closed behind her without a word to her mother. Drew noticed that Mrs. Bailey was engaged in a lively cell phone conversation. She pulled away from the curb without even wishing Hope a good day. She merely glanced in the rearview mirror and when the door closed, she was on her way. Hope pointed to the silver motorcycle following her mother’s car down the block. The man riding it was wearing a rainbow colored tie.

Drew shook his head and sighed. The distant relationship Hope had with her parents was sad, but there were more important things going on. “Yeah. I got the email,” he said. “I can’t believe some guy was actually out there watching your house.” They walked to a quiet spot in the playground where no one could hear them talk.

“I’m glad you finally believe me. I wish you could have seen his face when I flashed those cameras! It was hilarious! I’ll bet he’s still trying to figure out who did it and how they knew he was there.” She was glowing with the thrill of her successful mission.

“I’m not so sure it was a good idea to attack the man like that Hope. You don’t have any idea who he is or what he wants. He could be someone who wants to hurt you or your Mom.” Drew was really starting to worry. “Maybe we should call the police.”

“Wait just a minute here. Do you actually still think this guy is after me and not Sticky? Are you nuts? Why would someone follow my mother or me? He is after you, Drew. The only reason they are at my house is because they saw me at your house.” Hope threw her hands up in exasperation. “I can’t believe you’re being so stubborn. This is exactly the type of thing Neon warned us could happen if people out to make a quick buck, or people fighting to defend the oil industry, learned about Sticky.”

Drew bristled with anger. “You have to admit, every time we’ve see this guy, he has been around you, even when I’m not around. No one has seen him at my house unless you were there. No one has been following my mom. I forwarded your last email to Neon. We’ll see what he has to say about this,” He was done arguing and folded his arms across his chest. Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out something wrapped in a paper towel. “I took some precautions just in case. This is a vital chip from Sticky. If anyone turns him on without it, he would simply frown at the stranger. I also gave strict orders to Alan to shoot any spies that he sees today while I’m gone.” Drew smirked at the look on her face.

 “Shoot them?” Hope asked incredulously.

“Yes, shoot them.” Drew looked around to make sure no one was close, especially Butch. “Have you seen Butch Beef lately?”

She nodded, rolling her eyes impatiently, and waving a hand at him. “What does Butch Beef have to do with anything that is important in life?”

“You must have noticed he is looking a little– purple.” He grinned and continued when her eyes stretched wide with surprise. “Well, I loaded a high power squirt gun with the same purple ink and left it with Alan. I had to tell him it was a horrible acid so he would be extra careful. From the looks of Butch, it will take more than four days for the ink to fade away. Even if it doesn’t help us catch this guy, at least it will embarrass him and make him think twice about visiting my house. Besides, we’ll be able to identify him anywhere.” Drew grinned smugly. He was proud of his latest plan. “Oh, and in honor of you and your famous missions, I’ve code named this one, Purple Monkey,” he finished.

Hope smiled at the mission name. It was perfect. She didn’t completely understand though. “What does this have to do with Butch? And where did you get that ink anyhow? Did you squirt Butch with purple ink? How did you do that and come out alive?”

The bell rang before Drew had a chance to answer her. He smiled with only one side of his mouth. “We’ll have to talk about it another time. See you at lunch!” With that, he ran to the school and disappeared into a mob of noisy kids.

[image: Image]

By lunchtime, Hope had forgotten all about Butch. He was the least important topic of the day. She told Drew about the small stereo and kitchen blender she had recovered that morning.

“The blender is a good find. It will have a good, strong motor if it still works,” Drew said.

“I didn’t try it out yet,” Hope admitted, and then looked around carefully, leaning close to Drew before she continued. “I also ordered more spy equipment.”

Drew opened his mouth to protest, but Hope continued, ignoring him. “We will each have a pair of rearview spyglasses. We will be able to see if anyone is following us without turning around to look.”

“Well, I guess that really would come in handy,” Drew admitted.

“I also ordered a special light bulb camera. The light fixture will fit at the entryway of my house. It looks like any other motion sensor light fixture. Whenever something trips the motion sensor, the black and white camera will send a wireless signal to a tiny video receiver. I can plug the receiver into the back of my TV. Then, I can turn my TV to channel three and see every-thing the camera can see.” Hope’s eyes were glowing with the thrill of secretly observing the mysterious spies.

“That’s a really cool device and it won’t require an expensive surveillance monitor or recording device like most spy cameras do. The light will have to replace the existing motion light so I’ll have to help you install it. You’re getting fairly good at taking electronic things apart, but installing something new is another thing entirely,” Drew said. “Electricity is dangerous if you don’t know what you are doing.”

“I’m not sure when I’ll be able to come over again,” Hope said, shaking her head. “My mother will be home early again tonight. I can’t risk going out again until things got back to normal. If she catches me out, she’ll hire a nanny again. And that would ruin everything.”

The school day was the longest Drew could ever remember. He couldn’t wait to get home to see if Alan had shot any strange men with the ink-filled gun. When the last bell rang, he was out of the school and on his freshly painted, chrome-colored bike in record time.

When Drew finally burst into the back yard, Alan was still there on guard duty. The little boy was thrilled to be part of this latest mission. He had patrolled the yard all day long waiting for someone to come. He was obviously disappointed that no one had shown up. He was dying to spray someone with what he still thought was face-eating acid.

“I weally wanted to get that bad man Dwew. Do I still get to watch for him tomowow? What did he do anyhow? Why is he watchin’ us? Did we do somethin’ wong?” Alan chatted on while Drew inspected the yard.

“You didn’t tell Mom about the man or the acid in the gun, right?” Drew interrupted Alan’s chatter to ask.

“No Dwew. I listened to evewything you told me. I don’t wanna mess up this mission. I’m gonna get that puwple monkey.” Alan puffed out his chest.

“That’s great Alan. You’re doing a really good job. I’m going to need some more help tonight. But, you have to listen and do exactly what I say. Okay?” Today, during a particularly boring Social Studies class, Drew had formed another plan.

“I’m going to bring Sticky outside now, Alan. I’m going to work on him while you sit on the patio in the shadows. I want you to watch the fence, especially the spot where you saw the man on Saturday. Do you understand so far?” Drew paused to see if Alan was following the complex plan. He wished Hope could have helped with this mission, but she just couldn’t risk leaving her house.

“I got it. I sit and look for the vewy bad man.” Alan summarized.

“That’s right. Very good. We are even going to have a code word. Just like a real spy mission.” Drew spoke in a low secretive voice; he had to keep this game fun for Alan. For the first time in his life, the little guy was actually turning out to be useful.

Alan squirmed; his eyes were wide with excitement while he waited for Drew to reveal the code word for Mission Purple Monkey.

Drew continued slowly in a whispered voice. “The code word is grapes. Can you remember that?” Alan was nodding his head up and down so quickly that his eyes were bouncing. Drew continued. “If you see anyone peeking at us, you say, grapes. I will ask you where you want to eat the grapes. Then you name the place that you see the man. Have you got it? Can you remember all that?”

Alan put his right hand to his brow and saluted Drew formally. “Yes siw, I got it all Mr. Dwew.” His face was so serious that Drew had to bite his lip to keep from laughing.

“Okay then, Mission Purple Monkey is officially underway. I’ll go get Sticky.”

They both went into the house. Drew grinned when he saw Alan pulling a pair of camouflaged pants from his dresser drawer.

The boy is going a bit nuts with all this spy talk. He and Hope are a whole lot alike! Drew thought while he lifted Sticky and headed out the door. Alan followed so close that he kept stepping on Drew’s heels. He had his shoes tucked under one arm and was still trying to fasten the button on his camouflaged pants when Drew sat Sticky out in the sun. Alan took his post on the patio. His grungy tiger was propped beside him to watch.

Drew had worried that Alan would get bored with this game, but he sat like a statue next to the house under the shadow of the patio. They had pumped up the high-powered squirt gun so it was ready to fire. It was lying on the ground right next to Sticky’s magnetic base.

After only thirty minutes, Alan started fidgeting. He was obviously bored. Then suddenly he said, “I want some weally juicy gwapes Dwew.”

“Uh, were do you want to eat your grapes Alan?” Drew asked nervously.

“I wanna eat em by the gate Dwew,” Alan replied.

Drew grabbed the ink-filled gun and spun around. He squeezed the trigger aiming vaguely at the area behind him. Then he stopped. No one was there, well, no one except Hershey. Now he was a half-purple Hershey. This would be another difficult thing to explain to Mom.

“What in the world are you doing Alan?” Drew yelled, his face going red and splotchy. “We are going to have to scrap this mission if you start to play games like a baby. I’m trusting you to stick to your commands!” He leaned over Alan, both hands on his hips.

Alan looked up at Drew and squeezed his hands together in a prayer. “I’m sowwy Dwew. I was just gettin bored.” Alan’s eyes dropped with regret. “I won’t do it again. Give me anothew chance. I wanna get that bad man!”

Only twenty minutes passed before Alan said in a loud voice. “Hey Dwew, I’m hungwy for some gwapes do you want some gwapes? I think gwapes are my favowite food in the whole—”

“Uh, were do you want to eat your grapes Alan?” Drew asked with a shaky voice. He wasn’t sure his brother could be trusted. This time he would have to be more careful. If he sprayed a neighbor or another pet, his mother would be furious and their plan ruined.

“I wanna eat the gwapes by Hewshey’s doghouse Dwew. That is my favowit spot to eat gwapes,” Alan replied, still stressing the word grapes in an unnatural way.

The doghouse was directly behind where Drew was crouched. He reached casually for the gun. His hand was shaking. He wasn’t sure if he was trembling from excitement or fear.

In one quick motion, he stood, turned, and fired the high-powered squirt gun at the surprised man in dark sunglasses. Hershey yelped in fear when he saw the gun and ran to the back of the yard. The frightened, purple-tinted dog wanted nothing to do with the bitter tasting water.

For a moment the man froze where he was, his mouth opened in a giant ‘O’. He licked his lips and then he lifted his hands to cover his ink stained face. Drew squeezed the trigger even tighter. He was breathing heavy now. Finally, the man turned and ran toward the street. His rainbow tie and white shirt were the color of grape jelly. His face, hair, and hands all matched.

Through a gap in the fence, Drew continued to shoot ink in stripes down the running man’s back for as long as the purple spray would reach him. A path of purple stained grass marked the spy’s retreat. Drew didn’t follow him to the street. The man could have weapons a lot more powerful than the squirt gun. This time he had caught the man off guard, but he was only a thirteen-year-old kid. He didn’t want to fight an adult who had time to think and plan. Surprise was the only thing he would ever have on his side. Well–surprise and a superior intellect. He thought with a proud grin.

For the next few minutes, Drew and Alan did a crazy war dance around the yard. They looked a little like confused Native Americans at a Powwow as they jumped, whooped, whistled, laughed, and gave a dozen high-fives.

“Okay Alan. Mission ‘Purple Monkey’ is officially a success. Let’s get Sticky inside. We don’t want to be out here if that man comes back,” Drew said breathlessly. Neither of them could stop smiling.

Drew awkwardly explained to his mother that Alan had accidentally exploded a purple marker over Hershey. The story changed once or twice since he was telling it with Alan’s help. But the basic line was that Alan had been trying to write Hershey’s name on his light blue collar when the marker mysteriously went “Pop!” and ink leaked all over the poor dog. Drew assured his mom he had disposed of the marker. He said he thought Hershey would be okay but they should leave him outside until the ink was completely dry. Since she was busy wrestling the twins down for a diaper change, she didn’t even question the story. After all, how else could a large dog turn purple?

After he had some time to think, Drew didn’t know what to do next. He was starting to get scared. Alan thought this was all a game, so he was crazy with excitement. The young boy didn’t realize his family could be in real danger. Would his mother ever believe such a strange story? Drew wished his father were at home. He would know what to do. For now, he would call Hope to fill her in and then email Neon. That was the best he could do. He finally had to agree that someone was watching him. Someone wanted Sticky after all.
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I SMELL A SKUNK

Tuesday after school, Drew and Hope rode their bikes to her house. They each wore a pair of black, ordinary looking sunglasses. But they were the rearview spyglasses Hope had ordered off the Internet. Small mirrors on the inside of the lenses gave an excellent view of anyone following.

“I’m actually a little disappointed that we didn’t catch anyone following us,” Hope admitted as they went inside her house.

“Not me. I think we are better off avoiding these creeps. But I’ll admit these glasses are really great!” said Drew, peering toward the refrigerator. “Do you have anything to eat? I’m starved.”

“Sure, but I’ve got to call my Mom first.” Hope rolled her eyes. “I promised I would the instant I walked through the door. It was the only way I got her to let me ride my bike to school today. She was so nervous about returning to work. Just because she didn’t noticed anyone following her yesterday to the store, she actually believes the danger is over.” Hope shook her head. “It’s a good thing my mother doesn’t know about mission Little Blind Mouse. She would never let me leave the house again if she knew about that.”

When she had finished the brief phone call to her mother’s secretary, Hope loaded a tray with snacks and sodas and led the way to her room.

“You must be as hungry as I am,” Drew commented. That was the most frightening school lunch ever. An odd mixture of cheese, chunks of pinkish meat, and tomato pieces globed on top of half cooked spaghetti noodles. Do you think the cafeteria workers are in on the job of trying to get rid of us?”

Hope grinned. “I’ll bet I can find some spy gear to investigate that theory!” She pulled the motion sensor light out from under her bed, then sat cross-legged next to it squirting soft cheese on crackers while Drew inspected the light.

“Are you sure your parents won’t notice the difference?” Drew asked before taking another gulp of soda. “These light bulbs are a slightly different shape than the ones in the current light.” He stuffed a whole cookie in his mouth, chewing greedily while he waited for her answer.

“No, I doubt anyone would notice. Who really looks closely at a light fixture?” Hope spewed powdery cracker crumbs from her mouth as she spoke. She giggled and her face turned pink with embarrassment. Her mother would be mortified to see such rude manners.

Drew washed the cookie down with a gulp of soda. “Well, lets get busy then. When we’re finished, you can help me with Sticky for a little while. I’m trying a different combination of gears to stabilize his movements. I could use an extra set of hands for that. Alan’s hands tend to wander around too much. Yesterday he helped me for fifteen minutes and it took me two hours to fix the wires he twisted up.” Drew rolled his eyes.

“Okay, no problem. My mom’s at the office late tonight to make up for missing yesterday, so I can stay at your house for a while. What tools do we need to get the light installed?” Hope asked as she picked up the boxed light and headed for the door.

“I’ll grab the tool kit from my bike; it has everything we’ll need,” Drew answered. He grabbed a handful of cookies and followed Hope out the door.

It didn’t take long for Drew to remove the light at the front door. It had two large bulbs in it and a small motion sensor that hung under the bulbs. The fixture they were replacing it with looked almost identical. Drew was able to wire the new fixture in less than twenty minutes.

They both stepped back and looked up at the light. “I think you’re right Hope, no one would notice the difference between this light and the old one. You know, I’m actually starting to like all of this spy stuff and your secret missions. This camera is a really cool observation device. I can’t wait to try it out.”

“I’m glad you are having fun Drew,” said Hope, smiling up at the new light. “So am I, and I’m learning a lot too.”

Drew restored power to the light. “Go plug the receiver into the back of your TV and see if it works,” Drew said, rubbing his hands together in anticipation. “I’ll stand here and you see if I show up on the screen.”

Hope’s room was upstairs and facing the back of the house. Without this device, she couldn’t see the front yard from her room.

Ten minutes later Hope appeared in the front door with a serious look on her face. The camera had worked perfectly. Not only could she see Drew wiggling his bottom at the camera, she also saw the dark green car that drove past the house behind him.

“What’s the matter? Didn’t it work?” Drew asked with obvious disappointment. He was already reaching for his tool bag to go back to work on the light to see what may have gone wrong.

“It works fine,” Hope said quickly and quietly. “Come back inside. Hurry!” She hissed.

They gathered up the tools, trash, and old light fixture from the porch and hurried up to Hope’s room.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” Drew asked, still confused.

“Look,” Hope said, pointing at the flat screen television in her bedroom. The green car had parked directly across the street from her house. Inside was a man with a purple stained face. “He drove up just after you shook your behind at the camera.”

Drew grinned sheepishly. He was a little embarrassed. It had seemed funny at the time. His mind raced with possible plans. It surprised him that the purple-faced man had returned. “I need to call Alan and see if anyone was watching my house today.” Drew reached for Hope’s Coca-cola themed telephone and dialed his home number.

After several minutes on the phone trying to get relevant information out of Alan, he hung up the phone and looked incredulously up at Hope. “Alan says a man in a pressed white shirt, sunglasses, and a Tweety Bird tie is watching our house from over the back fence.”

“When was he there?” Hope asked.

“He’s there right NOW!” Drew answered. “And he doesn’t have a purple face.”

They stared at each other. The gravity of their situation was starting to sink in.

Drew wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. “Maybe we should call the police. This is more serious than we first thought. At least two men are watching us.” He blew out a breath, and then answered himself. “But, what good would the police be? They aren’t likely to listen to a couple of thirteen-year old kids about some men following them around to steal their trash-built robot. We have to develop a master plan—a way to get rid of these men once and for all.”

“First,” Hope answered, “we have to get out of this house. It isn’t safe for us to be here alone with that man sitting outside watching the house.

“You’re right! We’ve got to get out of here!” Drew gathered his things in a rush.

“Calm down. I don’t think anyone is trying to hurt us, but it would be best for us to go somewhere else. Let’s get our bikes and get out of here. We’ll have to get away without the man seeing us.” Hope tried to sound calm and confident, even though her stomach was jumping with nerves.

“Okay, we’ll go to my house. We have to contact Neon. He’ll know what to do.” Drew took a deep breath.

“Our bikes are in the garage, so we can get them without the man knowing,” said Hope, then she licked cheese from her thumb and packed up their snacks. “Unfortunately, both exits to the garage are visible from the street.”

“We’ll have to distract the man in the car,” Drew suggested.

Hope shook her head. “Too Risky.”

Drew rubbed his finger tips across his chin, leaving a trail of dark cookie crumbs. “We could carry our bikes through the house and out the back door. We would only have to ride through several back yards to get to the next street.”

“Perfect!” Hope agreed, handing Drew a napkin. “But we’ll also have to climb the Tally’s fence. It’s not very high. I think we can pass the bikes over the top one at a time.”

Hope paused on her way out of her room and placed an empty DVD in her recorder. She thought it might be interesting to see what the man did in front of the house while they were gone.

Drew looked back at what she had done and nodded with a smile. It was a good idea. The two of them made a great team.

They pulled their bikes through the house and carefully made their way through several back yards. When they finally reached the street they gave a high-five and raced away. The rearview sunglasses made them feel more secure. This time they were both genuinely frightened and hoped not to catch anyone following them. Real fear had washed away the thrill of the spy game. When they bumped up the curb of Drew’s driveway, they both felt a bit cross-eyed with the effort of watching the tiny mirrors to see if anyone followed while also watching to see where they were going.

Drew glanced casually along the fence line of the house. He couldn’t see the entire back yard from here, but he was relieved when he didn’t see anyone on the side yard. “Let’s go find Alan. We have to find out if what he said is true. I think the first thing we need to know is how many people are watching us. At least we’ll know what we’re up against.” He pulled open the front door. Hope followed closely behind him, glancing over her shoulder as she entered.

Hope jumped at the noisy attack on her senses. She had forgotten what the inside of Drew’s house was like. Brad was laughing gleefully while he banged Chad on the head with a chunky plastic car. Chad cried pitifully in protest. His chubby little arms rose periodically in an effort to stop his twin’s attacks, but each time he was a second too slow. The head thumping and crying continued in Three Stooge’s fashion. The kitchen radio was spilling out salsa music to an empty room. Drew’s mom was hanging out the back door shouting something to Alan.

Drew headed toward his mom with long steps. He wanted to distract her from Alan until he could find out what had happened in the back yard today. “Hey Mom! I brought Hope home with me for a while. We have a homework project we’re going to work on together.” They both smiled up at her, hiding their trembling hands behind their backs.

Mom smiled back warmly, her shoulders slumped with weariness. She seemed to notice the twin’s screams for the first time and reached for one of them. Chad had finally tackled his car-swinging brother. He was lying sprawled over the top of the now screaming Brad and patting him roughly on the face with an open hand. He grinned up at them his tiny teeth showing in a smile of success. Hope smiled back. She had been watching the boys at the park since they were born, so they felt like family.

After Mom had separated the twins and occupied each of them with a large cracker, she turned to Drew. “Can you go out and check on Alan before you start your project? I’ve been trying to call him in but he refuses to come.” She sounded exhausted.

“Sure, we’ll go out right away,” Drew answered eagerly. He headed out the door then had to step back in and pull Hope after him by the elbow. Hope had been watching the twins. Chad was greedily eyeing Brad’s cracker, then frowning down at his own. Then Chad started walking slowly toward the gooey prize with a glint of mischief in his big blue eyes. Hope stared in fascination. Drew’s tug pulled her back to reality and she followed him out the door.

Alan was at the far end of the back yard. He sat dejectedly with his back pressed into the corner of the fence. His bottom lip was sticking out in an obvious pout. Hershey was pacing the yard in an arch around Alan. He didn’t seem to want to get close to the boy and he kept sniffing the air.

“Hey Alan, how did the guard duty go today? I wanna hear everything!” Drew shouted as they ap-proached. Then he stopped short and scanned the fence. “Are there any purple monkeys around here now?” he asked warily.

“What’s that awful smell?” Hope asked in a muffled voice. She covered her mouth and nose with her hand. “I smell a skunk!” she declared when her brain finally associated the awful aroma with the sneaky black and white critter.

Drew hadn’t noticed the smell until Hope brought it to his attention. He sniffed the air experimentally and cringed at the strong, sickening smell. “Ewww, it is a skunk! Alan, did Hershey find a skunk back here today?” That would explain the dog’s strange behavior. Dogs have an exceptionally strong sense of smell, so the skunk smell must have been overpowering for the poor, purple-tinted Labrador.

Alan’s bottom lip curled even further out in a shaky pout. He covered his face with his hands and tried to talk around wet, sloppy sobs. “I…” Sniff. “He…” Sniffle “It seemed like a gweat idea at the time.” Hiccup. “I wanted to help you Dwew. I’m sowwy!” He fell into a fit of sobs so pitiful that Hope stepped toward him to comfort him.

“What happened, Alan? You can tell us,” she said holding out a hand to him. But before Hope got close enough to touch Alan, she jumped back in surprise. “It’s Alan, Drew. He smells like a skunk!”

Drew stepped forward and sniffed the air around his little brother. It did seem like the smell was coming from the weeping boy. “What on earth happened, Alan? Skunks don’t usually run around in town, especially in a yard with a big dog in it.” Drew looked at Hershey. He had to admit, a purple dog didn’t look all that intim-idating. “Alan. We have another important mission. I need to know what happened today. If you want to help with the next mission you’ll have to stop crying and tell me about the man today.” Drew spoke with authority. He hoped the boy’s interest in the secret missions would draw him out.

Alan sniffed loudly and wiped his nose on the sleeve of his camouflaged jacket. He clutched his ragged tiger firmly to his chest. “After you called, I wanted to get wid of that bad man who was watchin’ us. So, I got out Dad’s huntin’ stuff. Not guns, or bullets or anything, just the little bottles of stuff. I found the one with the skunk picture on it. Daddy told me nevew to touch that one—” He looked sheepishly from Hope to Drew.

“That was a good idea, Alan.What happened next?” Drew encouraged.

Alan continued, his eyes glinting now with the excitement of his plan. “I pwetended to play with Hewshey. I helped him look for the ball wight hewe close to the fence. I pwetended not to see the man. Then I spwung up and dumped the skunk smell on him. He jumped weally high!” Alan grinned and giggled at the memory, and then he looked at his own small hands and frowned. “He ran off, but the skunk smell spilled all over me to. I don’t wanna tell Mom. She’s gonna be so mad at me!” Alan began to wail pitifully again.

 “Are you sure it got on the man, Alan?” Drew asked.

“Yeah, I know it did. His face was all scwumbled up like this.” Alan screwed his face up and they all laughed until they had tears running down their cheeks.

Drew took a deep breath and stood up straight. “Okay. You did a very good job Alan. I’ll help you cover with Mom.” Drew reached out a hand to help his brother up, and then recoiled when he remembered that was where the scent had spilled. “Uh, you stay outside while I go talk with mom.”

Alan pushed himself up and walked with them as far as the patio edge. The skunk scented tiger dangled loosely from his hand. Hershey continued to pace around Alan in a nervous arch. He barked occasionally with wary looks at Alan. Drew wondered if the confused dog thought Alan was hiding a skunk in his large camouflaged pocket.

When they entered the house, Brad was swinging in the baby swing with a tear stained face. Chad was happily slumped in the center of the playpen. He had a brown baby cracker in each hand and he gnawed alternately on them. Hope was delighted with the boys. Round two goes to little Chad! She thought gleefully. She went over and talked quietly to them in high-pitched baby tones while Drew tried to explain Alan’s predict-ament to Mom.

Drew talked in circles until Alan sounded like a hero. “Alan saw a skunk in the back yard a few hours ago and Hershey was running after it. The twins were crying and Alan wanted to be the man of the house for you, Mom. So, Alan got Dad’s skunk scent bottle. He expected the bottle to be filled with something to scare skunks away. He dumped it on the skunk and it did run away, but the scent also spilled on Alan’s hands.” Drew smiled at his mom without showing any teeth. “He’s scared to tell you about it Mom, but he really was trying to help.”

The story was mostly true. Drew reasoned with himself. The guy who was watching them was a skunk after all. And Alan had hoped the scent would chase him away.

Mom suppressed a slight giggle and Drew relaxed. The plan had worked. Alan wouldn’t get in trouble, and they would be free to work on a new plan of counter attack.

Drew stood next to Mom while she called Alan onto the patio. “It’s okay Alan, Drew told me all about the skunk scent. You stay out here while I put the twins down for their afternoon nap. Then we’ll try to scrub you clean.” Mom smiled. “It won’t be easy. Skunk scent is really hard to wash off.”


[image: Image]

RING AROUND THE ROSIE

Several messages from Neon were waiting for Drew. He selected the automatic reader, which read the email aloud in a computerize voice, so both he and Hope could listen. Hope had brought the injured stray, Gatita, into Drew’s room and was playing with her on the floor. She loved the small gray cat. She was adorable even with the splint that made her hobble crookedly.

The first message sounded panicky. Neon had spotted a man following Mr. Binary that morning on a black motorcycle. The man never approached Drew’s father, just followed him around for the morning. Mr. Binary refused to believe that anything odd was going on. He thought it was just a coincidence. Neon was frustrated because he wasn’t able to convince William that the situation was dangerous.

Drew was glad that Neon hadn’t told his dad everything that was happening. Dad might rush home to protect the family and he could lose his job if he did that. Drew knew the money his dad was making on this job was important. Without it, they couldn’t pay the bills next month.

Drew reassured Neon that they were fine. The men were still watching but they had never tried to do anything crazy. By now, the men could have hurt them or stolen Sticky if that was what they were after.

Neon’s message meant that at least three men were involved. This was no game. The men wanted Sticky, or at least his secret power source, really bad. And they wanted him badly enough to spend their days spying on a couple of kids and their parents. But, what had they been hired to do? Neon thought they were most likely trying to steal Sticky along with any plans or notes that described the project. They probably thought Drew’s father was the inventor so they were waiting to see where the man stored his plans and how many copies he was likely to have. It was only a matter of time before they discovered that the real inventor was only thirteen. Then they would act quickly.

The other messages Neon left were ideas relating to ways they could thwart the spies’ efforts. Neon had declared war, and he had some pretty cool ideas. Drew relayed the skunk scent ordeal to him and they all laughed at Alan’s inventive idea. Neon suggested they rub bananas on the boy. His Grandmother had sworn it was the only way to get rid of skunk scent.

Neon had contacted a friend who was a solar engineer. The man was interested in purchasing Sticky, or at least the plans for Drew’s magna-motion. He wouldn’t be able to travel to Dried Springs until Friday. Hope and Drew would have to resist the men’s plans on their own until then. It was going to be a long week. Neon told them the man would come to the house and tell Drew’s mom he was with the state science fair organization. He would say he wanted to talk with Drew about a robot he had entered the previous year. The Story was perfect. The man would be wearing a gray suit and a red tie.

Drew logged off the computer and lounged back in his desk chair thoughtfully. Hope was still playing with Gatita. The little cat was chasing an old yellow electric wire and swatting it with her uninjured left paw. Gatita purred happily with the gentle attention. Alan was her only other playmate, and he didn’t exactly understand the word gentle.

“I think she’s already fattening up a little bit don’t you?” Hope asked while she tugged the yellow wire loose from Gatita’s firmly clamped jaws.

“Huh? Oh, yeah. I guess so,” Drew answered noncommittally. He really hadn’t paid much attention to the cat. He liked dogs better than cats. This one had only caught his attention because Butch had kicked it—well, and also because he could use it to keep himself from getting in trouble. It’s a multi-purpose cat! He thought with a grin.

Hope grinned back, mistaking the grin as affection for the furry gray feline.

“Let’s go check on Alan. Hopefully he’ll smell better by now and we can have some supper!” Drew yawned and led the way outside.

Alan was sitting in a large plastic bin on the back patio. Mom had stripped him down to his underwear and poured tomato juice in the tub over him. She had been a little low on tomato juice so she had added some cans of whole tomatoes and a jar of mild salsa to the blend.

The slimy mixture had pleased Alan to no end. He was lifting big globs of tomato into the air and squishing them between his fingers. The boy seemed delighted with himself.

“Look Dwew, I’m a swamp thing!” Alan declared with a grin when he saw Drew. He held his arms up showing Drew the stringy bits of tomato hanging off of them. “And the to-mat-toes squish just like guts in my fingews.” He demonstrated this amazing fact with one of the few remaining whole tomatoes floating around him.

Drew was dismayed when he noticed the strong skunk aroma hadn’t improved. Even the powerful tomato smell hadn’t masked it. “You make an excellent swamp monster, Alan. Keep squishing those guts!” He wondered how long the poor little boy was going to stink. Worst of all, he would have to sleep in the same room with skunk-boy tonight.

They had a picnic of sorts out on the patio for supper that night. Drew suspected his mom wanted Alan to air out for as long as possible before he entered the house. He seemed to have gotten used to his own smell. The twins never even noticed it, probably because they smelled pretty bad themselves most of the time. The skunk still repulsed Drew and confused Hershey.

Mom had made homemade pizza and homemade breadsticks. She put grated cheese and black olive slivers inside the pizza dough.

“This is the most delicious pizza I’ve ever had! I can’t believe you made it all yourself. It’s nice to eat here with all of you. My family doesn’t eat together very often,” Hope said. “Alan, I wish I would have brought my camera today. I’d love to have a picture of you as the tomato-swamp monster. It would have made an excellent scrapbook page!”

Alan grinned and moaned like a swamp thing.

When the pizza was reduced to crumbs and soggy crusts, Hope yawned and stretched. “I guess I’d better get home before it gets dark.”

Drew stood up and followed her to the door. “I’m going to ride home with you. It’s late and you shouldn’t go by yourself.”

 “Really, Drew, I’ll be fine,” she answered.

“I’m going with you,” he stated firmly. “We’ll take the two way radios Alan and I got for Christmas last year. I can ride a block or so behind you to see if anyone follows.”

To Drew’s surprise, Hope finally gave in. “Okay, let’s get going then. I want to take a look at that recording of the front door. Do you think the man is still watching my house?”

Drew shrugged. He handed Hope one of the blue twoway radios and then searched the drawer for the matching earpiece. The earpiece had a tiny microphone on the cord. When he had found all of the pieces, Drew tested the radios to make sure the batteries were still working. They looked like small cell phones, so if anyone were watching they wouldn’t suspect a thing.

Hope left first and was two blocks away before Drew set out after her. At first, it seemed they were alone on the street. The cars that passed didn’t seem suspicious. They didn’t see any other bicyclists or even joggers. Suddenly Drew spotted something odd out of the corner of his eye. One block over, on a street running parallel to the street they were on, he saw a man riding a black motorcycle. The man was riding slowly to keep pace with Hope.

“There is a monkey on a motorcycle one street over. He is definitely watching you,” Drew spoke into the microphone hanging near his mouth.

“I can’t see him. What should I do?” Hope asked uncertainly.

“Are you ready to have some fun? I have a great plan. We’ll call it Mission Ring around the Rosie,” Drew smiled at this brilliant code name. “I don’t think the monkey knows I’m tailing you, we’ll have to keep it that way. He probably thinks you’re just riding home; let’s throw him off a little.” The plan was still forming as he spoke. He paused a minute to think it all through.

“Drew? Drew? What should I do?” Hope was asking nervously.

“The monkey is on your left. Turn left at the next street. You’ll be headed right for him. That will confuse him!” Drew stopped his bike behind a large tree and watched to see how the man would react.

Hope turned to the left. When she arrived at the stop sign at the end of that block, the man on the motorcycle was sitting at the stop sign to her left. He looked flustered.

“Wave him ahead.” Drew said quietly.

Hope signaled for the man to continue. He hesitated, and then moved on across the street. The man glanced over his shoulder once, trying to figure out what to do next.

Drew laughed and rubbed his hands together happily. So far, the plan was working perfectly. The man was speeding toward the end of the block. Most likely, he planned to circle back around so he would again be behind Hope. “Turn right and follow him!” Drew said between giggles. “He’s moving fast—see if you can catch up!”

Hope peddled hard and followed the man’s path around the block. They went around in two circles before the man was actually catching up with Hope. When he was finally turning the corner so he would be on the same street as Hope, Drew shouted another instruction. “Now turn around. Head right for him!”

The man stopped the motorcycle and stared at Hope in confusion. She pretended she was singing along with a radio, and rode her bike right around him. His large Bugs Bunny tie flapped in the breeze.

Hope realized with a smile that he smelled like a skunk. Alan would be pleased to learn the man had suffered the same fate that he had. Hope giggled when she pictured the man in a tub of tomato juice squishing tomatoes in his large chunky fist. After only a moment’s pause, he awkwardly turned his motorcycle around and set out after his target once again.

Following Drew’s next instruction carefully, Hope sped to the corner, turned, and then waited at the stop sign for the motorcycle man to come around. When he stopped at the stop sign, she smiled and waved him on. Once again, he was leading the person he was supposed to follow.

This time he went slowly forward. He was obvi-ously confused.

Hope followed slowly behind him. She stayed around ten feet away and sang loudly in spurts as though she could only remember some of the words to the song she was listening to. In reality, the only music she could hear was gut-busting laughter from Drew. He was still sitting on his bike across the street. Occasionally, he moved to get a better view, but he kept himself hidden from the monkey.

“He smells just like Alan!” Hope whispered quietly to Drew. This information set Drew into another uncontrollable fit of giggles.

Mission Ring around the Rosie continued in another comical round-the-block chase. Finally, Drew told Hope to just ride home. It was starting to get late and would be dark soon. It was best if neither of them were out after dark.

Drew followed her most of the way home, then he turned and rode rapidly back to his own house. To his surprise, the motorcycle followed him home at a discreet distance. Drew actually wondered if the monkey had only been toying with them. Maybe he knew all along they were playing a game with him. When had the man discovered that Drew was following?
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Hope was nervous as she approached her house. She could no longer see the man on the motorcycle. Drew had turned back, so she knew she was alone. At least that’s what she thought, until she rounded the corner to her street and saw the dark green car still parked across the street from her house.

She couldn’t think of a reason to sneak around anymore, so she just rode boldly toward the house. Instead of being scared, Hope was beginning to get angry with these men. In a matter of seconds, she formed a plan. Then hastily titled it mission Bumper Car.

She rode toward the car. She was still wearing the two-way radio and pretending to sing along with it. The imaginary music was lively and caused Hope to swing her head from side to side in a crazed dance. Her bike closed in on the car, but she didn’t stop. The man with the purple face jumped with a surprised start when her bike hit the back of the car. Hope slammed both palms forcefully down on the trunk making a loud, “Thwack!”

The car door swung open and the man tried to leap out of the car. The seat belt yanked him back into his seat, spilling a foam cup of black coffee down his white shirt and flowered tie. When he finally freed himself and crouched over Hope, she was sprawled in the street moaning.

“Hey, are you okay?” The man asked in a squeaky voice that was not at all frightening.

“Ohhhh… my head hurts,” Hope lied convincingly. “I want my Mommy!” She sniffled like she was going to start crying.

This put him in a panic. “Uh… well let’s get you home, okay?” The man helped her to her feet and she wavered as though she were dizzy.

“Hmm, I must have hit my head. You look purple,” Hope stammered. She rubbed her eyes and struggled to make a giggle that escaped sound like a sob.

“No, no. It’s okay. I was, uh, I was in a play and had to wear some makeup…” he trailed off.

Hope began walking, but purposefully aimed herself four houses to the left of her own house.

“This way.” The man corrected her by turning her body in the right direction.

“Oh!” She pretended surprise. “Do you live in this neighborhood?”

The man jerked nervously. His voice was even squeakier when he answered. “Uh, no. Not really. I’ve, uh, been visiting my family.”

“Really? Well I know everyone in the neighborhood. Who did you say your family is?”

“The, uh, Roberts.” He blurted out, squinting at the name on the nearest mailbox.

“Oh, they are really nice people. Are you a lawyer like Mr. Roberts?” She asked innocently. She already knew that Mr. Roberts was not a lawyer. This man was lying, but she enjoyed making him squirm.

“Yes. Yes I am. My uncle has been a great inspi-ration to me.” He murmured. They were at her front door now.

“Well, thanks for bringing me home. I’ll be sure and tell Mr. Roberts what a nice nephew he has!” She blocked his view with her body as she punched the seven-digit code on the number pad to unlock the front door. She quickly entered the house.

Hope peered through the peephole at the man. He stood for a moment, running a hand nervously through his hair. He was blushing bright red beneath the purple dye.

“Yes!” Hope whispered. He was giving her camera a perfect close-up of his face. The newly installed camera was directly in front of him.

Hope declared Mission Bumper Car a grand success!
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GHOST PHONE

Wednesday morning was a crazed rush in the Binary house. Drew overslept and rushed to get ready for school. It had taken him a long time to get to sleep with skunk boy in the bed next to his. Then he had some pretty strange dreams. Drew was convinced the dreams were the result of the skunk scent destroying his precious brain cells.

Alan had an early morning playgroup so he was also rushing through the house to get ready. It seemed that every time Drew turned around, he bumped into the irritable little boy, and then had to listen to him whine.

“Drew!” Mom yelled for the third time. “You are not leaving this house until you eat some breakfast. I mean it.”

Drew crammed several spoonfuls of chocolate puffed cereal into his mouth. He watched disinterestedly from the table while Alan searched frantically for his missing basketball shoe.

Alan had left their bedroom door open. Gatita limped excitedly into the room while Drew watched with irritation. The sneaky little beast loved to get under his bed and pounce on the sleeping Robo-bugs.

Before Drew could yell, he saw Alan lumber crookedly into the bedroom wearing one shoe. As soon as he spotted the fluffy gray tail under Drew’s bed, Alan flopped down on his stomach and lifted the long plaid comforter to peer under the bed. Drew could hear the boy mumbling happily to the cat. Then, suddenly, all was silent. The cat escaped the room, but Alan still lay on his stomach with his top half hiding under the bed. A moment later, a shoe flew out from under the bed. The little boy didn’t follow immediately. Drew could see the lower half of him wiggling.

He was up to something. Drew was certain of it. Alan never kept his head in scary dark places willingly. Drew almost knocked his chair over when he leapt up and sprinted to the bedroom.

Alan pulled himself up and stood looking at Drew. His face was bright red with guilt. “I found my shoe,” The boy stammered nervously.

“What else did you find?” Drew asked accusingly. He planted both hands firmly on his hips as he leaned over Alan.

“Nuttin,” Alan stated simply, shifting his weight nervously from one foot to the other. This made him bob up and down since only one foot was in a shoe. Alan’s shirt had a large bulge in the front that he was trying to hide by pulling his stuffed tiger in front of his tummy.

In one swift movement, Drew grabbed his little brother by the ankles and flipped him over in mid air. He shook the squealing boy roughly to shake loose whatever was hidden under his shirt.

“Drew, you’re going to be late for school,” his mom’s voice sounded far away from the back of the house.

“Quit squealing or I’ll drop you on your head!” Drew threatened in a rough but quiet voice. Then he answered his mom sweetly, “Okay, Mom. I’m almost ready!”

Just then a long narrow black device thumped onto the floor from under Alan’s shirt.

It was a cell phone. That was odd, since neither of his parents had ever owned this type of a cell phone. It was black, not much larger than a credit card and had a glowing blue button. Hope always carried the latest cell phone. Could it be hers?

Drew flopped Alan onto the bed and scooped up the cell phone. “Have you ever seen this before?” he asked in a gentle voice. It was unlikely the boy would cooperate with him if he continued to feel threatened. Drew had recently learned how helpful Alan could be under the right circumstances.

Alan puffed his chest out in an effort to restore his injured pride. He sealed his lips tight and refused to answer. Drew counted slowly to ten in his head and took at deep breath. The circumstances just kept getting stranger. This could be important; he didn’t have time to argue with the little imp.

Looking from side to side suspiciously, Drew held a finger to his lips and whispered. “Shhhh.” Then he leaned down close to his brother’s ear and whispered. “This is important information about the bad guys Alan. I think the spies have been in our room.” Drew put his hand lightly over his brother’s mouth when he thought the boy was going to speak. “Shhhh,” he whispered again. “Just shake your head yes or no. Have you ever seen this cell phone before this morning?”

Drew stepped back and Alan shook his head from side to side. The little boy was looking at the cell phone with terror-filled eyes. Drew pointed at the cell phone then zipped his fingers across his lips again to signal silence. Alan nodded that he understood. His eyes were still unnaturally wide with fear.

“I’ll see you later, Alan,” he said a little louder than normal. “I’m going to school now. Bye.”

“Goodbye Dwew,” Alan said carefully, his eyes starting to glow with excitement.

Despite the fact that he left the house later than usual, Drew arrived at school before the bell rang. The adrenaline pumping through his veins had pushed him to record speed on his bicycle.

Hope was waiting for him next to the school. Drew ran up to her and pulled out a notebook and pen. He put his finger over his lips to signal silence, and then he began writing.

I found something under my bed this morning. It looks like a cell phone but I can’t figure out where it came from. Have you lost one? Any ideas what else this could be? He scribbled sloppily across the lined paper.

Hope’s eyes were wide with surprise and interest. I think I know what it is. She answered on the notebook. Let me see it.

Drew pulled the cell phone out of his backpack and handed it to Hope. She turned it over in her hands carefully and then popped the battery cover off gently. Hope was astonished. She had seen these on the spy websites she visited and they were fairly expensive. It was a ghost phone. It looked just like a regular cell phone. The person who placed it under Drew’s bed would be able to call it from any phone. The ghost phone would not ring, but it would turn on and become a listening device. Whoever had placed the phone would be able to listen to everything that happened in Drew’s room.

Glancing slyly around her, Hope noticed a grungy backpack thrown up against the brick wall of the school. The zippers were only half closed because of the papers hanging sloppily out of it. It was Butch Beef’s backpack. Butch was busy tormenting a small girl near the fence. Hope casually walked past the backpack, dropping the phone inside. When she returned to where Drew stood, she wore a sly smile. As long as the phone didn’t tumble out one of the many holes gaping in the old canvas backpack, the spies would have to listen to Butch Beef bullying kids around for the day.

They walked together to the other side of the school so the ghost phone was far away from them. Hope explained what the phone was and how it worked. They had no way of knowing exactly how long the phone had been there so they had to assume it was there for at least several days.

Drew groaned when he realized how much the men had probably heard. “Okay, we have to assume they know about Neon. They also must know a lot about Sticky and my family. What I don’t understand is why they haven’t done anything. If they were in the house, why didn’t they just take Sticky? Or break him? This doesn’t make any sense!” Drew was outraged. He hated the thought of someone sneaking through his house.

For a moment, Hope considered going back for the phone. They could use it to feed false information to whoever was listening. Then she realized that whoever was listening would notice the phone had traveled out of Drew’s room and into a school today, so they probably already knew they had found the phone. They would have to come up with a good plan, quickly.

The bell rang but they weren’t in a hurry to go inside.

“We’ve got a lot to think about today,” Drew said.

“It’s going to be a really long day,” Hope answered.

“I’ll catch up with you after school,” Drew said, his eyes glowing fiercely. “Like Neon said, this is war!”
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EARLY ARRIVAL

After school, they stood and watched people and traffic around the school for evidence of the bizarre men. “I don’t see any hint of them,” Hope sighed. “It doesn’t make sense. Why would they follow us so carefully and then suddenly disappear? They must be busy making plans.”

“How can they ignore the hard work I put in and just try to steal this idea from me? Why couldn’t they just ask me to sell the idea to them or share it with them? In the beginning, I probably would have shared it with them for free! Worst of all, I keep wondering, how many other inventors have been sabotaged like this?” He kicked the brick wall with the toe of his shoe. “Let’s go to my house.”

“It’ll be fine, Drew. We aren’t going to let anyone steal Sticky. Neon is going to help us.” Hope laid a hand on his shoulder as they walked to their bikes.

“I’ve got one last ink pouch stored carefully in my backpack.” Drew grinned. “Just in case.”

They both wore the rearview sunglasses and rode side by side down the street so they could see clearly behind them. Still, they saw no one.

 “They’ve just finally given up,” Hope said at an intersection.

“I know better, Hope.These men aren’t going to give up until they either steal Sticky or destroy him.”

Drew stopped so quickly at the end of his driveway that he almost tumbled over the handle bars of his bike. Just under his rusty basketball goal, a new black Mercedes was parked in the driveway. The windows were so dark that he could barely see inside. His family certainly didn’t know anyone who drove a car like this. It could be anyone, friend or enemy.

Alan had been watching out the window for Drew and rushed to the door just as Drew was pulling it open. He tried to whisper something to Drew but all he and Hope heard of it was, “Stick—. “ Then Alan blurted out a portion of another attempt, “Bad, Dwew. Bad—.”

Mom interrupted Alan. “Oh, I’m so glad you’re home! This nice man has been waiting for you for some time now. Come and sit down.” Drew’s mom stood and motioned for him and Hope to sit at the table. “I’ve got some lemonade and cookies here for you.”

Hope and Drew’s eyes met, wide with suspicion. The scene before them looked warm and inviting, but both Hope and Drew knew things were rarely as they seemed.

While his mom chattered away about the science fair, robots, and this nice man’s stories, Drew evaluated the man with narrow eyes. The most suspicious thing about him was the gray suit. It fit him perfectly and he looked quite comfortable in it, but Neon had mentioned a gray suit to him recently. The man who was interested in buying Sticky’s plans for research was supposed to come wearing a gray suit. That man wasn’t supposed to be here until Friday though. Today was only Wednesday. How were they supposed to figure out if they could trust this man?

The man stared back at him with lazy, innocent eyes, a loose smile on his relaxed face. Was this the face of an innocent man? Or the face of a man who was confident he had just won the war?

“Hello, Drew. I’m Dan. The state science fair association sent me here today to collect your project for the next science fair. You had such a fabulous entry last year. We are expecting great things from you again this year!” He spoke with a smooth, comforting voice. His eyes never wavered from Drew’s.

He certainly didn’t seem like the bad guy. But, wouldn’t Neon have sent him a message if the man was coming early? The bad guys could have heard everything about the man in a gray suit with the ghost phone device they had planted in Drew’s room. Drew played with a cookie and started to form a plan. He wished fervently that he and Hope had some time alone to discuss this and decide what to do.

“It is nice to meet you Mr. uh—Dan. I wasn’t expecting you today, but I’m glad you’re here.” Drew wanted the man to think that he trusted him completely, even though he didn’t. It was more likely that the man would slip up and make a mistake if he thought Drew trusted him. “I’m afraid the robot that I’m working on will need a couple of last minute adjustments before I can demo him for you. Can you come back for him tomorrow?” Drew asked hopefully. He needed more time to sort out what was happening.

Fortunately, his mom had gone to check on the twins so he had a few minutes to test this man without his mom thinking he was being rude.

“No, I’m afraid I can’t do that Drew.” Dan pulled a business card out of his pocket and scribbled something on the back of it while he spoke. “I’m only here in Dried Springs for one day. I have to collect several other advanced projects around the state yet this week.” He slid the card across the table to Drew.

Hope leaned in close to read the scribbled message:

Not safe to wait. Have to get it out now.

Drew recovered quickly, but Hope continued to stare at the card with narrowed eyes. “Well, just give my assistant and I a few minutes to get him ready then,” Drew stated calmly. He pushed his chair away from the table and Hope did the same. Drew worked hard to resist the powerful urge to run into his room and lock the door.

“Where’s Alan?” Hope asked Drew’s mom. “We could use his help to speed things up.” Hope wanted to know what the small boy had been trying to tell them. He seemed upset by this man. He had definitely said the word “bad”.

“He’s out front playing. I’ll call him in for you though,” Mom replied. “He’d love to help.” She was scooping the last of the cookies off a steaming cookie tray. They smelled delicious.

Hope and Drew walked slowly on shaking legs to Drew’s bedroom and closed the door.

Sticky stood as Drew had left him, with a serious look on his egg-shaped face. The only change was the collection of brightly colored refrigerator magnets stuck to Sticky’s front.

Hope read the message aloud. “NO NO BD MN STINKY NO.” What in the world does that mean?” She asked with frustration, wishing Alan were old enough to spell correctly.

“Well, the little monster never could spell Sticky, he always wrote Stinky instead. The rest doesn’t give me any clue at all, just the word no. I’d say Alan doesn’t trust this man, but I have no idea why. He’s probably just trying to continue the spy game.” Drew shrugged and pulled the magnets off the robot.

The two of them whispered uncertainly about Dan.

“I guess we should just trust the man,” Drew said. “I don’t think the bad guys would have the guts to just walk in and take Sticky right from the house.”

Hope chewed her bottom lip. “I’m not so sure. He doesn’t smell like a skunk and Alan still does. So we know he isn’t the man from the fence. He doesn’t have any purple ink on his hands or face, so we know for certain that this couldn’t be one of the men we’ve already attacked. But we have no way of knowing if it’s the third man though.” Hope’s eyes stretched wide. “Or maybe there were more than three men all along? How are we supposed to know what to do?”

The argument didn’t seem to be getting them anywhere. Finally, Drew had one last idea that might prove the man’s identity. “I know! I’ll just email Neon and see if his guy decided to come early, he’s always on his computer at this time of day.” Drew pulled his chair up to the computer desk and logged on without even waiting for Hope’s reply.

“He isn’t online. That’s really weird. Oh! But I have an email from him that he sent early this morning!” Drew mumbled as he read the email.

Hope leaned eagerly over his shoulder and read:

Man from fair might come early. Be careful who you trust. Remember what he will be wearing. Talk with you soon. Neon

“That wasn’t much help at all,” Drew whispered, still uncertain.

Hope was more confident now though. “Yes it was. He said clearly that the man would be here early. No one could have known he sent that message, Drew. And the guy is wearing a gray suit. He doesn’t seem suspicious at all. I think he might be exactly the guy we’re waiting for,” Hope finished her case with the certainty of a lawyer’s closing argument.

The confidence Hope felt was contagious. “I guess he’s all right,” Drew agreed. “I just wish we could have a minute with Alan to find out what he thinks he knows about this guy.” Drew’s uncertainty had faded almost completely now. He began pushing Sticky toward the door.

“I’m gonna miss this sticky guy. Neon did say I could have him back in a month or so though.” Drew looked sadly at the robot. “They’re paying me for the idea with a college fund, so I guess it’s just time to move on.”

Hope wiped a tear from the side of her nose. “I feel like we’re selling a friend.”

“Grab the controller,” Drew said over his shoulder to Hope,ignoring her tears so he wouldn’t cry himself. “No, not the big one, just that little one I used as a spare. It will work fine and I will still have the big one for the next robot.”

“How can you be drawing up plans for the next project already? We could still be facing some serious danger with this project.” Hope shook her head, bewildered. “We still have to watch out for Sticky. You can’t just dismiss him like this. It’s like you’re auctioning off a friend.”

Drew walked straight out of the room without answering Hope.

Dan stood and smiled as they entered the room. “He looks great! Even bigger than I expected.” He rubbed his hands together and licked his lips. Why don’t we just carry it right outside and pack it safely in the backseat,” he finished.

Drew walked obediently toward the door.

But Hope stopped, alarmed by the last statement. “Don’t you need a demo? Don’t you need instructions? Aren’t there forms to fill out or something? When will you be returning him?” She fired off the questions rapidly with no pause for an answer.

The man seemed unruffled by this attack. “I don’t think I need a demo at all. It looks like a simple remote so I’m sure our judges will have no problem with it.” He winked at her when he said judges. “We’ll bring Sticky safely home as soon as we can. That will probably be in a couple of months.”

Drew held out a folder filled with wrinkled papers.

“Are these your written notes then?” the man asked. Drew nodded his head and the man smiled broadly. “Good, good. These will really help. Thank you young man.”

Mom opened the door and Drew lifted Sticky down the steps. He stopped outside of the black Mercedes, peering in the darkened windows.

Dan snatched the remote from Hope with a little more eagerness than Hope thought was normal. He walked rapidly to the car and helped Drew load Sticky into the back seat.

Alan was nowhere to be found. Drew’s mom called from the doorway, “Alan Edward, answer me right now. Where are you?” She was getting a little frantic.

The man shook hands with Drew.

“Thank you, son. This is a remarkable invention. We’ll be in touch.” Then he got into the car quickly, and started it. He sat for a moment and then opened the door and walked around the car nervously.

The driver’s side rear tire was flat.

Drew noticed the little cap from the stem was missing as though someone had let the air out of the tire intentionally.

Dan looked up and down the street. Then he ran his fingers through his hair and straightened his tie.

For the first time, Drew noticed the white tie was covered with tiny black butterflies. Bizarre. Neon’s friend was supposed to be wearing a red tie, wasn’t he? Maybe he just remembered wrong. Or maybe the man spilled coffee on his red tie this morning. It was just a small detail.

“Looks like I got a flat. Just take me a minute to change it.” He walked to the trunk and then stopped just short of opening it. “Oh rats, I’ll have to have it towed. I didn’t replace the spare after my wife had a flat last week,” he said as though he were speaking to himself. With an exaggerated sigh, he pulled out a cell phone and dialed information.

With an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach, Hope recalled that the man had not been wearing a wedding ring.

Hope and Drew headed back toward the house. Suddenly Alan appeared from behind some bushes. “Dwew! I need to tell you somthin!” he whispered with wild angry eyes.

Before he could share his important news, Mom intercepted the little informant. She was furious. “What on earth are you doing young man? You know better than to hide from me. I was frantic! I thought you were lost. Three more minutes and I was going to call the police.”

“But Mom! The man is bad! I gotta talk to Dwew!” Alan waved wildly toward the driveway.

Drew moved aside. The sooner the lecture started, the sooner it would be over and then Alan could share information with him.

The tow truck arrived from a nearby garage in only a few minutes. They were hooking the Mercedes to the large tow hook when Mom finally finished with Alan.

The three plopped on the porch and Alan began whispering in loud hisses. The noises were too fast and jumbled for them to figure out what the boy was trying to tell them.

“Slow down, Alan. What is it? Do you know something about that man?” Hope asked patiently.

“Yes. He is bad. He is not the one from Neon. He doesn’t say the name,” Alan gasped in breathless frustration. It was hard for him to get the words out and explain things just right.

“What name? What name isn’t right?” Drew asked in confusion. He was feeling more certain than ever that the boy still thought he was playing a spy game. There wasn’t anything at all wrong with the man he had just given Sticky to. There couldn’t be.

Dan and the driver were getting in the tow truck to leave. Alan became more and more agitated. “Dwew, I’ve got my wadio.” He pointed to the two-way radio earpiece in his left ear. “I’m gonna follow them on my bike. Get some stuff to fight with and follow me. They’ll go slow with that big tow twuck.”

Drew jumped back a little. He was surprised at the tone in his brother’s voice. The boy was serious, and was actually going to leave the neighborhood on his bike. He had to know his mother was going to kill him for this. Drew started to wonder if he should listen to the little boy more seriously.

Then, as the truck pulled out of the driveway, Dan leaned out of the passenger window and waved. “I’ll be in touch with you soon,” he shouted. “Tell Nay-oon I said hello.”

Drew froze. All the color drained from his face as he realized what had just happened. The name was wrong– Alan was right! This was indeed one of the bad guys. Drew’s automatic email reader often mispronounced certain words. It always misread Neon’s name as Nay-oon. This man didn’t know Neon. He had only heard the name over the ghost phone in Drew’s room. Sticky was lost to them forever. Drew had packed him safely in the back seat of the enemy’s car.
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STOMP ‘EM

Without another word Alan leapt onto his bicycle, balanced carefully, and pointed himself toward the truck. The truck moved slowly past the driveway, both men looking straight ahead.

Drew ran into his room. His face was red with anger, fear, and betrayal. The other two-way radio was on his bed. Alan had put it there for him. Who would have guessed that a five-year-old boy would be the hero of the day? He grabbed the backpack he had prepared last weekend in case they needed to go to war. Now was the time to use the weapons. “This is war,” he said as he threaded his arms through the straps of the backpack.

The twins were waking up from their afternoon nap. Perfect. His mom would be distracted.

“Hope and I are taking Alan to the playground!” Drew shouted down the hallway. “We’ll be back in time for supper.” Without waiting for an answer, he and Hope sprinted out of the house to their bikes.

They rode hard in the same direction the tow truck had gone. Drew started talking with Alan right away over the radio. It took several attempts to find out where he was. Alan couldn’t read the street signs and didn’t know his way around very well. He had to describe the things he saw as well as he could. Finally, Drew figured out where the truck was. He and Hope took a short cut down a side street. The big truck was taking a longer route to avoid speed bumps in the residential neighborhoods. That definitely gave Drew an advantage.

When they turned a corner and saw Alan on his little bike with his legs pumping so fast they looked like cartoon legs, Drew sighed with relief. The tow truck was still within sight.

“I thought you were going to get yourself lost!” he said to Alan.

Hope giggled with relief, too close to tears to say anything.

Alan had only had his training wheels off the bike for a few weeks. He was still wobbly on the little red bicycle, his legs would give out soon.

Fortunately for Alan’s little legs, the truck pulled into a cheap Motel at the next corner.

Drew motioned toward a parking lot. “Come on, let’s watch from over here and make our plans.” They were just across the street from the Motel.

The three crouched behind a parked car and watched Dan through the car’s windows. Drew pulled out a collection of homemade weapons and shared his plan while the men lowered the car from the tow truck and Dan paid for the tow. By the time the tow truck drove away, the plans were set and Drew had distributed all of the weapons.

To their shock and horror, Dan opened the trunk of the black Mercedes and removed a person. He wore a gray suit and someone had tied his hands behind his back. He stood on his own and didn’t seem to be injured, but the men had obviously kidnapped him. It had to be the man Neon sent to collect Sticky. The man who had called himself Dan led the bound man into one of the Motel rooms. The number seventeen was painted in fading black on the dingy white door.

Drew was still attempting to put all of these details together when Hope said in a voice filled with horror, “that’s my dad’s car!” She pointed toward the little silver sports car and her entire body wilted, her pointing finger still hung, limp and disbelieving against a car window.

“It’s time to fight.” Drew took charge and called his troops to attention. “Hope! Don’t think about that right now. We have a job to do. This job is important to everyone in the world and we have to succeed. We have to get Sticky back.” He nodded his approval when Hope shook off her astonished stare and took on the determined look of a soldier going into battle. “You all have your weapons and assignments. Mission Stomp ‘em is on. Let’s go!”

Alan headed toward the dark green BMW parked outside the door of number seventeen. He had his weapon in hand. He would use a tire gauge to deflate one tire of the green car. Then he would do the same to the black motorcycle parked nearby. If he found time, he would deflate a second tire on the BMW and then another on the Mercedes. He had already proven himself efficient at letting air out of tires with the Mercedes when it had been in Drew’s driveway.

Hope and Drew both went to the door of the Motel room. They could hear shouting inside. That confused them. The men had finally accomplished their goal. They had Sticky. Why would they be fighting now? Had something gone wrong with the kidnapping? No time to ask questions now, they had to act quickly.

Drew lifted the shrill alarm that had once been on his bicycle. He had attached a fresh cartridge of purple ink to it. Working as silently as possible, he attached the alarm to the top of the doorframe. When the door opened, the alarm would sound and permanent purple ink would spray the person in the doorway.

Hope scattered marbles in front of the door to make the men slip. Among the marbles where a scattering of upside-down tacks to painfully pierce the men’s behinds as they fell. The tacks had been Alan’s favorite part of the plan.

When Alan gave them the signal that at least one tire was flat on each of the vehicles, Hope and Drew would stand on either side of the door with the last of the weapons. After this, the plan was a little sketchy. Drew wanted to somehow get the keys to the Mercedes, get Sticky out and get back to his own house. How they would accomplish any of this was still a mystery.

“Have you come up with a plan to get the keys yet?” Hope asked in a shaky whisper.

“Not exactly,” Drew answered. “I’m confident that this will work out though. Something will come to me.”

“I’m getting nervous. I don’t like to start something without a solid plan all the way to the finish.” She chewed her bottom lip. “Something could go wrong and we could end up in the trunk of that car.”

Finally, Alan gave them the thumbs up signal meaning one tire on each vehicle had been deflated. Then he moved back to the BMW to deflate another tire while the two angry thirteen-year-olds began the next phase of Mission Stomp ‘em.

Drew leaned over and knocked on the door with a shaky fist. The arguing within the room continued. No one came to the door. Drew reached up again and rapped the door hard until his knuckles ached. This time, the room behind the door fell completely silent.

Immobilized and speechless with fear, Drew forgot what he was supposed to do next.

Fortunately, Hope remembered. She put her hand over her mouth and said in a deep voice, “Pizza delivery.”

She heard a shuffling noise in the room and a low mumble when someone came to the door and pulled it open.

It was impossible to see which of the men it was. Dark purple ink showered down over him. The man flailed his arms wildly and sputtered wet purple spatters that sounded like a toddler blowing raspberries.

The ink lightly splattered two other men who were directly behind him. The alarm began sounding in a deafening “Whoop! Whoop! Whoop!”

Drew was glad he and Hope had their earplugs firmly in place.

The two lightly inked men pushed in front of the dark purple man and they stepped out of the room onto the marbles. Drew smelled the skunk-scented spy and noted a light purple stain on one ear of the other man. As they attempted to keep their footing on the loose marbles, a third man joined them. It was Dan, still wearing his gray suit. Drew laughed as their arms flailed and one by one, they lost their balance and landed hard on the tacks. The alarm’s shrill scream masked their shrieks of pain.

When Dan fell flat on his back, the keys to the Mercedes slid out of his pocket. Drew ran forward and snatched them from the sidewalk with a grin. Now their entire plan was falling into place.

Hope and Drew each put their nose plugs in place for the next step of the mission. When the skunk man tried to roll to an area clear of marbles, Hope and Drew opened fire on the spies. They had party poppers in hand. Drew had removed the confetti from the poppers and put a fine sneezing powder in its place. The men immediately exploded in a fit of sneezing so explosive they were unable to get up off the ground. It worked even better than Drew had expected. The purple man in the doorway doubled over in fits of sneezing as well. The Alarm was still ringing out, but Drew knew the battery wouldn’t last much longer.

He motioned to Alan and the three of them retreated to the Mercedes. Then he pulled out the last of his weapons to insure their safe escape.

Aiming carefully, Drew pointed the paintball gun at the three moaning men and opened fire. The purple man slammed the door closed just as the spray of paint balls began. Several green paint splotches appeared on the closed door where he had been.

The men on the ground didn’t immediately react to the attack. The paintballs didn’t hurt all that bad—at least not compared to the tacks that were implanted in their bottoms and backs. Then, the smell began to overwhelm them. Drew had used a hypodermic needle to remove half of the paint from each paintball. Then he had replaced the missing paint with skunk scent. The work had been slow and tedious. He had worn surgical gloves and worked with extreme care. Finally, he had sealed each tiny hole with super glue to prevent any paint or scent from leaking. After several hours of careful work, he had thirty skunk-scented paint balls. He could see now that it was well worth the effort.

After firing the last paintball, Drew threw the gun down and fumbled with the keys. He pushed the unlock button on the remote but nothing happened. Dead batteries. The ring had at least a dozen keys so he started shoving them into the drivers’ side lock one at a time.

“Hurry!” Hope urged. “They’re coming out of the motel room!” The door had opened and the three purple men were gingerly stepping over the stinking bodies of the spies.

“Hey! That’s Daddy!” Alan shouted excitedly.

Drew looked up, his jaw dropped open in shock as the three men jogged toward them.

“—and the really purple guy is my Dad,” Hope said, bewildered.

Drew guessed immediately that the man next to his Dad was Neon. The thin man with the long white hair could be no one else. The spots of purple ink stood out boldly on his tanned face and white hair. Drew had never felt so betrayed and hurt in his entire life. Here were all the people he had trusted. All of them were walking toward him now with fierce expressions. They had been here with the spies and had helped them take Sticky away. Drew dropped the keys. It didn’t matter anymore. Nothing did. If he couldn’t trust his own father or Neon, then he didn’t care about Sticky, robots, magna-motion, or–anything.

Hope’s face sagged with defeat and anger. They were only thirteen. They couldn’t win this war.

Alan retrieved the keys and began trying to unlock the car door again. Hope put out a hand to stop him. He stood in confusion, looking from Drew’s angry face to his father’s purple stained one.

“Are you kids all right?” Drew’s father asked with what sounded like real concern.

“Yeah. We’re just fine.” Drew answered with obvious hurt and sarcasm. He balled his hands into angry fists.

Hope’s father looked intently at his own purple hands. “I don’t suppose this stuff is going to wash off easily, is it?” Looking a little embarrassed, Hope shook her head that it wouldn’t.

“I was afraid of that. You three didn’t leave anything to chance did you?” He bubbled out a genuinely happy laugh. “I guess maybe I ought to walk back to your house William,” he said to Drew’s father. “I’ll wait here for the police to arrive while you drive the kids back in my car,” Christopher Bailey finished as he tossed the keys to him.

“No.” Drew said quickly. We have our bikes. We’ll ride them home.” The three turned to leave without another word.

Drew hadn’t attempted to retrieve any useful weapons or even his backpack from the site. Alan put all of the leftover items in the pack and slung it over his shoulder then ran to catch up. The ride home seemed very, very long. Hope and Drew rode in absolute silence. Alan tried to talk once or twice but quickly gave up. His older brother was riding fast and Alan was breathing heavy with the effort of peddling and balancing. It was too difficult to talk and ride at the same time.

Drew knew Alan didn’t understand what had happened. He wondered how he could explain everything to the boy. How could a five-year-old understand why they had left Sticky in the Mercedes, why they had simply given up? How could he understand their father’s betrayal?

When they arrived at the house, Drew’s feet were almost too heavy to lift up the front steps. Hope and Drew sat silently at the kitchen table and waited for the men while Alan rambled on to Mom.

When the men entered, Drew didn’t look at them. He would rather be anywhere in the world right now than here in his house with these three men. Hope slumped forward and laid her head on the table. Alan finally plopped down in a chair, he was still panting with the exhaustion of the bike ride and the effort of explaining everything to Mom.
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MISSIONS COLLIDE

Drew’s Mom took the twins to the front yard to push them in the swing so the men could talk with Hope, Drew, and Alan. Drew slumped dejectedly in one of the kitchen chairs. He appeared uninterested; his icy blue eyes locked on his own hands. He avoided looking at the men in front of him.

Hope had risked a few furtive glances at her father. The ink covered him completely, and she almost laughed aloud when he licked his lips and revealed that even his tongue had been stained purple. Just like Drew, she was disappointed to discover her father’s involvement. It was worse for Drew though and she knew that. He was used to the adults in his life being safe people and rescuing him. That was not the life Hope had known. The adults in her life had been distant. She had learned to depend only on herself. She was disappointed in her father, but unlike Drew, this was not the first time she had been saddened by one of her parent’s behavior.

Alan giggled without shame at the purple polka dots covering his dad’s face, hair and clothes. He and Neon had only small spatters of ink; Christopher had received the worst of the purple spray when he opened the hotel room door.

William ruffled Alan’s hair. “Well, I think we have a lot to talk about,” he said, breaking the uncomfortable tension in the air. “Who wants to start?”

Neon spoke up first. “I want to say that it’s nice to finally meet you, Drew, and you too, Hope.” Noting Alan’s dejected face, he added. “And Alan, of course, the king of the skunk farm.”

Alan smiled, obviously pleased with this new title. Drew didn’t even acknowledge Neon’s statement. He continued to stare at his hands with fiercely cold eyes. Hope gave a half smile and lifted Gatita to her cheek. The small cat was heavier and happier than it had been a week ago. Soon the splint would come off and the cuddly cat would have to find a new home. Hope nuzzled the soft fur against her cheek and wished for the bizarre meeting to come to an end.

William spoke next. He couldn’t stand to see the children’s pained expressions for another moment. “I guess we better explain how we came to be in the Motel room with those men, hadn’t we?” William was smiling when Drew finally met his eyes.

“Neon filled me in yesterday on everything happening here. He just couldn’t let you guys fight this war alone. The situation had become too dangerous and he was worried. He was hoping you would tell me about it all, but he just couldn’t wait any longer for you stubborn kids to ask for help. It was time to act,” William explained.

Neon interrupted him briefly. “It was a difficult decision, that’s for sure. I didn’t want to betray your confidence. I wanted you two to trust me, but I couldn’t stand by and let you get hurt. As soon as I started to worry it could come to that, I went to your father. Do you understand?”

Drew mumbled so low that it was difficult to hear him. “Yeah. I understand all right. The offer they made you was just too good to pass up.”

William continued, ignoring Drew’s murmured statement. “As soon as Neon told me what was happening– and then spent several hours convincing me that it was all true and extremely serious,” he smiled sheepishly. “I decided to contact Hope’s father so we would have more muscle on our side. It was no easy feat to find this man out in the middle of the ocean. Fortunately, the weather on the coast was clear so he was able to catch a helicopter to the mainland immediately. That’s where our plan began.”

Christopher added through purple lips. “I had no idea what was going on until William called me. It didn’t take long to figure out what had happened though. I had mentioned your robot on the oil rig, Drew.” He nodded at Drew’s open-mouthed surprise. “Some men tricked me into a conversation about it the same night and I never saw them again on the rig. They were the same three men who have been following you. I made some calls and found out they were on the rig trying to sell an invention for purifying oil more efficiently. The crew leader asked them to leave when they couldn’t prove that they held legal rights to the invention. Now it’s clear they stole that invention the same way they were trying to steal Sticky.” Christopher shook his head in obvious disappointment.

“We had no idea when we tracked the men down at the Motel room that one of them was here with you at the same time,” William persisted. “We never dreamed they would be bold enough to walk right into the house or that they would actually steal Sticky. The poor scientist Neon sent is a nervous wreck right now. I guess it was his first time to be kidnapped.”

Drew looked up slowly at his father, then at Neon and finally at Hope. A dawning realization spread across his face. Was it possible that the three men here at this table had been trying to help them all along? Was it possible they weren’t the enemies after all? His eyes sparkled with excitement and a breath of relief puffed out of his tense lips.

“It was probably silly,” William smiled in recollection. “But we actually thought we could just talk with these men and convince them to leave you alone. Then you would never even have to know we had been involved. But when we found out they had kidnapped the poor man Neon sent to you, everything changed. A shouting match began. It could have become an ugly scene if you three hadn’t shown up with your pizza delivery when you did. It was a fortunate collision of missions. I don’t know how you three did it all, but you staged an amazing war!”

A thin smiled curved the corners of Drew’s lips. “The skunk scented paintballs worked out even better than I could have imagined!”

“I let the aiw out of the wheels!” Alan added proudly. “An’ I found out what place the bad guys was stain’ at too!”

“I do wish the ink bomb would have gone a little differently,” Christopher interjected thoughtfully, inspecting his purple fingers. “I’ll have a lot to explain to my boss. And of course my wife.” He shrugged and threw his purple hands in the air while laughter bubbled around the table.

“We don’t have to worry about those guys anymore. They’re going to have some time behind bars to think about a safer line of work,” William said. “The police were charging them with kidnapping when we left the Motel. One of them mentioned as we were leaving that testing parachutes would be a safer line of work than following you two around—”

Drew shook with laughter until he could hardly catch his breath. “We did give them a little bit of trouble I guess.” His heart felt light and happy. The anger that only a few moments ago bubbled hotly was fading now. He had not misplaced his trust after all. The people he loved and trusted had come to help him, and they would always be there when he needed them. For the first time in a long time, he realized his father really was here for him. Even though he often had to work far away, he would always be there when his family needed him. It was a comforting thought.

Drew had felt alone and left out at school for so long now. Several years ago, all the other boys had become enamored with football and video games. At the same time, Drew’s interests had settled on robots and electronic equipment. He had disassembled half of the electronic devices in the house in about six month’s time. This passion had always been his alone. Now he had a good friend to share his triumphs and failures with. Who would have thought he would find someone else who loved to dig in the trash?

Somehow, almost accidentally, he had even found a new place for Alan in the past couple of weeks. Not just as a useful little body, but as a brother. They looked out for each other. He reached forward and gave his little brother a high five over the table. The younger boy’s eyes were glowing brightly.

Life is grand, Drew thought contentedly.

Drew watched the happy group around the table. They chatted like old friends. He hoped they would become just that over the coming years; comfortable old friends.
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Hope was basking in the happiness of having adults come through for her. It hadn’t happened many times in her life, and she had become fiercely independent as a result of so many disappointments. This feeling was one she hoped to hold for a lifetime. The promises that her father made about trying to be at the house more were encouraging to her. Maybe someday soon she would have some family photos of her own to make into a scrapbook.

Taking advantage of the good cheer that washed through the room, Hope told her father about the little gray kitten’s plight. He thought about it briefly and then agreed with a smile and a nod that she could take the kitten home with her. Tears balanced on her cheeks as she nuzzled the fluffy fur against them. She wasn’t alone anymore.

When the men were involved in an animated conversation, Drew winked at Hope and then leaned forward and whispered while sketching wires, panels, and wheels on a napkin. “I’ve got the next robot plan underway. Isn’t tomorrow trash day in your neigh-borhood? I think the first thing we need to look for—” He continued with excited descriptions of the parts he would need.

Hope groaned, but she held a smile on her face. She would have to find a way to win the neighborhood trash back from King Scrap. The adventure had just begun.
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