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This book is for my beloved husband of forty-three years, Russell Griffith, who passed away on August 27, 2021 and took my heart with him. Rest in peace, sweetheart, I will love you forever and always. See you on the other side.

This book is also for my sweet brother Jim Meyer, who passed away on May 27, 2015. He was a great singer/musician/songwriter. If you’d like to listen to some of his songs, here they are: http://tinyurl.com/pytftzc
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And here is a video of the last song he wrote, and we sang together, before he got too sick: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BeLsI0tQabU
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What is Wrong with Ann.

[image: 🦕]

HENRY GULPED IN THE crisp winter air and filled his lungs with it as his eyes scanned the woods around him. The trees towering overhead were covered in a dusting of the last snowfall. It made the trees’ branches look as if they were white, instead of the dead gray they’d become. It’d been a light snowfall so the ground his boots were standing on didn’t have more than an inch of the stuff. But above him the afternoon sky was clouding up, and sooty, fat clouds scudded across it; more coming in every moment.

Taking in another deep breath, he could smell the future snow in the air. Another snowstorm was on its way. This time a big one, as Ann would say, was coming. Most likely by this time tomorrow night the park would have a much thicker blanket of snow on it. They’d have to vacate and head home before that happened; definitely by the following morning.

The new camper, a sixteen-footer Scamp, they’d scaled down to four months before, was usually easy to get into the park’s snug places and tight paths, trails Henry knew well, but compact as it was, it still couldn’t maneuver that easily through a foot of snow. Most park visitors weren’t allowed to pull their campers or drive their RVs this far into the park’s deep woods, but Chief Ranger Collins had given Henry and Ann special permission to take their home on wheels onto those trails. After all, Henry had been the chief park ranger for many years before Collins had held the position, and Collins knew Henry could take care of himself. Being the former chief ranger had its perks and Henry was glad he had them.

Lately, Henry had needed the tranquility and familiar comfort of the park he’d been responsible for so many years of his life. It was only natural he’d want to spend time there. He felt at home in the park’s woods. Safe. He and Ann had camped out there often in the last few months.

Sighing, he shook his head, and peered into the woods. Yanking his wool cap off, he shoved his hair further away from his face so he could see better. His hair was longer than it had been in years, straggly, and now almost totally gray. Most of the gray had just shown up one day recently. It felt greasy to the touch; his scalp itched.

I should wash it pretty soon. Ann doesn’t like it when I let my hair get too grimy. She doesn’t like it when I let myself go. His face had lines etched into it that hadn’t been there the year before. He had a couple of weeks growth of beard, now crusted in grime and ice particles, dirtying his face. His gloved fingers absentmindedly scratched at it, but he couldn’t feel anything with the gloves on. Soon, he thought, a melancholy smile sneaking out, he’d more resemble an authentic mountain man, or some homeless bum. He’d aged a great deal since that celebration over One-Eye’s demise and the rebuilding of the porch. So much had happened.

For a brief time, before he could stop it, his memory betrayed him and recaptured that happy day last winter. He could see his friends and family rejoicing together at the house, rebuilding the porch One-Eye had wrecked; talking, laughing and sharing the inside feast. The grandkids had cavorted around the house, their jubilance and smiles bringing it alive. Their friends had been so carefree. Everyone had. Ann had looked exceptionally pretty that day, her laughter spontaneous. It had been an awesome day. Henry’s sad smile morphed into a real one and then as quickly faded.

Then, something else lately he couldn’t stop reminiscing over, he was remembering some of the more colorful dinosaur adventures he’d believed were at long last history, because One-Eye and his doppelganger had been destroyed and the world was safe again.

Dressed in a heavy coat, thick gloves, and the crimson scarf Ann had given him the Christmas before wrapped tightly around his neck, he stomped his boots and slapped his cheeks to make the blood flow. Even with all his warm clothing, he was shivering. He figured he could fish another half hour or so in the frigid creek before he had to return to the camper for the night. But he hadn’t caught a fish yet and he needed to if he wanted to grill one for supper. Fresh fish would taste good. Not many other options for supper. There were no restaurants or stores out this far in the deep woods of Crater Lake National Park and, for some reason, Ann, who was waiting at the camper for him, hadn’t brought much food along on their camping trip.

A frown slid across his face. He didn’t know what was wrong with Ann lately, but it was beginning to worry him. It wasn’t like her to forget to adequately stock the cupboards before they went on a jaunt. He’d have to talk to her about that. Again. Truth was, neither one of them was getting any younger and a frail body and spotty memory, he reckoned, were just normal developments of aging. Oh well.

Turning, he knelt down to the ground on one knee and checked the fishing line he had hanging into the water below him. Still not a bite. Not one fish had offered itself for their supper.

Better hurry up, fishy, and bite. I’m turning into a popsicle out here, and it’ll be night soon. It gets dark earlier these winter days. He chuckled. Thing was, he had to admit, he wasn’t actually that hungry. Maybe he could call it a day and return to the warmth and coziness of their camper. Snack on whatever he could find in the cabinets or fridge. There were usually cans of tuna, chicken or soup above the stove. What Ann called back-of-the-cupboard supplies. Soup sounded good. Yeah, that’s it. Ann would heat him up a steaming bowl of chicken noodle soup and a couple of toasted cheese sandwiches. He was sure they had bread and cheese. Ann always stocked those basic items. She loved cheese.

Again, he had the odd sensation that someone or something was watching from the trees behind him. He swung his head around and stared into the gloom of the woods, listening. There it was again. Those weird noises, snapping branches and shaking limbs, in the brush. Memories of the old dinosaur days rushed in to remind him of the horror he and his friends had endured for years as they’d fought the monsters in the park. Could it be they’d returned? The dinosaurs? Nah, he rationalized, those beasts were long gone now. He and his rangers, their friends, the military and humanity, defeated them; destroyed them all. Even his little friend, the benevolent Oscar, was no longer. Oscar.

His eyes peered into the woods. His thoughts were often of Oscar and he fervently wished that one day, when he was out in the park, the little creature would just appear in front of him or come visit him and Ann at the house. Perhaps, unconsciously, that was why he liked to camp so far into the back woods of the park...he still had the tiniest of crazy hopes Oscar had somehow survived and one day Henry would see him again. 

Oh, he realized how impossible that was. Strangely enough, Henry missed the tiny dinosaur. But no, Oscar was dead, too. He’d seen the explosion on the edge of his yard that day, the explosion that had blown One-Eye to hell and also, unfortunately, killed Oscar as well. There were no more dinosaurs anywhere on the planet. 

But still, the suspicious sounds out among the trees made him nervous. His caution, like his hope of seeing Oscar, were old reflexes.

An owl, perched high and hiding somewhere up on a tree branch, called out into the twilight and another one answered. Then another one and another one. A chorus of night birds. He had the thought it could be the owls creating the strange racket. Perhaps. After another minute or two without any further disturbances out in the brush, his attention returned to his fishing endeavor. He still had hopes of having fish for dinner.

*****
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HENRY WENT ANOTHER fifteen minutes or so without one fish nibbling, then reluctantly collected his fishing gear and tromped across the cold ground to his camper, his home away from home. 

The day’s light was fading swiftly now as it often did in the distant recesses of the park, and the cold was a wave of Arctic air blasting him.

As he strode up to the camper’s door, he thought he glimpsed Ann’s loving face in the window. She smiled and waved at him. Putting his fishing stuff away in the camper’s rear outside storage compartment, he started to go inside. He’d tugged open the door and, jerking out of his grasp, the wind slammed it against the body of the camper. Grabbing it, he slipped inside and shut it firmly behind him. Inside it was cozy and warm. Everything was working.

Once again, Henry was glad he’d fitted the camper with a back-up generator for times they wouldn’t be able to have access to electricity. This deep into the park there were no water or electricity hook-ups. The generator in the Scamp worked dandy and gave them all the electricity they needed. Water was another matter, but they had twenty-gallon containers full of it. A camp commode set up in the bathroom kept them from relieving themselves out in the woods, especially at night, when there were bears and wolves prowling out in the dark. They had to ration the water at times, but they were old hands at making it last and rarely ran out before they had to head home.

Ann, now sitting at the fold-down table before the window, glanced up at him and smiled that enigmatic smile of hers he loved so much. Their cat, Sasha, who always traveled with them, was curled in her lap, napping as usual. Ann reached down and stroked the feline. The cat’s purring filled the camper.

“Whoa, it’s as cold as the North Pole in January out there,” he said to her, taking his coat, gloves and cap off; hanging them on the hooks by the door. “I couldn’t stay another minute out there by the creek. My feet would have turned into blocks of ice.” A soft chuckle. Ann didn’t chuckle back.

Her gaze had gone to his empty hands.

“Sorry, honey, and Sasha, no fish tonight. They were not biting,” he reported sheepishly. “I guess it’ll be soup and sandwiches again. Canned cat food for you, kitty. We do have enough cheese and bread for sandwiches, don’t we, Ann?”

Ann’s head nodded, still smiling. She was in one of her camper lounging outfits. This one was a blue sweatshirt and sweatpants. Her hair, nowhere as gray as his, and in fact still as blond as the day he’d first met her, was long now and she’d piled it on top of her head. She had her iPad cradled in her hands, which were now resting on the tabletop. She must have recently switched the iPad off because the screen was black. She laid the pad down on the table; without a word she got up, went to the stove, and began to make the soup and sandwiches. She was softly humming some tune he couldn’t quite recognize so he knew she wasn’t too disappointed over not having fish. Truth was, they’d had too much fish lately and he suspected she was tired of it. Ann was a lover of steaks.

“You know,” he told her. “I do believe more snow is coming. A ton more of snow. I think it’d be best, safer, if we pull out of here first thing tomorrow morning, as soon as the sun comes up, and get our butts home. I’d hate to have to fight through a major snowstorm pulling this camper behind us. We are pretty far into the woods. It was hard enough getting out here, much less having to drive back in a blizzard. The Scamp’s tire traction isn’t all that hot under normal conditions. Snow and ice will only lock us in here.”

With a spoon, Ann had scooped the condensed soup from the can equally into two over-sized cups. One cup had the words Chicken Soup on its side and the other had the words Mushroom Soup on it. She poured some water and milk into the cups one at a time, then stirred vigorously. She put the cups into the microwave and pushed the on button. When the soup was hot enough, she took the cups out; made three cheese sandwiches, buttering the insides, and popped them into the microwave, with a plate below them to catch any dripping cheese. In minutes, supper was done and on the table before him. He realized, though, he wasn’t very hungry. He hadn’t been hungry for months. But Ann insisted he eat, so he ate.

The sandwiches did taste good, but, Henry fretted, they were cold; the cheese not melted. The soup was cold, too. Perhaps Ann hadn’t left them in the microwave long enough. He didn’t want to complain, so he said nothing. Ann hated to cook when they were camping, and usually they’d take the truck and mosey into a nearby town for most of their meals. She enjoyed trying new hole-in-the-wall diners or local restaurants nearby and sampling their unique small-town cuisine. This trip, though, getting out of the woods for a meal, as far as he’d driven them into the park, made going into town a bit difficult. So, they’d roughed it. This time. She’d made him promise their next outing would be to a comfortable campground with all the utility amenities, somewhere around a quaint river town; they’d explore it and eat out often in its local diners. If the weather was nice, they’d sit outside the sidewalk cafes so she could sketch some of the townsfolk to adorn her travel articles she liked to send home to the Klamath Falls hometown newspaper. The paper loved to print her on-the-road stories with the whimsical drawings she peppered them with. Her popularity since her dinosaur stories and drawings were even stronger these days. 

It amused Henry that when they journeyed most places, anywhere over the country, Ann was the one they’d recognize first. They’d ask for her autograph, or have her sign one of her published illustrated dinosaur books. He played second fiddle to her, but he didn’t mind. He was proud of his wife.

Hungry, Sasha had jumped up on the counter, and was meowing plaintively as she shifted from paw to paw. Henry knew that dance. It was her hungry dance. Feed me. He fed the cat himself, again, because Ann hadn’t done it. She’d forgotten. He didn’t mind doing it, either. Sasha was as much his cat as Ann’s.

“Thank you for making supper, honey,” he said to his wife. “Tell you what, when we get home, no matter when that is, we’ll drop off the camper at the house and go to Cracker Barrel for a meal. What do you think?”

She seemed to like that idea because he could see her smiling. He knew she loved Cracker Barrel, and they both were fond of their country meals. She could never get enough of their fluffy biscuits, and the waitress would often send her home a bag of them so she could have some the next morning. After their meal, Ann would probably browse around their country store. She’d probably pick out and purchase a couple of early Christmas gifts she’d squirrel away until they were needed. Christmas was only weeks away. Ann, bless her heart, was an early planner for any holiday. She’d start preparing months ahead of them. Life is short. Why wait for tomorrow to accomplish things you could do today, was her motto. Besides, she liked to peruse quaint gift shops and buy quirky, or thoughtful presents for the people she loved. A perfect gift for everyone. By Christmas Eve there was always a huge pile of brightly wrapped presents beneath their real tree. Ann loved Christmas.

“Hey Ann,” Henry mentioned casually as they sat eating their supper, “right before we left civilization, I happened to check the Internet on your Spring Adventures in Yellowstone travel book and noticed how many great reviews it now has. The sales aren’t half bad, either. It’s been received really well. A couple reviews even complimented me on the photographs I took for it. So,” he said with a humble grin, “you were right. I didn’t ruin it with my pictures. Some of them, in retrospect, aren’t too bad. Those ones of the elk herd were impressive. Oh, and the pictures of that moose turned out pretty good.

“I know, I know,” he muttered when she gave him that mischievous grin, “I got way too close to that moose. I could have been charged. I could have been hurt. But, wow, you must admit, I did get a great photo. I guess I’m a fairly decent photographer after all.”

Ann winked and bestowed an I-told-you-so look full of pride on him.

They’d taken a three-week journey in their camper to Yellowstone in early spring. They’d had a fantastic time exploring the park, seeing all the wild animals in their natural habitat and meeting the rangers who protected the land. 

Henry, having been a park ranger himself for so long, had been heartily welcomed by the park rangers; even had supper with the chief park ranger and some of the rangers one night. 

Ann had written a short picture book about the trip, and he’d included some of the best photographs he’d taken. The book, Henry thought, had turned out quite well. Ann had talked of collaborating on other travel books together. It worked for him. He hadn’t realized how having his photographs printed out in a book for everyone to see would make him feel so satisfied. It made him feel good, and he was more than ready to do it again.

The camper’s windows gradually transformed into ebony rectangles as Ann and he finished their meal and made further preparations for leaving the following morning. Henry didn’t really want to go but, as Ann agreed, it would be too dangerous to stay if the amount of snow Henry thought was coming would drop on them. Then they’d be trapped, and Ann, for some strange reason, really wanted to go home. She said she missed her creature comforts. Television, her computer and the Internet. Baths. A real bathroom.

Because they were so embedded in the interior of the park, they couldn’t get any television, not even air TV, so after their supper they watched an old DVD, It’s A Wonderful Life, they’d had stashed in the cabinet below the TV; snuggled in the bed, and whispered loving words to each other. They held hands and planned what adventure they’d go on next. They spoke of Christmas and who they’d invite for Christmas Eve supper. Ann, of course, wanted everyone to come. Scott, Sherman, their two children, Justin, Delores and the grandchildren. Doctor Emily and Steven. Chief Park Ranger Collins and a couple of the rangers who had no where else to go on that day. Ann liked to give people who had no one a place to have someone. Henry figured she’d gotten used to cooking for a crowd when they’d been locked down for months at a time at ranger headquarters during the worst of the dinosaur years.

“We’ll have to buy two humongous hams this year for the supper,” Henry joked with Ann, “if you want that many people at the dinner table. Maybe a turkey, as well. Stock extra booze in the cabinet.”

Ann didn’t care, she replied. She wanted as many people for Christmas as she could stuff into their house. And Ann could stuff a lot of people in the kitchen. When they’d planned the house, they’d made sure the kitchen could accommodate a huge gathering. Ann was a social person.

After the movie, barely nine o’clock, they settled in to sleep, tucked in their warm bed in each other’s arms; Sasha snuggled up against them, the camper’s heater chugging along above them, because Henry wanted to leave at dawn the next morning before the snow started.

*****
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WHEN HENRY WOKE THE following morning, he glanced out the bedside window and was dismayed to see that the snow outside had already begun. Big fat ivory flakes were filling the air. He’d miscalculated when the white stuff would begin to arrive. Time to get a move on.

“Ann.” He gently shook his wife who was lying in the bed beside him, hiding under the covers. She didn’t like getting up with the sun. A time, she always said, that was only for roosters and donut makers. “Sleepy-head...we need to get up and get moving. It’s snowing outside and it looks pretty heavy. If we don’t get out of here in the next hour or so, we could get stuck and you know how that will play out. Neither one of us wants to rough it another week.” And Ann knew, as he did, well enough what getting caught in a heavy snow would mean. They’d lived in the park for years and were very familiar with the fact that a December snowfall could last for days or longer.

Ann didn’t protest, but dragged herself out of bed and disappeared into the bathroom.

Henry got out of bed after she did. “Honey,” he spoke to the closed bathroom door, “I’ll go out and hitch up the camper to the truck. You stay in here where it’s warm until I’m done. You don’t need to be out in the snow, freezing, too. I can handle it well enough by myself. I’ll let you know when it’s time to go. When the Scamp is hooked up and ready, I’ll take the cat out to the truck myself and settle her in her cage.”

Ann mumbled something through the door. Probably saying okay to everything he had said. She knew the drill. Pack up the inside of the camper for travel, while he took care of the outside jobs.

Dressing hurriedly in his clothes, coat and gloves, he trudged out to hitch up the Scamp to the truck. Since the camper hadn’t been connected to a water or an electric line, there was nothing to unhook or any dark water to empty, so getting it ready to leave was fairly easy. 

Then he climbed back into the camper and collected the cat. He cornered her, caught her, and took her out to the running truck. He put the feline into her rear seat cage; gave her food and water for the trip. Sasha didn’t care much for the cage, yet she allowed Henry to lock her inside and, ignoring the food and water, promptly went to sleep. Lucky cat. He wished the journey home could be that easy for him. Nope. He and the truck would be fighting the heavy snow the whole way.

The snow was coming down at quite a clip by then, bigger and wetter flakes that were quickly blanketing the ground. The temperature had further plummeted as well. When he’d been attaching the camper to the vehicle, he had to furiously stomp his feet often to keep them from going numb. He fretted over if Ann and he didn’t get out of the park soon, they’d be trapped there for who knew how long. Couldn’t have that, so he worked as swiftly as he could.

When he had the Scamp hooked to his truck, had the cat secure inside it, and had double checked everything, he once more ducked back inside the camper. Ann had packed up everything that could fall or move, and she was dressed and ready to go. He helped her out to the truck and the caravan left the camp site. The truck’s wheels spun on the snow, then caught, and the two vehicles moved out and onto the now hidden primitive roadway only Henry could see.

Being in the park again, as it did most times, revived so many memories of chasing, fighting or fleeing from the dinosaurs. There were landmarks everywhere to jog his memories. Henry passed the curve where Justin and he had driven off the road and wrecked in the woods below. That’d been a harrowing experience and Justin had been so lucky not to have been hurt worse than he had been. It’d been at the very start of their decade long dinosaur fight, and much worse had followed in the subsequent years. Battles, injuries, and the loss of good friends to the dinosaurs’ attacks. But Henry remembered that first terrifying flight as if it had occurred yesterday.

Then, there ahead of them, up on the ridge, the edge of the new ranger’s headquarters came into view through the snow for a moment and Henry recalled the years they’d all lived fortified behind the old headquarters’ walls before the dinosaurs had destroyed all of it. Those had been long hard years fighting the scourge the dinosaurs had become as they’d spread everywhere across the world. Terrible years of fear and deprivation; not knowing what the future would bring. 

Yet they’d all made it out alive after the wars, except for some of his rangers and friends, and his lovely daughter Laura. In his mind, he was again crying over her lifeless body out in the woods after the flying gargoyle had dropped her there. He winced. He and Ann still grieved for her, missed her. They had the grandchildren, Phoebe and Timothy, though, and that was something. That was a blessing. They were a part of the daughter they’d lost. Laura would not be forgotten.

The rest of the way Henry forced himself not to think about the bad days with the dinosaurs; just the days before without them. The good years. The happy years with him as chief park ranger, Ann working at the newspaper in Klamath Falls, them living in the park, Laura still alive, and everything normal. Ah, those were memories he cherished and touching on some of them made him smile.

Their route out of the park happened to pass the spot where their old cabin had once stood, before the rampaging dinosaur of the day had smashed it to smithereens. That’d been, what, more than a decade before? Less? He couldn’t recall. The years had all run together.

“I was so worried for you, Ann, when that dinosaur smashed flat the cabin and you were still inside. We were so lucky you escaped. I was grateful you got out alive and came back to me. You were a fighter, all right. That dinosaur never had a chance. You outsmarted and outran him. I was so proud of you that day. I was proud of you every day. No one was braver than you.”

Then he remembered Ann’s other close call. When a dinosaur on the warpath had chased her through the park and his old friend, Ranger George Redcrow, had heroically saved her by sacrificing his own life. But he wouldn’t say anything about that. Ann still carried guilt over her unintentional carelessness of wanting a story for the newspaper so badly that, in the end, caused her to put herself in harm’s way, and then indirectly was responsible for George’s death.

Oh, Henry thought, he missed George so much. The years since his friend’s death hadn’t dulled the ache in his heart or made him stop wishing he was still here. Thinking of George, he was reminded of those other early heroes, FBI agent Dylan Greer and Mark Lassen, captain of the Deep Rover submersible, who perished. Greer and Lassen had died in that first battle against the dinosaurs, and Henry missed them, as well. At least Agent Scott Patterson, Dylan’s FBI partner, and his wife Sherman, were still in the land of the living, and even better, were his close friends and neighbors these days. Many people had died during the dinosaur years, yet many had survived.

“Hey, Ann, remember when that ravenous dinosaur with the tiny body, big teeth and claws...mean little sucker...cornered our Sasha, when she was just a kitten, right outside the cabin and tried to make an hors d’oeuvre out of her? The little monster that scratched me up before I snatched our kitten away, and I chased it off by putting bullets in its ornery hide? Wow, that was a close call for both of us, the cat and me. From then on Sasha made sure she didn’t go out in the woods by herself.”

Ann smiled, obviously remembering the incident. There was a wistful yearning in the way her eyes were focusing on the now empty space, where their old cabin had once been, as they drove by it. She’d loved that cabin. Had spent many years collecting antiques for it and prettying it up. They used to sit on the porch swing as twilight crept in and watch the small animals and deer come in to check them, the humans, out.

Henry also couldn’t stop from staring at where their old home used to be, envisioning the cabin that had once stood there; the cabin they’d once called home. He sighed, and Ann, knowing he was reliving old memories, too, squeezed his hand. She didn’t need to say anything. They both missed their home in the woods. They’d both cherished living there in the park when he’d been chief park ranger. They’d had so many good years and family gatherings in that house. Their late daughter Laura, and Phoebe, when she’d been a child, had visited them there so many times. He could almost hear their laughter as they’d all gathered around the dinner table scarfing down one of Ann’s delicious meals.

“I miss the old place,” he spoke softly, his eyes lingering on where the structure had once been. And then in an even lower voice, “I miss those days–being chief ranger here, patrolling the park, working with my rangers, the visitors–even more. I miss Laura. I miss us, Ann.”

Ann remained silent, and merely leaned her head against his shoulder, edging closer to him. Then she lifted her head and placed a kiss on his cheek, so he knew she felt the same way.

On the precarious ride through the snowy park, there were quite a number of close calls that nearly sent them and the Scamp off the slick road and into the dense woods flanking them. One time the truck began a skid and the rear end of the camper barely missed bumping into a tree along the side of the road. Henry stopped the truck dead in the road and inhaled some deep breaths before he continued their exodus.

It took a long while, because they’d been camped so far in, but they at last left the park, its tricky narrow snow-covered roads and a snowfall that had become so heavy Henry had only visibility for a short distance ahead. It’d taken them half the day. The snow had increased with each mile they’d driven and soon Henry was afraid they wouldn’t make it to Klamath Falls and their home by nightfall, but he kept going because Ann so wanted to get home. 

He did breathe a sigh of relief, though, when they bounced out onto Highway 62. The main highway into Klamath Falls was easier to drive on, it’d been cleared off, and he was able to increase his speed from a crawl to a faster crawl.

Squinting through the windshield, Henry paid extra attention to his driving. Some of the gullies lining the sides of the road were treacherously steep. If he accidently slid into one of them with the camper dragging behind him, they’d be truly stuck. He really didn’t feel like waiting hours for a tow truck to come from town and pull them out. He desperately wanted to get home now, too. Even Sasha was anxious to sleep that night in her own cat bed, scurry around in her own house. She was meowing in the cage, restless; wanting out. Wanting something to eat. It was way past her lunch time. Past Ann and his lunch time, too. He realized he was hungry. They should have eaten something for breakfast, but no use in crying over that now. Fighting and driving through severe weather did tend to make a person ravenous. Nothing like danger to whet one’s appetite.

Ann, as if reading his mind, dug into the purse on the seat beside her and produced two apples and some candy bars. She handed over an apple and Henry took it. When he’d devoured it, she unwrapped one of the candy bars and also gave it to him. The two items did silence his growling stomach somewhat and revived him enough to keep him going. His eyes hurt from the blinding whiteness, and his head hurt from concentrating so intently on the icy road before him.

The clouds above and the relentless snowfall, he knew would shorten the day even more than normal and soon it would morph into an unnatural night. The snow brightened everything up, but only so much. The sky above the curtain of snow was already black. Henry couldn’t beat the night, though, and they drove the last few hours along the slick highway in total darkness, only pierced by the truck’s headlights, and Henry’s prayers. There’d been a time when driving in adverse conditions hadn’t bothered Henry. Those times, like his youth, were long gone. He would be relieved when they made it home and he could park the Scamp in the backyard.

The journey home felt as if it lasted a year.

Henry was so happy to see their street and then their home come into view and to slide into their driveway, he felt like laughing. The snow was nearly as deep around their house as it had been on the road coming home, so getting into the driveway proved difficult. But before he brought the truck and camper to a full stop at the end of the driveway, Henry took a second to admire the pristine beauty of his and Ann’s new cabin with the woods behind it covered in twinkling white. It was so beautiful. He had to take a minute, pull out his iPhone, to snap a few pictures of it all. He’d get them printed out and Ann would put them in their scrapbook.

“Thank God, we’re home,” he declared to Ann, slapping the steering wheel once he’d parked the Scamp beside their cabin, and turned off the truck’s engine. He leaned against the seat and closed his eyes. “I think I’m going to just let everything sit for tonight. I’ll unhook the Scamp, and do what needs to be done, in the morning. Right now, all I want is for us to get inside our home, get something to eat, and to rest. It’s been a long trip home. It took longer than I thought it would. I don’t know about you, wife, but I’m exhausted. Tomorrow is soon enough to put things away.”

Ann concurred and the two of them, Sasha in Henry’s arms, left the truck and trudged through the snow to the cabin. It felt so good to get his coat and boots off and bathe in the house’s warmth. To have running water and a refrigerator full of food. To be safe. To be home.

Of course, it was too late and the weather too severe for them to go to Cracker Barrel for supper. After Henry brewed both of them a cup of coffee, he looked into the refrigerator. “I’ll tell you what, Ann, you look so tired, and I feel bad about no Cracker Barrel, so I’ll make us some supper. How does scrambled eggs with bacon, bagels on the side, sound?”

Ann, sitting at the table with Sasha in her lap, grinned. It was all right with her.

Supper was ready in minutes. Henry got it on the table and reveled in how good it all tasted. He gobbled up two helpings of scrambled eggs and two cinnamon raisin bagels smothered in cream cheese.

As he cleared off the table, after Ann had gone off, she said to take a desperately needed shower, for all she’d moaned about being hungry on the way home, she’d barely touched her food. His frown returned. She wasn’t eating much, didn’t seem herself lately, and he really was beginning to worry about her. He washed the dishes and listened for the shower. He couldn’t hear it. Maybe she was already out and getting dressed. She’d said she couldn’t wait to have a hot shower and slip into her fluffy robe and slippers.

Henry fed Sasha and watched as the feline toddled off to bed. Lately, he found the cat sleeping next to him in his and Ann’s bed in the morning. Strange creature. There was a time Sasha had never slept with them. They’d find her in her cat bed, or on a kitchen chair or the couch when they got up. No longer. Henry couldn’t shake the cat. Sasha was forever shadowing along behind him; usually wherever he was, the cat was.

The rest of the evening was a blur to Henry. His head hurt; his eyes hurt. He was so tired. After Ann finished her shower, he was too exhausted to take one himself. He’d do it tomorrow. All he wanted, as Ann had, was to go to bed. So, he did. He shut off the lights in the house and climbed beneath the covers. Ann was already sleeping so he tried not to disturb her. Within seconds of his head hitting the pillow he was asleep. The final thing he heard was Sasha’s contented purring as the cat nestled next to him in bed. Sasha was glad to be home, as well.
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Chapter 2
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Justin Comes to Visit.
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HENRY WOKE, AND AT first thought it was still the middle of the night because it was so murky in the room. The alarm clock, though, showed it was nine twenty-three in the morning. Gazing at the window, he watched the snow hitting the glass. Ah, so the snow clouds were hiding the sun. Goodie, another snowy, gloomy day. Henry groaned. He liked snow as much as the next person, but too much of anything wasn’t always a good thing.

Leaving the bed quietly, so as not to wake Ann, grabbing his robe on the way, he stumbled into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. He’d feel much better once he had a cup or two inside of him. Sasha had trailed after him, meowing her hungry meow, so he fed her. Then he let her outside to do her business, betting she wouldn’t stay out long. He was right. Sasha didn’t like the snow. He peered out the window at her and smiled when he saw her running out to scamper under the camper, disappearing for a minute then reappearing and literally sprinting for the back porch. She liked to huddle under the porch. At least there was no snow under there.

He sat down at the table and had barely begun checking his emails, of which he had a ton, having been out of reach from his laptop and the Internet for over a week in the park, when the plaintive meows at the rear door forced him to let the feline back in again. The cat’s pawprints going to the camper and back, coming from the yard onto the porch, were the only signs of life anywhere beyond the house. Other than the animal tracks, the snow was an unmarked blanket.

“Ha, girl, that didn’t take too long. You really don’t care much for the snow, do you? Too cold. Too wet. I don’t blame you. I’ve already had just about enough of winter myself, and we still have months to go yet.”

The cat, its fur flecked with snowflakes, didn’t answer as she paraded past him, tail straight up and paws prancing, through the kitchen and into the living room.

Henry returned to checking, reading, and deleting his mountain of emails. “Yikes, how am I going to answer all these. People. What is it with these people...doesn’t anyone have a life anymore?” Henry shook his head, his fingers scrolling through the seemingly never-ending list of senders. His eyes caught a familiar email address on a mess of them, going back days. Hmm.

On a hunch, he pulled out his iPhone and checked his phone messages there. Five were from Justin. The paleontologist, his once son-in-law, remarried now to a wonderful woman, but still a good friend to him, father of his two grandchildren, had aggressively been attempting to get hold of him. Lots of emails, text and phone voicemails. He wondered why. He’d call him later, after breakfast, and find out what the scientist wanted.

He remembered there was a cheese stollen he’d bought two weeks before from a local bakery and had stashed in the freezer for a breakfast treat some morning after they’d come in from the woods. Bringing it out, he cut a couple of large slices off, put them on a cookie sheet, and popped them into the oven. He could have microwaved them, but Ann liked the way they tasted reheated from the oven. The oven didn’t dry them out. After the slices had warmed up, he took them out and arranged them on one of Ann’s prettiest Christmas plates. Porcelain china with decorated Christmas trees and snow men on them; the plates themselves gold rimmed. She typically brought them out once Thanksgiving was over.

“Ann,” he called out down the hallway, “there’s warm cheese stollen in the kitchen. Fresh coffee. Got the stollen on your favorite holiday plates, the one with the snowmen on them. You ready to get up yet?” Since it was by then after ten, he was sure she was most likely up anyway. Probably just lying in bed, enjoying the warmth of the covers around her and the fact that she was home again in her own room. The smell of coffee and bakery goods, no doubt, would help lure her to the kitchen eventually. She’d be out soon enough. Ann couldn’t resist pastries.

*****
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HENRY HEARD THE VEHICLE coming up the driveway long before he saw it. The tires cracked and crunched on the snow and the driver honked the horn over and over. The shiny new truck came into sight as it coasted through the falling snowflakes and up to the door.

Henry drew back the curtain and eyed what was out there through the rear window. “What the heck is Justin doing here? Now? In the middle of the week and during a full-fledged blizzard,” Henry grumbled out loud, though a big smile had taken over his lips. He was delighted to see the man; he always was. They’d been warriors together for years on the front lines of the dinosaur wars in the park and out in the world, as well as being family. Even though their daughter, Laura, had been dead for years, and Justin had remarried, Henry and Ann still considered Justin family. The grandchildren kept the bond tight, too.

Well, Henry mused, Justin’s unexpected arrival explained all the messages and emails. Jumping from his chair and stepping briskly to the door, he yanked it open and waited as Justin, bundled up like an Eskimo in a heavy winter parka with hood, and gloves, stamped his boots free of the clinging snow on the porch and came across the threshold. The man threw his arms around Henry and gave him a big hug. He nearly knocked Henry over.

“Henry, it’s good to see you. Where have you been? I was afraid something had happened to you. You had me worried. It’s not like you to be so unreachable.”

“Well, hello to you, too, Doctor Justin Maltin,” Henry exclaimed, standing aside so his guest could come into the kitchen, bringing along a gust of freezing air with him. “Come on in then. To what do I owe this honor? Aren’t you and our friend Patterson supposed to be off in your top-secret hidden research facility somewhere studying those alien spaceships full of dinosaur DNA with your hot-shot scientific team?”

“Aren’t you supposed to be answering your emails and telephone messages, Chief Ranger? And you haven’t answered me...where have you been?” Justin snapped back, calling Henry by his old title even though Henry, retired, hadn’t been Crater Lake’s Chief Ranger for over three years. Henry could hear the irritation in the scientist’s voice, yet he knew it was out of concern for him, so he couldn’t get mad. Justin was such a worry wart.

“Sorry, Son. Ann and I were camping again this last week out in the park’s deep woods. We scooted home at dawn yesterday because of the bad weather got in late last night. Too late to call.”

“So, you were in the park again? In all this snow? You seem to be there a lot lately.”

“We have been, but because it began snowing again, we came home early. Being in the park, our old home, soothes us. We love the lake in the winter, you know that, snow and all. It doesn’t matter how freezing it is or how much white stuff comes.”

Henry cocked his head, his gaze going to the glazed window above the sink. There was a delicate pattern of frosty snowflakes covering the exterior glass. Quite pretty. Outside, the snow was still a solid white wall, and looked like it was going to fall all day long. “And you know how bad the reception is when you’re that far out in the park, so I couldn’t call or email anyone. No phone reception, no Internet. I was just checking my messages, my emails, when you knocked on the door, so I would have answered yours fairly soon. By the way, what are you doing off work anyway? I thought your research, that place you’re at, was so important?”

Justin flashed him a doubtful, but forgiving, look. “When I couldn’t reach you for over a week, concerned for your well-being, I took a chance, cashed in a short leave of absence, and flew up to see you. Heck, I didn’t know if you had had an accident, a heart attack, or were passed out somewhere on the kitchen floor bleeding to death, or something. When I spied the truck and the Scamp in the driveway, relieved, I knew, at least, you were home. So here I am.”

“You’re a crazy man, you know? Who flies in this weather? It’s a wonder you made it here at all. Sit down, Son. It is good to see you for whatever reason. It has been a while. Ann will be so tickled you’re here. Do you want a cup of coffee and some cheese stollen? I just took the pastry out of the oven and we have plenty. Help yourself, you know where everything is.” Henry sat down at the table.

He loudly called out, “Ann! Ann! Justin is here for a visit. Get some clothes on or your robe, and come on out here.” Henry smiled at Justin.

Justin was staring at him with a strange look on his face. Instant sympathy, which was swiftly hid, colored his expression. To hide his initial reaction, the scientist fixed himself a cup of coffee, grabbed a fork, slid a slice of stollen onto a plate, and settled down at the table across from Henry.

“Are you really,” Justin exhaled softly, looking intently at him, “all right?”

Henry was surprised at the question. “All right? Sure, I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You don’t look fine, Henry. You look...worn-out. You look like hell. You look like an indigent homeless person. What’s with the scraggly beard and all that long shaggy hair of yours? You don’t even look like yourself. You’re a mess.”

“Well.” Henry snorted cynically. “I did spend all day yesterday behind the wheel fighting a snowstorm, treacherous icy roads, and a wicked wind. I haven’t even had a shower yet. There was no water hookup, thus no showers, where we were camping. After checking my emails, I was going to go clean up, and then you drove in the driveway.”

“You do look awful. But it’s not just from not having bathed for days. When was the last time you had a shave and a haircut, old man?”

“It’s been a while,” Henry confessed, scratching the side of his neck by his hairline.

“It’s more than just your appearance. You don’t look...well. Not a bit.”

Henry ignored the other man’s continued scrutiny. “I will admit I haven’t been sleeping all that well lately, either–”

Justin put his hand out and laid it gently over Henry’s. Their eyes met. Justin released a deeply empathetic sigh as if he didn’t really want to say what he was getting ready to say. “Henry, you do know Ann isn’t in the bedroom? She isn’t in the house, and she wasn’t camping with you in the park.”

Then the other man’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Ann died six months ago. Remember?”

For a heartbeat, Henry experienced a sharp but somehow familiar stab of anger, followed by such a wave of intense grief he gasped aloud, and he was ready to speak up and deny what Justin had said, and then a great sadness, reality, rushed over him. He’d never been a person who would evade the truth, no matter how devastating it was.

“What are you talking about? That’s crazy. She’s in the bedroom or the shower or–”

“Henry, I’m sorry. Ann’s gone.” Justin’s voice was compassionate, but firm.

Henry sat there, expressionless, staring into space. No, that’s not true! No....

And then it all came back to him, and he remembered: Yes, Ann was dead. Ann had been dead since June. She’d died of a massive stroke in the middle of the night. There’d been no warnings in the days before, none whatsoever. She’d been fine or she’d seemed fine. Happy. Looking forward to the future and more travels with him and the RV; more on-line articles for the newspaper and more travel books. More adventures with him. Now that was never to be. Instead, he’d found her still and cold in their bed one morning. His beloved wife who’d always been so full of life, no longer. One good thing, the doctor had said she most likely hadn’t suffered; it’d been quick. Oh no, oh no....

Henry glanced away; his shoulders slumped. Justin’s words echoed in his head. Ann died six months ago. Remember?

“I’m so sorry, Henry,” Justin murmured. “These last six months I should have called more, come to visit more. Brought the grandkids to see you more. Spent more time with you, no matter how demanding and consuming my job was. You’ve been here by yourself in this empty house, grieving, and lonely. I feel partly responsible. I knew you were having trouble accepting Ann’s death. You weren’t facing it. I was told by others, our friends, that you were having difficulties. But I’m here now and I’m going to make things right. You hear me? I’m going to make things right.”

Henry felt numb. His mind was blank for a moment until the truth, which lately liked to hide from him in the shadows, came out into the light again. It was true, Ann, his partner, his sweet wife, the love of his life, was dead. He lived here in their house alone. He’d been in the camper in the park alone. In the truck coming home, fighting with the falling snow, alone. Only his faithful pet, Sasha, had been with him.

He glanced down at the cat curled beneath the table at his feet. The feline rarely left his side these days. She trailed him around the house, went with him when he went camping, rode with him in the truck whenever he went somewhere; slept beside him every night. His constant and true companion. She also missed Ann. He reached down and pulled the cat into his lap. She purred loudly, stretching, as he petted her.

Henry’s fantasy delusion, his safe fictional reality where everything was as it had been and nothing had changed, his wife was fine and by his side, was shattering, but he’d known it would eventually. He’d only wanted to pretend for a little while...until he could accept the truth of his loss. He fought the tears, as he’d already cried in private far too much. Men didn’t cry anyway. Not real men.

The shadow of a tear, then another, trickled down his cheek and he swiped them away. He couldn’t let Justin see him crying. Ann was gone. Someday he’d see her again in another place. In heaven. Until then, he had to go on living. He just had to decide what to do with the rest of his life. He and Ann had had such dreams for their retirement–being together in their comfortable home, traveling to see new places, having adventures, meeting new people and making more friends. Doing all those things together. The two of them. Now none of those things meant anything without Ann.

“These days, I won’t lie,” Henry told the younger man, “I don’t know what to do with myself. The days drag. The nights seem endless, too. I’m lost. I don’t know how to fix myself.”

“It’s just going to take more time, Henry,” his son-in-law comforted him, laying a hand on his arm.

Now a hopeful grin crept across Justin’s face. “Then perhaps the other reason I’ve come to see you, besides being worried sick about you, will be an answer to your loneliness dilemma as well as cheering you up.”

The man paused a little too long, building the suspense.
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