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* * * *

Jack Smith was eighteen seconds older than his sister Jane. They had the same strawberry hair (hers bobbed at the shoulder, his short with a cowlick that defied the comb), the same guileless blue eyes and patch of freckles at the bridge of the nose. They were healthy and filled with adventure and, like all seven-year-old children, always finding their way into mischief. 
    
One day their dad, Mr. Smith, was given a new fountain pen by the guys at the office, and what a fountain pen it was! Black with a gold nib and clip and a gold inscription: 

TO MR. SMITH-
FROM THE GUYS AT THE OFFICE

Mr. Smith put it in the top drawer of his desk and warned the children not to play with it, an invitation to disaster. 
    
Being the older, Jack mounted the chair and removed the pen. (This while Mr. and Mrs. Smith were at the PTA meeting and the babysitter, a sixteen-year-old cheerleader from the local high school, was occupied with her boyfriend in the living room.) Jack’s motive was curiosity more than mischief, but the two go hand in hand. 
    
“What’s this do?” his sister asked, fooling with the filler clip, and an instant later there was a blotch of ink on the wallpaper. “Now we’ll get it,” Jack said. 
    
Resourceful Jane brought a wet paper towel from the kitchen and rubbed the blotch until her arm grew sore. 
    
“They’ll never know,” she said. 
    
“What about the pen? You emptied all the ink out.” 
    
Jane located Mr. Smith’s inkwell and tried to fill the pen but, pushing the ‘filler clip the wrong way, cracked the shiny black barrel. She did manage to pour some ink in the crack and, with her brother’s help, cleaned up much of what had spilled on the carpet. The crack was sealed with scotch tape, the pen replaced in its drawer. When Mr. and Mrs. Smith returned from the PTA meeting, the twins were playing an innocent game of Chutes and Ladders. 
    
“Did Jack and Jane behave themselves?” Mr. Smith asked. “Angels,” the babysitter replied, buttoning her blouse, and her boyfriend nodded emphatically. 
    
“Mind if I write you out a check?” Mr. Smith asked, going to his desk. 
    
“Uh oh,” Jack said, under his breath. 
    
Mr. and Mrs. Smith were not so unobservant as Jane had supposed. A patina of tiny fingerprints left no doubt about the culprits. The twins were marched straight to bed—no hot chocolate, no bedtime story, and worst of all, no Captain Krap-Snax, their favorite evening television show. 
    
The Captain had a curly mustache and gentle brown eyes; and when he wept, which happened at least once a show, the tears would well up and flow like tiny rivers down either side of his big, funny nose. Captain Krap-Snax wept over Lost Innocence, over the Inhumanity of Man and the Anonymous Cruelty of Fate. The kids loved it. 
    
That night’s episode was Captain Krap-Snax Solves the Riddle of the Cosmos. Jack and Jane had been looking forward to it all week. To have such precious knowledge so close at hand and to be denied it was unbearable. (Captain Krap-Snax didn’t pull any punches.) They sobbed and sniffled far into the night. 
    
Mr. Smith searched for sleep between the flowered percale, but the sounds from the twins’ room down the hall, faint, like creaking hinges, kept him awake. Near midnight he put on his robe and slippers and carried a heavy burden of guilt to their room on tip-toe. (It wouldn’t do for Mrs. Smith to find out; she called him “Permissive” and “Weak-willed” and likened his spine to old celery. God, how he wished she’d slip in the shower and split her pretty platinum blonde head.) 
    
“What’s all this sobbing and sniffling?” he asked, settling his bulk at the side of Jane’s bed. 
    
“Tonight was the night.” Jack buried his face in the pillow and his voice came broken and muffled. “Captain Krap-Snax was going to solve the riddle of the cosmos and, and . . .” 
    
“And you made us miss it,” his sister said, soberly studying the button eye of her brown-and-white stuffed bear. 
    
“You disobeyed me. You broke my pen.” Mr. Smith tried to sound firm, but the twins were so adorable in their red flannel Dr. Denton’s, so adorably forlorn—his resolve gave way and he gathered them to his bosom, murmuring comforting words. 
    
“Ah my children, my dear, dear children. Forgive us for being so harsh with you. We try to raise you as best we know how, but sometimes in our zeal we overstep the bounds of reason.” 
    
Now the twins saw that they had Mr. Smith just where they wanted him and started to bargain. By the time he trudged back to his bedroom they were a curly-haired doll, a ten-speed bike, and a whole carton of Krap-Snax the better for it. Worth it, Mr. Smith thought, laying his head beside his wife’s cold platinum, to hear their laughter like tiny tinkling bells; a lullaby. 
    
“Listen carefully, my dear children,” Mr. Smith said the next day when they returned from school. “The ten-speed bicycle is in the garage; the curly-haired doll is in the toy chest; and the carton of Krap-Snax is waiting under your bed. Run up and eat them now. If Mrs. Smith finds out, she’ll hide the Krap-Snax and give you only one a week and make you brush your teeth after eating it.” 
    
The twins ran to their room. Jack, being the older, reached under the bed and pulled out a red, white, and blue carton. On the cover, Captain Krap-Snax held up one of the delicious little cakes and asked, in a cartoon balloon emanating from his mouth: “Who puts the creamy white filling in the Krap-Snax?” 
    
The riddle of the cosmos. Reminded of it, the twins grew depressed. 
    
“We’ll never find out,” Jack sighed. 
    
“You know,” Jane said, after thinking it over for a minute, “Dad got off pretty easy. He’s out a bike and a doll and a couple of dollars worth of cake; but we’ve missed The Answer.” 
   
“Yeah.” 
    
“It’s not fair.” 
    
“Nope.” 
    
“It’s a cheat!” 
    
“Yeah!” 
    
They tore the crinkly cellophane off a couple of cakes and munched glumly, musing over the injustice of it. It was a bad lot, they decided, being children. Captain Krap-Snax understood. If only the Captain were there, he’d know how to make it better. 
    
They ate some more cakes and thought about the Captain’s gentle brown eyes and the way he wept for them, and they reminisced about the Captain’s adventures on Bongo and how he had once saved two children, quite a lot like Jack and Jane, from the sickle-toothed saliva-slick jaws of the Snatchensnapper. 
    
When Mrs. Smith called them for dinner, only one Krap-Snax remained in the carton and their bellies were round, tight little drums. 
    
“I’m not too hungry,” Jack said, when Mrs. Smith started to dish out the macaroni and cheese. 
    
“Me neither,” said Jane. 
    
Mrs. Smith gazed at them, and they could almost feel the waves of cold radiating from her platinum hair. 
    
“Are those cake crumbs on your T-shirt, Jack?” ‘Mrs. Smith asked. “And do I see creamy white filling at the corner of your mouth, Jane? You haven’t, by any chance been eating Krap-Snax before dinner?” she asked with rising rage. 
    
“I don’t think they would . . . not before dinner . . . doesn’t seem likely . . .” Mr. Smith mumbled. She silenced him with an icicle to the heart. 
    
“Straight to bed, both of you!” she snapped. “No cocoa, no bedtime story, and I’m afraid you will miss Captain Krap-Snax again. - 
    
“Furthermore, I’ll be keeping a close eye on Mr. Smith—don’t think I didn’t notice that shiny new ten-speed bike in the garage and the curly-haired doll in Jane’s toy chest—and he better not try any of his late night tip-toeing to the twins’ room.” 
    
Mr. Smith stared guiltily at his plate. His bulk seemed to droop like warm wax. 
    
“What a crummy deal,” Jane said later-, lying in the dark, “what a crummy, crummy deal,” and hurled her stuffed bear. It hit the far wall with a satisfying thud. 
    
“Yeah,” Jack agreed, “and I’m hungry.” 
    
“There’s a Krap-Snax left.” 
    
Jack snapped on the light. He pulled the carton from under the bed, picked up the last crinkly-wrapped Krap-Snax and hesitated. Beneath it was writing. 
    
“Hey!” Jack said, “it’s a message from the Captain,” and held it up to the lamp for easy reading. “It says: ‘Kids, are your parents insensitive to the agony of childhood? Do they levy cruel punishments for deeds which should not be punished in the first place? Send 100 proof of purchase seals to: The Captain, Post Office Box 1, Passaic, New Jersey, and I’ll send something to ease the pain.’ “ Jack grinned. “Count on the Captain.” 
    
At school, the twins made it known they were in the market for Krap-Snax proof of purchase seals. Andy Wilson, whose index finger permanently plugged a nostril, had thirty-six collected towards a Captain Krap-Snax Genetic Mutation rifle, which he planned to use on his big sister. These he reluctantly traded Jack for a month’s homework and unlimited use of the new ten-speed. Jane negotiated a similar deal with pudgy Dorothy Weiss: two month’s homework for nineteen seals she had been saving for a Captain Krap-Snax decoder ring: Ruthless Sammy Morris sold them seventeen for two dollars, and by the end of the week they had scavenged twelve more from the lunchroom refuse. Plus the seal Jack had saved the night he discovered the offer, they had eighty-five. The remaining fifteen were purchased with piggy bank and pooled allowances. 
    “What’s this?” said Mr. Smith one evening, opening a special delivery package. “For Jack and Jane Smith. Imagine! My dear little children receiving packages, just like grown-ups. It seems only yesterday they were toddling in their playpen and so forth and so on.” 
    The twins could hardly wait to get to their room to tear away the plain brown wrapper. The package contained a scrap of paper covered with childish scrawls, an empty medicine bottle, a little blue box, and a cover letter written in a bold hand: 

Dear Kids,


I promised you something to make your folks shape up and when the Captain promises, he delivers!
        
First sign your name at the bottom of the scrap of paper, just the way you’d sign a letter. Then take one of the pills in the blue box (be, sure to have lots of water handy so it won’t stick in your throat!).


Lie down on your bed holding the scrap of paper in one hand and the empty bottle in the other.
    

Good luck and best wishes,
    

The Captain
The twins had just finished reading it when the letter turned to dust. 


    
“Gosh!” said Jane. 
    
They read the scrawls on the scrap of paper, and both signed their names in the lower right hand corner. 
    
“Wow!” said Jack, “I think I see the Captain’s plan.” 
    
Being the older, he opened the little blue box and inside were two little blue pills. No sooner had they swallowed the pills (one apiece, plenty of water, just like the Captain said) when the box also turned to dust, a dust fine as the motes that dance in a sun- beam. 
    
Jane lay down on her bed holding the empty bottle. 
    
Jack lay down on his bed holding the scrap of paper. 
    
Next morning at seven, Mr. Smith discovered the stiff little bodies in their red flannel shrouds. Fifteen minutes later Dr. Klapsacks arrived. 
   
 “Is there any hope?” Mr. Smith whimpered, his face twisted in pain, his great bulk jelly-jiggling at every sob. “We found this empty bottle in Jane’s hand.” 
    
“Sleeping pills,” Dr. Klapsacks said, solemnly twirling his curly mustache. “You should have kept them on a high shelf. You should have had a bottle with a tamper-proof cap.” 
    
“I know, I know,” Mr. Smith wailed. 
    
“We found this scrap of paper in Jack’s hand.” Mrs. Smith said, and snowflakes drifted from the corner of her eye. 

Dear Mom and Dad, 


Because we loved you so much, we wanted you to be proud of us. We always tried our hardest to be good little boys and/or girls. But we guess our hardest wasn’t good enough. Goodbye. 


-Jack and Jane
“You must have been very cruel,” Dr. Klapsacks said, regarding them with gentle brown eyes. 
    
“Oh, we were,” Mr. Smith said. “So very, very cruel. If only we could have-another chance . . .” 
    
Dr. Klapsacks was bending over Jane, peeling back her eyelid. He- rose and turned to Mr. and Mrs. Smith. “I’m afraid it’s too late.” 
    
At noon a representative from Knapshack’s Funeral Parlor arrived. He had gentle brown eyes and a curly mustache and, as he sat with Mr. and Mrs: Smith, sharing their grief, tears streamed down either side of his big, funny nose. Respectfully he offered his condolences and a funeral plan kind on the pocketbook. 
    
“They were such dear, dear little children,” Mr. Smith began, for the twentieth time that day. “If only...” 
    
“I’m sure,” the representative said, “they will find lasting peace with the Almighty.” 
    
Rain drummed on the taut black skin of umbrellas. Family and friends gathered about the ditch, high heels sinking into the mud, polished Oxfords spattered and begrimed. The coffins were lowered—Jack’s first, being the older and laid to rest side by side. 
    
The Minister preached a moving sermon, recalling all of the twins’ virtues and nearly none of their faults (as people are apt to do, eulogizing). He tossed a clot of mud into the ditch—it rang hollow on the coffin top—and the gathering slowly dispersed, shiny wet rain coated couples moving down the hill to where the limousines waited. 
    
“Wonderful children,” murmured Mrs. Crumpet, their second grade teacher. 
    
“Angels,” said Sally Snippet, a cheerleader from the local high school, huddling under her boyfriend’s umbrella. 
    
“And what a marvelous minister!” Aunt Edna said to Uncle Bill. “With those gentle brown eyes. I never thought it proper for clergy to wear mustaches, but that curly one, somehow it was just right. What was his name?” she asked Uncle Bill, thinking it might be useful to remember for future deaths. 
    
“Er, Stackcaps? Or was it Kapstacks?” 
    
“Packstaps,” said Uncle George, who always knew everything. 
    Jack awoke in musty darkness. He tried to sit up and banged his nose on a tufted silk ceiling only inches above; nor was there room to move to the left or right. He called’ for Jane. He called for Mr. and Mrs. Smith; then for anyone who might hear. 
    
When nobody came he stopped calling and thought to examine the situation. He was wearing his best suit and somehow, he realized, feeling his head, someone had managed to make his cowlick stay down. (Fat lot of good it would do him here, wherever he was.) He felt all around for an opening, a latch or a light switch, but the rhomboid tufted silk ran the radius of his reach uninterrupted. He was cold. Damp. Lonely, oh so lonely! He started to cry. 
    
He didn’t know how long he cried, but there came a time when the little space smelled musty indeed and he had difficulty filling his lungs. He began to cough and choke and scream senselessly. 
    
Then the floor fell out like a fun house ride and he was falling, the way he fell in his dreams, right down to the middle of the Earth, perhaps. He landed—plop!—on a soft feather bed. It was still dark but he knew someone was beside him. 
    
“Jane?” he asked softly, tentatively. 
    
“Jack?” came his sister’s voice from the darkness. 
    
What a joyful reunion that was! They were still hungry and cold and lost, but at least they were together, wonderful together. (And isn’t that half the twin terror of death? Alone and Forever.) 
    
Feeling their way before them, they found the edge of the bed. Jack, being the older, slid over the side, fell four feet and landed up to his ankles in a warm soupy liquid. Jane followed and they began to walk. 
    
He was wearing his best shoes, and after a while the liquid soaked the soles and he felt like he was walking on accordions. 
    
“It might be easier,” he said, “if we took off our shoes and socks.” So they did and the slimy floor squished between their toes, and tiny minnow-like somethings brushed against their feet. Once they counted together to three and shouted, “Help, help, help,” loud as they could; but the darkness swallowed their voices and scared them all the more. 
    
“This reminds me,” Jane said, “of Bongo,” and instantly regretted it; for Bongo was the home of, among other nameless, shapeless terrors, the Snatchensnapper. 
    
“Naw,” said Jack. “It’s nothing like Bongo. I think we’re at the ocean and it’s night.” 
    
Jane appreciated this, though neither of them believed it. 
    If it had been night, then a time came when it should have been day, but the darkness remained absolute and impenetrable. They surely would have fallen from hunger and fatigue, if not for the beacon. It showed first like a star at the horizon. Their spirits soared to see it and they walked faster and the bounce came back to their step. 
    
Gradually the beacon grew to a bar of yellow light and the twins were running, splashing and slipping in the warm soupy liquid. 
    
“It’s a sign,” Jack panted, “a light-up sign, like at the bowling alley.” 
    
Then they were standing beneath it, and the sign shined down on them, turning their troubled faces the color of old newspaper. The sign said: KRAP-SNAX. 
    
Beneath the sign was a door. On the-door was a bell. Jack, being the older, rang. 
    
They were blinded by light when the door opened. 
    
“I’ve been expecting you kids,” a voice said, and the voice was deep and rich and resonant. They recognized it immediately. “Gosh, Captain,” Jack said, “what are you doing here?” and visored his eyes, trying to see. 
    
“I’m here to meet you,” the Captain said. “Come on in.” 
    
They stumbled across the doorstep and their feet touched dry steel nubbly with rivets. 
    
“Where are we?” Jane asked. 
    
“We’re on Bongo,” the Captain said, then added quickly, seeing the fearful look on the twins’ faces, “but don’t worry, you’re safe with me.” 
    
Soon their eyes adjusted to the light and they could make out his reassuring features: the gentle brown eyes, curly mustache. 
    
The big, funny nose. The compassionate line of his lips. 
    
They were standing in a narrow hallway. The Captain took them by the hand and led them through a second door, into a cavernous room. Great arc lights set high above glared off the riveted steel and the din of machinery was painful to the ear. Thousands of children Jack and Jane’s age sat in rows, bending over conveyer belts. 
    
“Well,” the Captain said, rubbing his hands, “it’s time to get to work. Here are your official Captain Krap-Snax ladles.” 
    
“Thanks, Captain,” the twins said, and Jane added, “Whew! These sure are heavy!” 
    
The Captain led them to an enormous vat filled with thick, white cream, and showed them how to fill their ladles. He seated them in two empty chairs by the conveyer belt. The chairs were steel and hard. 
    
“Hey, Captain,” Jack said, pointing to the conveyer belt, “aren’t those Krap-Snax cakes?” 
    
“They will be,” the Captain replied, “once you put in the creamy white filling.” 
    
“Oh,” said Jane, looking a little disappointed. 
    
“Somebody has to do it,” the Captain said. 
    
“I guess,” Jack agreed. 
    
The little black-haired boy on his right was thin and wan, Jack noticed, and extremely nervous. He kept up a frantic pace, parting each cake, pouring the filling, sealing the wound, now an,’ then glancing fearfully at the Captain. 
    
“What if we don’t want to?” Jack asked. 
    
“Then you go in there:” The Captain pointed to a door the twir hadn’t noticed before. It was steel with reinforcements riveted across it, and from behind it.came a wet snorting, drooling sound that made their skin crawl. 
    
“What’s in there?” Jane asked. 
    
“The Snatchensnapper,” the Captain replied. 
    
And the twins went to work without so much as a grumble. 

