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It was 3AM on a Sunday, in
December, and Aldo wanted a giraffe. If Aldo had lived in Kenya,
this wouldn't have been a problem. A broken-down gambling boomtown
on the edge of nowhere in the high desert of Nevada, though, was
less conducive to browsers.

But if Aldo didn't get a
giraffe, he wouldn't sleep. And it couldn't be a toy giraffe
either—it had to be a proper, three-stories tall African savanna
cow with an ultra long neck and brown spots. It might be enough to
get him in close proximity with a giraffe, convince him that it was
his, but housed at the zoo for safe-keeping. Too bad the zoo was
closed for the winter.

If Aldo didn't get his giraffe,
nobody else in the house would get any sleep either, and they knew
it. He'd scream, and cry, and wander the house all night in his
slipper-foot PJs picking up knick-nacks and shaking them, as if he
could evoke their inner giraffe-ness. That's what he'd done before
when he wanted a submarine, and the time before that when he wanted
a dinosaur.

His parents, Bob and Judy,
weren't given to indulging him. When his strange requests
started—it was water balloons at Thanksgiving—they told him not to
be silly. They were proof against his preschool manipulation
techniques. His mother, particularly, was 85 proof gin against his
manipulation techniques, while his father's resolve was borne of a
successful military career, from which he retired with a full
pension. They'd become parents late in life, after raising an
orphaned niece and nephew had hardened them against childish
desires. If the boy was unreasonable he deserved to meet with
frustration. Water balloons at the Thanksgiving dinner table were
absolutely unreasonable.

They'd put their foot down.
There would be no water balloons.

Bob's boss was over for dinner
that day, and he'd worn a very formal, and very old, serge suit. A
suit so old that it wasn't fireproof. When passing the mashed
potatoes, he'd lingered too long over the silver candelabra that
Judy had set out as a centerpiece. The poor man went up like a
torch. By the time they put him out, he had burns over his whole
left side and had to be rushed to the hospital, but that was
nothing to the steel-eyed anger in five-year-old Aldo's eyes when
the paramedics left.
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