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Neighborly

Robert Kern glanced at the dead end sign as he drove down Bellow Street.  Ahead sat a small red house.  Decelerating, Robert softly turned at the corner of the L-shaped road and pulled into the driveway of the house to left.  The three-story brick had an attached one-car garage.  The deep green front lawn flourished in the late May weather, although it seemed oddly open, since all the trees were behind the house in a ravine.  On the left side of the house a gate extended perpendicularly five feet.  The rickety fence supporting it ran back between Robert’s place and the last house on the street.  Robert liked the idea of moving to a dead end, assuming he would find more privacy. 

“Just leave the things in the car,” Robert said to Sheila, his wife, as he got out.  He went to the back seat and let Prissy, a Boston terrier, out.  Sheila emerged from the passenger’s seat.  It would still be a week before they moved in, because Robert wanted to wait until he was done teaching.  While at the house, Robert figured it would be nice to meet the neighbors.  “Let’s try here first,” he said, pointing left to the blue house, where he saw an old man watering the lawn by hand.  Before they even started to walk over, the dog took off toward the neighboring lawn.


“Prissy!  Get back here!”  Robert yelled.  His wife had chosen Priscilla as the name, but he hated the formality.  Dog names were short and simple, like Fido or Rex. 


The old man apparently saw the dog running toward his yard and quickly walked in her direction, hose in hand.  “Get it off my lawn!” he yelled.


Robert paused a second, taken aback by his new neighbor’s hostile tone.  “Prissy! Sorry, sir.  I’m trying,” Robert said.  Just then, Priscilla squatted.  Robert noticed the change in expression on the old man’s face as he lifted his arm and pointed the hose in the direction of Priscilla.


“Hey!” Robert exclaimed, but it was too late.  The old man blasted her with water.  The dog yelped and scampered back to her yard.  “What the hell are you doing to my dog?” Robert yelled.


“It was gonna go on my lawn.”  The old man squinted behind large frames.  With white hair and blue polyester pants, he didn’t appear that intimidating, although Robert felt he was trying to act tough.


“You didn’t have to hose her.” 


“See this lawn?  It’s perfect.  And it’s staying that way.”  The lawn was large and impossibly green.  


“Sorry.  I didn’t mean for her to get on it.”  Robert wasn’t much for apologies, especially ones he didn’t mean.  Still, he knew there were times when you apologized to smooth things out. 


“Just keep her off in the future.” The old guy had the hose pointed at Robert, who wondered if this grouch had the same treatment in store for him.  He almost raised his arms to surrender, although he didn’t really know why.  It was a hose, not a gun.    


“Look, I’m Robert Kern.  Are you Mr. Kennison?”


“Yeah.”

Robert, who was in his mid forties, briefly introduced his wife.  “We’re moving in next door.”  The two were wearing jeans and t-shirts.  Most of their clothes were already packed into large duffle bags and suitcases in the back of the car.  


“I heard they sold it,” Kennison said, staring at them.  Robert paused, not sure what to say.  He looked over at his wife, whose brown hair was pulled back, and noticed she was about to speak.


“Mr. Kennison, is your wife around?” she asked.


“She’s dead,” Kennison replied with an unchanging expression.


“I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”


“Of course not.”


Wanting to change the subject to something more pleasant, Robert said, “That fence sure is falling apart.  Bet you’ll be glad when I replace it.”


“That’s my fence.”  The friendly chat had hit another brick wall.  “She’s seen better days, but she works.”


“No offense, but it looks like it’s dying.  I’m sure it was nice when you built it.”


“But it’s mine.  I like it.”


“But I’d be glad to put a new one in.  I’ll pay for it.”


“No thanks.”


This had been enough argument for one night.  “All right,” Robert resigned.  Turning in the other direction, Robert noticed his other neighbor working in his back yard.  “You can go back to the lawn.  We’re gonna go say hi to him,” he said pointing in the direction of the soon-to-be-known neighbor.  Kennison nodded goodbye and resumed watering.  


Sheila looked at Robert as they walked away.  She appeared a little confused.  “Robert?”


“What?  That went well.”


“You were being a bit rude, I thought.”


His eye twitched.  “Rude?  He sprayed our dog.  Besides, you’re the one bringing up his dead wife.”


“I didn’t know.  I just assumed,” Sheila said.


“I’m amazed such a crotchety old man could get married.”


“Robert!”


“What?  He is one.”  


“You said you’d be better with these neighbors.”

There was a pause.  “Come on, let’s go see the other guy.”  Robert noticed Priscilla had dried off after she ran to him and he knelt to pet her.  In order to avoid another bad scene, Robert picked up the dog and held her.  “You’re going to stay with me this time.”

“Robert,” Sheila chimed in, “please don’t stick it to this guy, too.”


Robert frowned.  “None of that was my fault.  Kennison’s the jerk, not me.”


Sheila shook her head.  Robert just about asked what her problem was now, but let it go.  The Kerns made their way next door.  The lawn was still soft under their feet.  The real summer heat probably wouldn’t hit for a few weeks.  Robert noticed the man with the shovel look up, so he raised his hand to indicate they were coming to see him.  A nod acknowledged them, and the neighbor tossed down his shovel and walked toward them. 


“Hey, folks.  You movin’ in?” he asked, his feet covered in dirt, his hands filthy.


“Just starting to bring stuff over,” Robert replied.


“Good deal.  I’m Gary Abner.”

 
Robert introduced his wife again and asked, “Where’s the rest of yours tonight?”


“They ran to the mall, and my wife said I better get something done,” Abner replied, motioning to the back yard.


“Whatcha doin’ back there?” Robert wanted to know.


“Filling in some rabbit holes.  They’re moved out by now.”


Robert wasn’t interested in the normal, nice-to-meet-you chitchat.  He had just received a cold reception from one neighbor before even moving in.  He hoped it was not a sign of things to come, though only time would tell.  “So, what’s the deal with Kennison?”


“Marv? I don’t know.  He’s one crazy old man.  I hope you’re a good buffer.”  Abner pushed up his Detroit baseball cap and scratched his head.  


“Buffer?” Robert asked, knowing what Abner would likely say.



“Yeah, to keep him off my back.”


“You’ve had trouble with him?”


“Let’s just say we have a history.”  Abner smoothed his beard.


Robert wasn’t sure if he wanted to pursue this or not.  He figured it might be good to know, yet he didn’t really want to find out how psycho the guy was so soon.  Yet no time was better than now, so he asked.  “Oh?”


“Yeah.  One time we were outta town and the lawn didn’t get cut, so he wrote this nasty note.  Left it on my door.  Said ‘Mow it or get the hell out.’  And when his wife died a few years ago we didn’t go to the funeral.  We meant to.  We were just busy.  Ever since then he seems a little more tightly wound.  He always was, but more so now.  I think he needs to move on.  Take the stick out of his ass, you know.” 


They were off to a bad start with Kennison, and Robert knew it was entirely Sheila’s fault.  Sometimes she just couldn’t keep her mouth shut.  “Well, I’m not gonna worry yet,” Robert said, “but I’ll be on my guard.  It’s getting dark, and we need to get this stuff in the house.  You probably need to finish your yard work.”



“Yeah, I better.  Good luck to ya.  You’ll be fine.  I’m here if you need me.”


Robert and Sheila waved goodbye and walked to their car.  Grabbing as much as possible, they trudged in through the garage.  Sheila walked up stairs while Robert remained in the hallway with Priscilla.  When Sheila was out of sight, Robert whispered, “Crazy guy.  Huh, girl?”




She let out a low growl.


“My thoughts exactly.”  Robert walked up to the kitchen and placed a case of beer in the fridge, but left one can out.  

Sheila came down to the kitchen and saw it.  “That’s warm, Robert.”  He simply shrugged her off and popped the top.  

Later that week they moved in the last of their things and began their new life at the dead end on Bellow Street.  

*****************


Over the first few weeks in the new house, Robert didn’t have problems with Kennison except for his fence.  They never talked, but Robert thought Kennison might have nodded once.  Robert didn’t quite understand why Kennison mowed twice a week or why he used half of Lake Michigan to water it. One day Robert caught him firing the hose at a squirrel that had made the mistake of burying an acorn in the lawn.  Another time Robert even thought he saw the mailman limping away from Kennison’s house, probably because he stepped on the lawn, but he didn’t honestly know that.  There had been no direct conflict between the two since the night they met until the day Robert decided to check out what he had been told by Abner in regard to the property line.  


Robert and Abner were sitting in Kern’s back yard drinking beer one night after moving in.  Robert had told Abner the comment he made about the fence and how he couldn’t stand it.  It was a miracle it didn’t blow down in a breeze, and it was such an eyesore.  The patio they sat on had been redone recently, and the plants and trees in the ravine where his yard ended added an authentic forest feel.  It was the back yard Robert always wanted.  Except for the fence.  That was when Abner hit him with a revelation.


“You know, Bobby,” Abner started, “the folks here before you said they had it checked, and the fence is actually in your yard.  But then they decided to move.  You check it out.  The fence will have to go.”   


“Are you serious?” Robert asked, already believing what he heard, or at least wanting to, as it was the break he was looking for.


“Hell yeah, I am.  If I’m wrong, I’ll pay the bill.”


Robert had nothing to lose.  At worst Abner would owe him some money, and he assumed his friend wasn’t drunk enough to forget the promise.  He trusted Abner.


Later that week Robert called a surveyor to check out the line.  They went to the side in question.  “My other neighbor claims this fence is in my yard,” Robert said to the man.  “I hope he’s right.”  


“Okay, let’s see what we have here.”  The surveyor took measurements and made calculations.  Robert stood and watched, not really sure how surveying worked.


The man crouched down in the grass.  “Hmm.  That’s interesting.”  He stood up and turned to Robert.


“Interesting?” Robert inquired, hoping it meant good news.


“Yeah.  The line is three inches left of the fence.  It’s in your yard.”  


“Thanks.  That’s just what I needed.”  Robert and the surveyor finished their business.  After this he went back into the house and saw Sheila.


“How did it turn out?” she asked, placing a cake in the oven.  The heat poured out briefly until the door closed. 


“Interesting,” he replied, remembering the surveyor’s comment.


“Interesting?”


“Yeah.  Turns out the fence is in our yard.  The line was three inches off.  Guess Kennison thought he could fool me.  Shows what he knows.” 


“Oh, Robert, I’m sure it’s an honest mistake.  He was probably misinformed.”


“I doubt that.  Still, we get that shitty fence down.  Aren’t you glad?”


“Just try to be civil?  Don’t flaunt this in his face.”


“What do you take me for?  I am being reasonable.  He’s not.”  Robert reached in the fridge for another beer and went to the back yard.  From a lawn chair he watched Kennison’s driveway, waiting for him to come home.  A rabbit cut across the cement and through the yard on its way to the ravine.  Robert figured Kennison would have thrown a temper tantrum or blasted out the door with his hose in pursuit of the varmint if he had been home.  Priscilla was on the patio, next to Robert.  Out of nowhere she barked.  He glanced down and petted her.  “He’s a strange one,” he whispered to the dog, and then went back to his beer.


Later that humid June evening, Robert was once again out back, this time grilling hamburgers for dinner.  Smoke poured from the small grill.  The charcoal fire burned high, which Robert aimed for because he liked hamburgers with a nice charred crunch.  Through the cloud he noticed Kennison pulling into the driveway.  Robert raised the spatula, calling out, “Hey, Kennison.  I need to talk to you.”  Robert couldn’t hide his wide smile, although he didn’t plan to shove the news in Kennison’s face and do a celebratory dance.  


The old man made his way into the yard and stared hard at Robert.  “What is it?”


“I found out something about the property line.”


“What?” Kennison asked.  A few drops of sweat fell from his brow.


“Seems the line is actually three inches left of the fence.”  


Kennison said nothing.  Robert saw displeasure in his expression.  After a minute he spoke.  “What are you telling me for?”


“The fence is in my yard.  It’s coming down.  It’s nothing personal.  Just time for a new fence.  You’ll be glad in the end.  I’ll even put it in the same spot.  You can keep the three inches.”


There was no response.  Maybe Kennison had never been beaten at his own game before.  Robert had just taught him a lesson.  He meant it when he said it wasn’t personal.  The fact was that fence had no business being up.  Robert was doing them both a favor.  Kennison was getting a brand new fence for nothing.  


After either quietly reflecting or bottling anger, Kennison broke his silence.  “I’m not taking it down.”


“No problem.  I will.  Want me to pitch it, or do you want it?”


“You can burn in Hell with it.”  Kennison turned and left without another word.  

Robert watched the old man leave dejected, wondering if he would cry himself to sleep.  That guy needed to be put in his place, and he was.  While grabbing a plate, Robert pulled the lid off the grill, revealing three blackened hamburgers.  The smoky, burning smell was strong.  Robert took a deep breath, exhaled and let out a sigh of satisfaction. 

*****************


Less than a week later the old fence was replaced.  The following day Robert was mowing the lawn.  As July arrived, the summer heat picked up.  The lack of rain recently made the lawn crunchy.  Robert wore a Tigers shirt, old jean shorts, and plenty of sweat.  He started on the right side of the yard and worked his way across going north-south.  The last cut, lined up with the fence, didn’t quite satisfy Robert, so he made one more swipe, which resulted in cutting half a mower width into Kennison’s lawn.  The yard now looked good, and after all Robert believed it to be courtesy to cut a little bit into the other lawn to even things out.  Each neighbor does this and both lawns look better.  


Letting go of the handle and killing the mower, Robert walked across his lawn to the garage.  He stuck the mower in the right side, moving a gas can out of the way first.  As he came back out to the driveway, he noticed Kennison.  That wasn’t exactly strange, but the fact he was squatting near the property line, staring at the grass was.  Kennison looked over.  Robert saw his angry expression.  


“Robert!” Kennison yelled.  His voice carried well through the thick, humid air.


Conflict with Kennison was not what Robert wanted, but it was on its way.  He dropped his head and shook it slightly.  “You are certifiable, Kennison,” he whispered.  He was worn out and a mess from mowing in the unfriendly weather, not really in the mood to hear whatever Kennison had to say.  His walk was slow and deliberate.  Sure, this probably infuriated the old man a little more, but so what.  The freshly cut grass crunched under his step.  About five feet from Kennison he stopped.  “What is it now?”


“Your mowing,” he simply replied.


“Does it not meet your standards?  There was no note nailed to my door.”


“Where does your yard end?”


“We agreed, at the fence.”  He pointed in the general direction, not taking his eyes off Kennison.  “Didn’t we go through this already?”


“Why the hell’d you mow my lawn?”


“Jeez, I didn’t go more than half a foot over.  Your lawn is fine.  It’s courtesy to overlap a little.”


“Courtesy is not mowin’ my lawn!”


This was the most Robert had heard Kennison speak, so he was somewhat surprised the old timer possessed the ability to string more than two words together.  “I don’t have time for your shit, Kennison.  Go take a nap or pop a pill.”  Robert walked away without another word.  He wasn’t sure how his neighbor was taking this comment, but assumed he’d be fuming.  After going into the house he went upstairs to take a shower.  On the way to the bathroom Sheila stopped him.


“What happened out there, Robert?”


He could sense her concern.  Robert didn’t feel like having this discussion, figuring after explaining things she’d still take Kennison’s side.  “Nothing.”


“Don’t give me that.  I could see he was angry with you.  What did you do?”


“Why do you assume it’s because of me?  I just mowed about six inches of his precious lawn, and he went psycho over it.”


“You know how he is about his lawn.  Plus, he’s probably mad about the fence.”


“Sheila, don’t take his side again.”  Apparently she had talked to Marv on a few occasions and said he was nice.  Frankly, Robert thought she made it up.  Just a way to keep him down.  It was bad enough having to deal Kennison.  He didn’t need his better half taking the enemy’s side.  Turning his back to her, Robert walked into the bathroom, but she followed, obviously not agreeing the conversation ended.  After a deep breath, Robert said, “He’s making something out of nothing.  Look.  I’m not trying to piss him off.  But if it happens, it happens.”


“Can’t you just stay in our yard?” she said in a tone he took to be mild irritation.  


“If you don’t like it, you can mow it.”  She glared at him for a second and rolled her eyes before leaving.  Robert slammed the bathroom door and got into the shower.  Midway through he heard a mower fire up.  With the water running it was tough to tell whose it was.  Abner’s needed a cut, and Kennison mowed his yesterday, so it was “ready” too.  Satisfied the scent of gas and grass was down the drain, Robert dried off and put on clean clothes.  He considered apologizing to Sheila, since she had nothing to do with this, although she always took Kennison’s side, and that was not right.  A wife should agree with her husband every now and then.  

The carpeting felt good under his bare feet as he walked down to the kitchen where he was surprised to find Sheila staring out the window.  The mowing stopped on his way down, but he didn’t notice.  


“Sheila,” he started as he reached for a beer, ready to say, “I’m sorry.” However, before he could, she spoke.


“Robert, you have to see this.”  She continued to stare.


“What is it?” he asked, walking to her, not sure what to expect.  When he gently touched her shoulder, she moved off so he could get a good look.  At first he couldn’t speak.  It wasn’t something horrific, but it was shocking nonetheless.  From the property line to about ten feet into their yard, the lawn had been scalped.  Robert closed his eyes and gripped the windowsill.  “What happened to our yard?”


“Do I even have to say it?” Sheila replied.


“You saw him do it?”


“Well, yeah.”


“And you didn’t stop him, and why would you?  That’s fine.  I’ll just go have a talk with the son of a bitch.”  Sheila might have said something as he quickly set down the can and rushed out the door, but he wasn’t listening.  Kennison had to be insane.  This was ridiculous.  Robert caught a glimpse of Kennison going in the front door of his home.  He was not getting away that easily.  Running across the lawn, Robert yelled, “Hey!  Stay out here!”  This got Kennison’s attention and he stopped and came down the steps to his yard.  Robert ran to Kennison, ignoring all his rules.  He tried to think of the question to ask, but only gestured with his hands in utter confusion.  


Kennison smiled.  It was not an “I’m-so-happy smile.”  It was an evil smile, a mix of the Grinch and the Joker.  He spoke.  “It’s courtesy to overlap a little.”


“A little!  You scalped half the fuckin’ yard!”  Robert was fuming, so he stepped back to avoid taking a swing.  The way the old man grinned burned him.  Kennison simply turned and went inside.  Hitting an old man wouldn’t help at all, so Robert let him go.  However, Robert would get revenge, and he would enjoy it.  If Kennison thought this was over, he was wrong.  The time had come to kick things up a notch. 

*****************


Robert reached his end, ready to explode.  Rather than go inside and yell at Sheila, who would be against him, Robert walked to Abner’s.  He hopped up the two front steps and pounded on the door.  

Abner answered.  “Damn, Bobby, you look pissed.”


“Look what the son of a bitch did to my lawn!” Robert yelled, walking back to his yard, assuming Abner would follow.


“Oh shit,” he heard from behind.  “He went nuts on your lawn.”  


“I’m going to get him back.  There has to be a way.  A way to fuck the whole thing up.”


“Why don’t you call the cops?  Get him arrested.”


“They won’t do anything.  It’s Detroit.  You can get away with murder here.”


“You may have a point,” Abner laughed.  

Robert glared at him.  “What’s so funny about this?  Are you amused?”  Robert was ready to snap at anyone after he couldn’t take his aggression out on Kennison.  Just like he couldn’t take anything out on the damn students.  Back in the good days you could hit them.


“Man, calm down a sec.  You’re getting all wound up,” Abner said.  


“You see what he’s done.  I have to top it.  Maybe that’ll stop all this.”


“Or maybe he’ll have you arrested.”


“Arrested?  He doesn’t have the balls to call the cops.  Plus, he’s guilty too.”


“Maybe.  You never know.”


Robert smiled largely.  “I know everything.”  He paused for a moment, reflecting, then asked, “Do you have any weed killer or something?  Something to kill grass quick?”


“I might have some lime in my shed.  But I don’t know.  I don’t wanna go down as your accomplice.”  

No one was much help, which meant no one else cared about justice in the world.  “Don’t worry, nothing will happen.”  Robert thought it over for a second and changed his mind.  “Forget it.  I won’t make you give it to me.”


“Okay.  I’m going inside, Robert.  Just relax a little.”  Abner left, and Robert went to sit in the back yard where he could see Kennison’s driveway, so he would know when the old man left.  Abner wouldn’t help, but Robert was a capable man.  Robert sat back in his chair, feeling the heat.  There wasn’t much of a breeze lately.  Joy took the place of his anger.  He chuckled to himself before dozing off.  


Robert woke to the sound of a car door.  Although it brought him out of sleep, he jumped to his feet.  There was no one by Kennison’s car.  The noise came from his driveway, as Sheila was leaving.  He quickly ran to the front to catch her before she left.  The car stopped.  


“Hey, dear, where are you off to?” he asked.


“Just running some errands.  I’ll be back in time to make something for dinner.  I was going say something, but saw you sleeping.  Thought I’d let you be since you needed some cooling down.”


“Yeah, I feel fine now.  No more anger.”


“I’m glad.  I’ll see you later.”  The car resumed backing out, and Sheila shouted out a final piece of advice.  “Stay out of trouble.”


Robert just waved and nodded.  He wasn’t going to get into trouble.  He was going to get justice.  He also figured this would end the problems because Kennison wouldn’t attempt payback.  

Turning back to the yard, Robert saw something that made his knees buckle.  Kennison was leaving.  The timing couldn’t have been better.  Kennison didn’t look at Robert as he left, but he didn’t blame him or want him to.  His smile might seem a little suspicious.  

Once Kennison was out of sight, Robert ran to Abner’s shed.  Abner wouldn’t give, so Robert would take.  The unlocked shed door was a good start.  Inside he found three large bags of lime that would do the job.  Robert took them to his yard and set them down.  He was amazed at being able to carry all three at once.  You could accomplish a lot when your adrenaline kicked into overdrive.


Robert studied the task before him.  The lawn was big, and Kennison might not be gone long.  He paused and looked at the lovely lawn.  The condition was remarkable, and he did feel a little bad about what he was going to do.  Not because it would break the old man’s heart, but because he loved a beautiful lawn too.  Robert opened the first bag and walked onto the lawn.


After Robert poured some out, the grass was immediately eaten away.  The smell was unique, and he couldn’t quite place it.  He thought about what he’d do if Kennison came home too soon, even though that might not matter.  Kennison would assume he ruined the lawn even if he wasn’t caught.  Being seen would ruin the surprise, which was important to Robert.  The look on Kennison’s face would be priceless.  Maybe even better than the time he made the football coach cry at a faculty meeting.


After the first bag emptied, a big section of the lawn was dead.  Robert felt delightful.  He tore open the second bag and spread it carefully, wanting to destroy as much as possible.  The grass wilted.  This wouldn’t take long.  Robert was not as pleased as he hoped since not enough grass had been killed.  Still, there had to be a way to make a lasting impression.  With the third bag, he poured methodically.  Backward steps led to one long line of burned out grass.  From the middle of the stretch he poured at diagonals, forming a perfect “K.”  It occurred to Robert he shared the initial with Kennison.  About half the lawn was gone and the other half contained a big “K.”  Maybe it wasn’t the most destructive thing to do, but it would work.  Robert felt satisfied taking in the view.


Now in a kind of daze, Robert celebrated within his head and didn’t see his wife return.  He bent over to pick up the empty bags.  Everything stopped when he saw his wife.  She was standing outside the car, stone still, mouth wide open.  After seeing this, his heart fell, and he froze, dropping the empty bags, even though he knew beforehand his wife would find out.  Robert walked back to his own yard.  Being caught by Sheila had taken some joy out of him, even though deep down he was proud.


“Hey, honey.  What’s for dinner?” 

Sheila simply shook her head.  Before going into the house she stopped and looked at Robert.  She opened her mouth, but nothing came out.  It appeared she was at a loss and went inside.  Robert ran to his front door and stopped.  How was he supposed to handle this?  Sheila didn’t say anything, but she probably wanted to tear his head off.  Maybe he had gone overboard.  Maybe he hadn’t.  Either way, he didn’t feel bad about it.  


“Well, here goes nothing,” he whispered, walking in the door.  Sheila was in the kitchen.  Robert felt her eyes penetrating him, like she was trying to figure what he was thinking.  He thought she would remain silent and just burn holes in him with those eyes.


“It’s a real scorcher today.  Everything seems to be burning up,” he commented, chuckling a little, hoping a lighthearted remark would ease the tension.  The grass sure burned up, and at this thought he almost burst into laughter, but held back.  Sheila did not change her expression.  Robert stopped chuckling.  “So...did you buy anything?” was the best he could come up with.


“Robert!” she yelled at him.  “Do I even have to ask what you were doing?  You’ve lost your mind!”


“Wait one damn minute,” he retorted.  “He messes with our lawn, and it’s okay.  I even things out, and you yell at me?”


“Even?  Are you serious?  You wrecked his yard!”


Any sense of shame Robert possessed at being caught faded away.  He had served justice, and now Sheila was getting on his case about it.  “Do you have a point?  Would you like to make sense for once?”


“Robert!  I am making sense!”


“That’s a laugh.  If you can’t understand, it’s too bad.”


“Do you hear yourself?  So he’s a grouch.  So he scalped our lawn.  You went way over the line!”


“Oh, bullshit!  That motherfucker got what he had comin’ to him.”


“I’ve gotta get out of here.  When you’re like this there’s no use talking.” 


“When I’m like what?”


“You know what!”


“What?  Bitchy like you?”  Robert felt her glare land in his eyes.  She left without another word, leaving the kitchen and going out the door, slamming it, rattling the walls.  Robert stood slightly stunned.  She would be back after realizing he was right.  

It was now six o’clock.  Reflecting for a moment, Robert considered the events of the afternoon.  He had destroyed Kennison’s yard in retaliation.  Although more so in the name of justice.  Robert casually walked to the fridge and got out a beer.  Popping the top, he took a drink and smiled.

*****************


Dusk began as Robert headed to the closest window for a good seat.  He knelt and peered out so he would see Kennison’s expression when first finding the little surprise, and at the same time not be discovered.  Robert poured back another beer.  Just then he saw Kennison’s blue Cavalier.  The car went by, but didn’t turn at the driveway.  It slowed, like the driver had taken his foot off the gas, but not used the brakes.  Suddenly the brakes were slammed and the car halted.  Much to Robert’s chagrin, he couldn’t see Kennison’s face.  Robert kept watching.  Five minutes passed.  The car remained running where it was, and Kennison did not get out.  It was possible he had a heart attack, though Robert didn’t think so.  The engine shut off, and the door slowly opened.  


Kennison got out of the car and walked to the other side, bracing himself.  For a minute he stared at what used to be his lawn.  Robert could barely make out the look on Kennison’s face in the fading daylight.  It was somewhere between anger and complete disbelief.  Kennison looked toward the house, but Robert’s reaction time was slow, so he didn’t drop from sight fast enough.  


Kennison slowly walked to the window.  “Robert?” Kennison’s voice was weak and trembling.  He sounded like he might cry.


The jig was up, so Robert stood and faced him.  “Nice night, isn’t it?” Robert replied with a smile.  The wind picked up as the sun set.  Maybe a storm would come and bring some life sustaining rain, not that Kennison’s lawn would benefit.


Kennison loosely motioned to his yard.  “What...”


“Huh?  What is it, Marv?”  


“What did you do?”  His voice seemed to be getting stronger.


“Just trying to kill weeds for you.  No need to thank me.”  Robert believed modesty was one if his finest qualities.  He never sought praise for a job well done.


“Thank you?  You ruined my lawn.”


“Ruined?  Let’s not jump the gun, Marv.”


“But why?”


“Have we learned our lesson?”  Kennison didn’t reply.  He just stared.  “Want me to tell you?  You see, the lesson is, you don’t fuck with another man’s lawn.  Now, I know what you’re thinking.  I fucked with your lawn.  True, I did.  But hey, that’s how payback works.”


“I’ll get you back, Robert,” he muttered.  To Robert, it seemed like Kennison was just going through the motions, not actually serious.  


“Sure you will.  I’ll be waiting.”  Robert’s cockiness was getting the best of him.


“What’s wrong with you?” Kennison spit out.


“With me?  Listen, buddy, you started the whole thing by spraying my dog with the hose.  You can’t go around doing that to people’s pets.  Do you like being a prick?  Is that how you get your kicks?  I bet you wanted to spray me, too.  I saw you aiming it at me.  Good thing you didn’t.”


Kennison may have been blown away by the destruction, but Robert never saw him as a pushover.  Robert smiled, and Kennison took a step back.   The wind increased, whipping the old man’s hair around. 


“Ease up.  I’m inside.  I’m not gonna do anything.  You scared or something?”


“Robert,” Kennison began, which Robert nearly mistook for genuine concern, “you’re really losing it.”


“Man,” Robert said with a laugh, “you sound just like my wife.  ‘Robert, don’t do that.  Robert, leave him alone.  Robert, you’re crazy.’”  Night had fallen and only the streetlight at the corner by Abner’s house gave off light.  A drop of rain fell, followed by a few more.


“I’m going home, Robert.  I’ve had enough.”  Kennison left without waiting for a response.  


Robert was a little taken aback.  He couldn’t believe the old man gave up so easily.  It kind of sucked the fun out of it.  Kennison was nearly to his front steps when Robert yelled after him.  “Hey, don’t go.  I wasn’t done.”  This received no response.  “Fine!  Go inside like the little pussy you are!  I’ll be waiting for your revenge!”  The last thing he saw before Kennison went inside was the old man shaking his head.  Kennison knew he was beat.  There would be no revenge.  What could a brittle old man do anyway?  Robert heard barking from behind him.  Priscilla was prancing around, excitedly.


“I’m sorry, girl.  You must really have to pee.”   Together they walked down to the back door.  “Here you go,” he said, holding the door open.  “Hurry up, it’s gonna pour soon.”  Priscilla ran out quickly.  “Don’t you go ruining my grass,” he joked with the dog.  He glanced at the gate, which appeared to be closed.  “I’ll be back in a minute.”  Robert went inside and walked up to the kitchen, feeling the need for another beer.  He stood at the counter and thought to himself.  The gate slamming shut caught his attention.  Not long after, a door closed.  It sounded like Kennison’s door.  Robert hurried to get Priscilla.


“Sorry, girl, I didn’t forget you,” he started, but stopped after noticing the yard was empty.  There was no room for her to go under the fence, meaning no way she could get out.  The gate should have been closed because he checked a few minutes ago and it was.  Robert was confused.  He considered everything.  The gate was closed, somehow got open, and then slammed shut.  Then Kennison’s door closed.  “Oh shit!” he yelled, running out the back and over to Kennison’s.  

*****************


Robert got close to Kennison’s yard and saw the old man walking to his shed with a shotgun.  Pausing a moment, Robert watched him unlock and open the shed.  He had taken the dog, but could he have killed her already?  Kennison didn’t seem to be aware Robert was so close, which presented the perfect opportunity.  In the dark Robert ran across the yard quickly, but quietly.  As he closed in, Kennison turned around, but could not fend off the attack.  Robert put out his arms, shoving his victim into the shed.  The blow caused the gun to fall.  Immediately, Robert slammed the shed doors and locked the padlock.  The key remained in the lock, so he removed it and tossed it to the ground. 


Robert took a minute to catch his breath.  “I got you now, you son of a bitch!”


A distraught voice came from behind the plywood doors.  “Robert?  What are you doing?”


“Don’t play dumb, old man.  You took my dog.”


“What?  No I didn’t.”


“My dog got out of a closed yard.  You’re the only one around.”


The doors pushed out slightly, but that stopped when the pusher could not get them open.  “I didn’t take her.  Let me out.”


“Let you out?  Are you serious?  Oh, I’ll let you out when I get my dog back, but you’ll wish you were still in there.”


Loud pounding came next, but Robert only chuckled at this.  Yells came from the shed and continued as Robert turned his back and walked toward the house.  The rain poured all of a sudden.  At this time he noticed Abner, looking puzzled, standing in front of his house.  “Gary!” Robert exclaimed, running over to Abner.  “Would you help?  Kennison took my dog.  I think she’s inside.”  Robert was only half way through his own yard before turning around and waving for Abner to follow.  Footsteps came from behind, so he knew his buddy was right there.

Mounting the steps, Robert pushed Kennison’s door open.  He turned around and noticed Abner’s confusion.  “Come on.”

“Come on?” Abner questioned.  “Did you stop to think?  Do you know he took your dog?”  

Everyone always second-guessed him.  “Yes, I know.  Now let’s go!”  Robert’s eagerness was apparent.

“I’m not going in there.  I’m not crazy.”

Robert closed his eyes and let out a deep breath.  He descended to the ground and got in Abner’s face.  “Neither am I.”  Abner swallowed, and Robert grinned, seeming to make his friend nervous.  Pounding from the shed broke the tension. 

Abner’s head jolted in the direction of the noise.  His brow wrinkled.  “Did you lock Kennison in the shed?”

“Damn right I did.”  Proud of his brilliance, Robert smiled.

“Why?”  It looked like Abner was sincere, so he must not have understood the situation.  Or maybe he was just too dense.

“Huh?  Why?  I swear, you’re a fuckin’ idiot.  I need to search his house.  Can’t do that if he’s around.  Make sense?”

“But you can’t do that.  Or lock someone up like that.”

“Oh?  Watch me.”

Abner moved away from Robert and went toward the shed.  “I’ll let you out,” Abner called.

“Like hell you will!” Robert yelled, running after Abner.  Robert jumped on his back, riding him into the ground.  How could the friend he trusted be turning traitor like this?  Abner rolled over, but this move resulted in a painful blow to the jaw.  A scream went out after the cracking noise.  A succession of rights left Abner unconscious on the ground.  Robert got to his feet.  The noise in the shed ceased, probably out of fear after hearing the beating.  He wiped the blood off and went in the house.  


While the door had been left unlocked, all of the lights had been turned off.  The living room appeared to be normal from what could be seen.  Robert carefully made his way through the living room, tracking dirt everywhere.  On the walls he saw pictures of Kennison.  Also in the pictures was a woman Robert figured to be the dead wife.  Even here Kennison didn’t smile.  But he did that one day.  That memory only caused more fury.  Robert pulled a frame off the wall and studied the photograph for a second before throwing it down, shattering the glass.  Snapping back, Robert remembered he was here for his dog, not to destroy Kennison’s home.  He couldn’t see much, as he was unable to find the light switches.


“Prissy!  Where are you girl?  I’m here to get you!”  He paused to listen for a bark or something, but heard nothing.  Maybe she was down in the basement.  Robert walked around the house, opening every door, shouting “Prissy” as he did.  Finally he came to a door leading to the basement.  Fumbling around for a light switch, Robert methodically worked his way down the stairs, which creaked under each step.  Without a light, nothing would be visible.  When Robert stepped off the last stair, he could tell by the feel he was on concrete.  He inched slowly not knowing what was in front of him.  

“Prissy?” he called out.  After not getting a response, he worried Kennison already killed her.  Still, he wouldn’t leave the house until he found her, dead or alive.  Hopefully alive.  As he continued through the basement, something ticked against his head.  Reaching up to see what, Robert found a string going to a light.  He pulled down and the light flicked on.  It took a second for his eyes to adjust, but he was sure of what he saw.  On the wall were five large guns, three rifles and two shotguns.


“Oh shit,” he whispered.  The old man had a bunch of guns down here, like he was waiting for some kind of invasion.  There were also plenty of ammunition boxes and shotgun shells carelessly placed around a workbench.  Robert was shocked and scared.  What had he gotten himself into?  He was in a war with a gun-toting maniac.  These five, plus the one outside was six.  Who knew where more were stashed.  

In addition, Robert was down in a basement with no way out except the way in.  Kennison had killed the dog and lured him into a perfect trap.  He thought maybe he should get out of the house.  Prissy must be dead or not here, or he would have heard something.  She would have barked.  Everything was silent in the basement, and Robert could hear a little more than the pouring rain.  

The front door of the house closed.  Kennison was free.  Robert had left the gun Kennison had by the shed.  If he had been thinking, he would have grabbed it.  Now he was trapped, and his only chance was to get a gun himself.  Robert quickly walked to the wall and grabbed the first one, a single barrel shotgun.  Robert had hunted a few times when he was younger, so he was able to load the shell.  He felt sick to his stomach, but had to keep some composure.  Footsteps thudded above.  They were coming toward the basement.  In a last second decision, Robert killed the light.  The room went black.  In the darkness Robert knelt down and pointed the gun at the top of the stairs.  

At that moment, time seemed to stop.  Robert was alone in his mind.  He didn’t know if he could kill someone, although anymore he wasn’t sure he had a choice.  Kennison had a gun, and after all, it was only Kennison.  Not like he would be missed.  Did the world really need angry dognappers loose in the world?  Definitely not.  And that evil grin still bothered him.  He would never forget that.  The more Robert thought, the more anger took over his fright.  He cursed Kennison silently, wondering why he had the misfortune of living next to such an awful person.  He hadn’t gotten along with the previous neighbors, but they weren’t this bad.  

Quickly, Robert wiped his hands again, trying to get the rain and sweat off, which didn’t work with his soaked pants.  Rain had been absent for a long time now, but tonight it came back with a vengeance.  The footsteps stopped at the top of the stairs.  Robert was ready and would wait for a sign before shooting.  


“Hello?” a voice called down.  It was Kennison.  From his position, Robert figured he could probably shoot Kennison right now.  But it wasn’t that easy.  You don’t just shoot someone.  Robert felt nauseous.  His hands and head kept sweating, but he did not dare move the gun to wipe his brow.  The sweat slid into his eyes, and he blinked, attempting to clear them, only furthering his bewilderment.


“Robert?” the voice called again.  This time it was followed by the creak of a stair.  He didn’t know if he should acknowledge it or not.  An odd metallic noise startled him, causing him to flinch.  His already shaky hands were unstable, and he pulled the trigger.


The shot echoed throughout the basement and gave off a flash of light.  Yells rang out, although the sound he noticed most was someone thudding and tumbling down the stairs.  Nothing seemed real.  He felt stuck in a dream.  He wasn’t alone.  He heard other people.  No one had moved since the shot, making everything completely silent.  Robert stood up and dropped the gun to the floor.  Reluctantly, he walked to the light.  He felt lightheaded and nearly collapsed, but was able to pull the string.  The light flicked on.  

Robert looked at the top of the stairs.  Up there, crouched down from the shot, was Abner.  A few stairs down from him stood a statue-like Kennison.  Robert looked down at the human lump that was half on the steps and half on the concrete.  It was Sheila.  

A yelp and a metallic noise traveled down the steps as Priscilla came running down, stepping on Sheila as she went to Robert.  Abner and Kennison simply stared.  Robert reached down, picked up the gun, put it in his mouth and pulled the trigger.  It only clicked.  Dropping the gun and falling to his knees, Robert wept.

