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Chapter 1
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Henry was standing frozen at the large windows overlooking the city’s view from Justin’s New York apartment. In total horror, he was glaring at the giant Godzilla outside the windows as it trashed the buildings between it and him. The dinosaur had to be at least thirty stories in height. He couldn’t believe it! Godzilla was in New York...and it was destroying everything in its path. Gripping the window’s indoor frame with white-knuckled fingers, Henry could see the tiny people, cars, and taxis, speeding around down below in the streets, trying in vain to escape the demolishing pre-historic monster as it rampaged. How did Godzilla find him in New York? What the hell was the beast doing in New York, anyway? Henry, Justin, Agent Greer, and Agent Patterson, had killed the fiend years ago. What was it doing alive again maiming and butchering people in the Big Apple? It was long dead. Impossible! Was it looking for him to seek its revenge because he and his friends had killed it?

The fiend roared, stamped its feet mightily, smashing into mulch a stream of shrieking humans beneath them, and the building shook. Henry pushed away from the window just in time. The windows shattered, splintered, showering slivers of glass all over Justin’s living room as Godzilla broke through the wall, and reached out for Henry. It had him in its grasp and he was flying towards Godzilla’s fangs...he was going to die! How could this be? Godzilla was long dead....

Being sucked into Godzilla’s fanged maw, fighting like hell, was the last thing Henry remembered before he woke up in his own bed, bolting upright with a spine-tingling scream. He was covered in sweat, shaking like a dry leaf on a winter’s tree. What the hell was that, he asked himself, falling back on his pillow. It was soaked in sweat, too. Thank goodness it had all been just a dream.

Though it was barely dawn, Henry drug himself out of bed. He couldn’t force himself to sleep a minute longer. Not after that freaking dinosaur nightmare. He feared he’d be plunged right where he’d left off in the nightmare if he tried to reclaim sleep. It had been so real. Like most of his nightmares. Dead dinosaurs had been plaguing him in his dreams lately more than they normally did. Why? He wanted to think it was the time of year, late summer, when the worst of his dinosaur confrontations in the past had taken place, or perhaps because he never could get the creatures off his mind. He was sure they’d be with him until he died. So he left his bed. Besides, the day was beckoning him.

He took a quick shower and dressed in lounging clothes. No ranger shifts today, so the day was his to do with what he wanted. He thought he’d take a lazy, lay around the house day. He was due one.

Grabbing a donut from under the cake cover, a day old one but fresh enough for him, he poured a cup of steaming coffee, and padded out onto the rear porch to sit in the swing. The sun was rising in a rainbow of colors. Feathery golds, roses, and misty blues. It was still cool this early in the day. He meant to enjoy it while he could. Soon enough it would heat up.

So far the summer had been unrelentingly hot; breaking all records. Henry had been working three days a week in the park, living his daily life, and trying his hardest to be happy. Well, as happy as he could be without Ann any longer in his life. Just when he thought he was used to being alone, was doing better, some almost forgotten memory of him and Ann would pull him up short. Some days he missed her so much he’d take off driving in his truck with no destination in mind. Just to get out of the house and be somewhere else. He often found himself stopping somewhere in town to have a meal so he could be around the chatter and comradery of other people. Sometimes a crowd cheered him up. Other days he’d drive around aimlessly in the country, or into the park, and simply let nature help him to feel better. Both things made him happy.

His eyes went to the line of trees at the end of his yard. They were silhouetted in the sunrise’s hues. His thoughts went to his little dinosaur buddy Oscar.

I wonder where he is now? How he and his family are doing? I hope they’re all safe and well. Has his family grown since I last saw them? I miss you, Oscar. I wish you’d come visit me again soon. I think of you often. I’m doing all right. I miss Ann, of course. But, all in all, I’m trying to enjoy my life. I’m doing okay. Those aliens haven’t come back yet, and the world is grateful for that. Thanks to you we humans are still here. For now anyway.

As his thoughts rambled from one thing to another, he drank his coffee and ate his donut, wishing he had another one. When he went inside again, he’d have to make some toast to further fill up his stomach. His eyes studied his yard. The grass was dying from the usual summer drought and all the sustained heat. As much as he hated the hot weather, and loved the fall, fall meant winter was right behind it, and he didn’t want to even think about winter. Not yet, anyway. 

Last year, in the park, they’d had record amounts of ice and snow. The area around the rim had been closed for months. It’d been a miserable winter. Dragging boots and fighting through the deep white stuff, and all the ranger’s park trucks getting stuck in snow drifts. Fighting below freezing temperatures that froze the blood. Brrrr. The spring had brought so much rain, mud, and floods. The parks’ creeks and streams had overflowed and made a further mess of things. The campgrounds turned into huge wet mud puddles. So far the whole year had been pretty much lousy weatherwise. It had made him fearful to see what the late summer would bring–and so far it had brought this horrendous heat. Which was never good for the park. The woods would dry out and possible wildfires would become a threat.

His gaze skimmed the yard around him, taking in all his latest decorative touches. Except for the parched grass, his yard looked good. Over the last year, he'd added to his collection of handmade bird houses. He’d painted them in bright hues and made them fanciful with tiny birds and flowers portrayed on them. He wasn’t as good an artist as Ann had been, but he’d done his best and was proud of his work. So what if the birds he painted didn’t always look like birds. The feathers, and beaks, should give them away. The birdhouses were adorning some of the limbs of his backyard trees. There were real birds now feeding at them. Chickadees and Cardinals. Sparrows. A couple Blue Jays.

He’d fashioned a larger critter house for the pesky squirrels. He had so many of the fluffy-tailed animals around his house; he’d felt sorry for them, especially in the winter when there was snow on the ground, and there hadn’t been much sustenance for them to survive on. The squirrels would come to his rear porch and beg for food. So he’d built a house with their own little covered porch, made sure there was always food for them to eat there. He noticed, at the moment, there was no food left out at the squirrel house. Squirrels were already patiently waiting on the nearby limbs and at the squirrel abode itself. Setting his coffee cup down on the small table beside the swing, Henry went inside to get their food. Each morning he usually cut up a fresh ear of corn into tiny pieces, added some nuts, and whatever scraps of food he had left over from his supper the night before, and put all of it out for them. They were his little furry friends now. A few of them would even come up to him on the porch, chattering at him, wanting more food. They made him smile. He always ended up going in to get more nuts. He was a sucker all right. He spent a fortune on squirrel food every year. Yep, a sucker for the fuzzy critters. Ann would be proud of him for that. So would old Zeke.

As he strolled outside with a bowl of squirrel’s food a fond memory came to him of Zeke, the old man who’d owned the Klamath Journal Newspaper before he’d sold it to Ann, and his pet squirrel. The squirrel the old man had rescued as a baby in his yard from the small dinosaurs. What had Zeke called his baby squirrel? Oh yeah, he’d called him Little Boy. Zeke had taken the little squirrel with him when they’d had to evacuate him and his girlfriend, Wilma, from his house because of the dinosaurs attacking it. Zeke had adored that squirrel and the squirrel had loved Zeke. It’d been so precious to see them together. The baby squirrel perched on Zeke’s shoulder, its tiny claws holding on to Zeke’s longish hair. Zeke a proud smiling squirrel daddy. Henry had never known a squirrel could love a human like that until he saw Little Boy with Zeke. Never known a squirrel could love. Well, they could. He’d been fond of squirrels ever since. He could never harm any of them. Now Zeke, as so many of Henry’s neighbors and friends, was gone. He missed them all. Every day. He often wondered what had become of Little Boy. He guessed he’d never know. Maybe the little squirrel had grown old and died a natural death somewhere. He hoped so.

Henry fed the squirrels and afterwards stood in his yard, soaking in the morning’s cool fresh air. As he was admiring his squirrel house, which he’d also brightly painted, the cell phone he kept clipped at his waist rang. For heaven’s sake, who would be calling him this early in the morning? It wasn’t even seven o’clock yet. He answered it.

“Good morning, Henry. I hope I didn’t call you too early. I didn’t wake you up, did I?”

Henry recognized Professor Nehemiah Hescott’s gruff voice right off. An astrophysicist, astronomer, multi-talented scientist, and college teacher, who had been tracking all things alien for years, and had become a good friend of Henry’s the last two years. “No, you didn’t wake me, Professor. I’ve been up since dawn. Loafing outside around my house, merely enjoying the beautiful morning and nature’s creatures. What can I do for you?”

“Oh, I was in the area and got a tremendous craving for a cup of your famous coffee. And, you know me, I’d also like someone to yak with. Can I stop by?”

With the Professor it was always more than the coffee. The old man desired human companionship. Someone to sit and talk to...and could he talk. He was a skilled conversationalist because he had so many varied interests, knew so many things about so many subjects. A true renaissance man. Henry was glad he’d called. “Sure, come on by. I’m not working today. I wouldn’t mind the company.”

“Good. I got a bag of those sausage biscuits from Mickey D’s you like so much. I’ll share. That is if I don’t inhale all of them before I get there.”

Henry chuckled. The scientist was a foodie big time. He liked to eat about as much as anyone Henry had ever known. Well, except for Henry’s son-in-law, Justin. Hescott never visited without bringing along a food offering of some kind. It was his calling card. “Where are you now?”

“I’m driving through Klamath Falls, passing by that newspaper your wife used to own. Be there in about ten minutes.” Hescott ended the call.

Henry clicked his phone off. He walked inside to wait for his guest. The mention of sausage biscuits made Henry’s mouth water. Better than toast for sure. He was still hungry. That donut hadn’t made much of a dent in his appetite.

When the scientist knocked, Henry opened the door and waved him in with a hand flourish. Henry always appreciated company. “This is a nice surprise, Nehemiah. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you.” Henry led him into the house and into the kitchen. He poured a cup of coffee for the old man and handed it to him. “Add your own sugar or creamer. You know where everything is. Then let’s go out to the porch. It’s such a beautiful morning, before the heat comes in. I was sitting out there when you called.”

Professor Hescott added sugar and milk to his coffee; trailed Henry out to the porch. He plunked down on the swing and, opening the bag he’d brought, handed a biscuit to Henry. “I got you another one if you want it.”

“Thanks. So what’s new with you, Professor? Is this just a random visit between friends or is there something you actually wanted to tell me?”

Henry’s cat, Sasha had come outside through the cat door and was begging for a piece of Henry’s biscuit. Henry tore off a small hunk and gave it to the cat. The feline scarfed it down, pranced out into the yard, and around the side of the house. The feline mooch would return for more, so Henry had better eat his second biscuit quickly.

“Nah, it’s only a friendly visit, although–” The old man dug out another sausage biscuit from the bag and, unwrapping it, began to munch on it.

“Although what? Please don’t tell me you’re seeing UAPs in the sky again?” Henry felt a twinge of apprehension. That’s how the whole alien thing began a couple years ago...with one of the rangers seeing strange lights in the park’s night skies and the Professor seeing shimmering objects, well, everywhere.

The professor scrunched up his face in a facsimile of a sly grin. “Truth is, I did see something odd in the sky last night. I was camping out in the park and, sorry, I think I might have seen a UAP. Can’t be sure. It came and went so fast. If it was an alien spaceship, could be they’re keeping an eye on us. I expected that, though. They’re very thorough, those aliens. I imagine they’re going to check up on us periodically. See if we’re towing the line and all.”

“That’s all the Earth needs right now. Alien spies. Whether they’re keeping an eye on us or not. If they are, then we’re already in deep trouble.” Henry stuffed the rest of his biscuit into his mouth. He pulled another one out of the bag. “But if you’re not a hundred percent sure, maybe you didn’t see what you thought you did. It’s like with dinosaurs. People are still seeing dinosaurs all the time all over the place that aren’t there...people are also seeing alien spaceships that aren’t really there. They’re both a big thing.”

“Perhaps. We can hope I was mistaken. You could be right. I could be worried enough to only think I’m seeing saucers. What with the mess our planet is getting itself into again. The aliens warned us to stop fighting among ourselves, making war against each other and, as far as I can see, it isn’t working anymore. Humans!” the old man scoffed. “We just can’t stop hating, fighting, and killing each other. Making endless wars. We’re a feckless species.”

“Amen, friend.”

“So, Henry, what’s new with you? Are you still working part-time as a ranger at the park, you old work horse?”

“I am. Three days a week. It’s enough for me. I get out of the house, get to spend time with my friends and the animals, breathe fresh air, and be in the park I love. Though it has been unseasonably hot lately. I don’t care much for traipsing around in the park when I’m nearly sweating to death.”

“Still seeing the lovely Isabel?” Hescott was brushing the crumbs from his fingers, using a napkin to wipe off the grease on them from the biscuit.

“Whenever she can get time off and visits me here, or I go to New York. We’re good friends.”

“Is it getting serious yet? I mean I’ve seen you two together. Looks like it’s more than friends to me.”

Henry had been asked that so many times he’d gotten used to it. He cared for Isabel and was grateful to have her as a friend. “It’s not. Ann is still taking up too much space in my heart to let any other woman in. For now. Isabel and I are just good friends, that’s all. We worked a couple of tricky situations together. She’s also a good friend to Justin and Delores.”

“Uh huh.” The old man flashed him a knowing look. “If you say so, Ranger.”

“So, what are you up to lately, Professor...besides maybe sighting suspicious objects in the sky? You still teaching at the Klamath Falls college?”

“No, I’m fully retired now. I decided I wanted to do what I wanted to do full time. I’ve spent enough of my life trying to teach unruly young minds. I’m done. I’ve been spending time camping in the park, or traveling to UFO meetings across the country. I mean UAP meetings. Sometimes I slip and still call them UFOs. If I can I like to stay up-to-date on the alien lingo and the alien situation. That and I have a lot of friends on the circuit. Can’t have enough friends, I say.”

“Isn’t that the truth. The more friends the better. Are you hearing anything interesting at those conventions?”

“Kind of. Everyone claims to be seeing unidentified objects everywhere in the skies these days. All the time. But that’s nothing new. Those folks who go to the conventions are always seeing UAPs. Or pink elephants and unicorns. A lot of them are crack-pots, so I don’t listen to their new crazy stories. The serious ones I do listen to. Not many of those lately, though. The aliens’ arrival last year scared so many of the serious ones, when everything they’d feared for years came to pass, they’re in deep hiding,” the scientist supplied, scratching the side of his face above his long white beard. His white hair was even longer than the last time Henry had seen him. Today, probably because of the heat, it was tied back with a piece of rawhide. The guy was as skinny as a stick, but he seemed to have endless energy. Henry hoped he had as much energy when he was the man’s advanced age. The old man’s pale blue eyes were, as usual, on the skies above them. Looking for alien spaceships most likely.

“You believe the aliens will come back, Nehemiah?”

“I have no doubt of it, Henry. I just don’t know when. I have a bad feeling, is all. And I try to listen to my feelings. They’re usually correct.”

“Let’s pray those aliens don’t return. Ever. Or, at least, not for a very, very long time. I still have hope the human species will eventually grow up, grow wiser, eventually...evolve. Become less blood-thirsty. Be better.”

“Yeah, that’ll happen.” The old man snorted sarcastically. “I need more coffee.”

“Help yourself. My home is your home.” Henry got up, too, followed Hescott in, and poured himself more coffee. He figured it better be his last cup for the day. Otherwise he’d have trouble sleeping that night, and he had enough trouble sleeping the way it was with his nightmares.

In the kitchen, the old man also refilled his cup. “Have you heard anything lately from our by-the-book secret agent friend, Patterson? I haven’t seen or heard from him in ages. I assume he’s still working for the government? Top secret stuff?”

“Of course. That’s his job and has been as long as I’ve known him, though he has always been closed-mouthed about his assignments, even to me. Let’s see...I saw Scott about a week or so ago. He was home to spend time with his wife, Sherman, and their kids. I’m not sure what he’s working on right now. Some government project, no doubt. Classified as usual.”

“How’s his ankle? Can he walk on it now?” Hescott joked, leaning against the sink with his cup in his wrinkled hands. His eyes were appreciatively taking in the sunny view beyond the window.

Henry threw the other man a caustic glance. “Of course. It’s been quite a while since that accident. Scott’s ankle is completely healed now, good as new. He can even run on it again.”

Hescott snickered. “That’s good. I hope all of us can all get together one day soon and have lunch or something. Reminisce about when we first met each other out in the stormy woods that day Patterson busted his ankle while you two were searching for those mysterious lights of yours. I find Patterson to be an intriguing character. So much more inside than what his outside presents. I quite like talking to him. And he has so many amazing stories about the dinosaurs he has encountered over the years. Like you. I never get tired of listening to your heroes’ stories. I’m a collector of stories, you know.”

“Yeah, I noticed that.” Henry cocked his head towards the porch. The men walked outside again.

They whiled the morning away with conversation. Recalled experiences. Alien talk. Laughter. The old man was quite the storyteller and Henry appreciated his tales. Hescott had a humorous way of relating stories about his everyday experiences that made Henry laugh. Being as old as he was, having seen all that he’d seen, gave Hescott an unique outlook on life. He was wise. He reminded Henry so much of old Zeke. Ann, being the journalist she’d been, would have loved the Professor. She would have laughed at his stories, too. She would have interviewed the old guy, wrote, and published articles about him. Drawn little extraterrestrial spaceships with funny looking aliens to illustrate them. Put them online because, unfortunately, paper newspapers these days were fading away. Who would have thought twenty-five years ago that newspapers would ever go out of style? Become, in so many ways, obsolete. Everything was on the Internet now days.

Four hours later, Henry, all talked out, stood on the front porch, and waved as the scientist drove away. Henry had promised to take the old man to lunch next time he visited. Fried chicken at a small neighborhood diner. The old codger loved fried chicken.

“Maybe I’ll invite Patterson,” Henry had told Hescott before he left, “and maybe he’ll make a trip home and go with us.”

“You do that, Henry. I look forward to it.” Then the old man drove away. His car careening into Henry’s yard a ways before he redirected it and spun out onto the highway. That old man is going to get a ticket one day, if he hasn’t already, Henry mused.

*****
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THE REMAINDER OF THE day went by as most of his days off went by. He had no more visitors. Forgetting his promise to lay around all day, Henry took his truck into town to drive it through the carwash. It was filthy from the dirt and grime accumulated from the park. Later he stopped by the grocery store and bought supplies for the next week. He was trying to eat healthier so he made sure to load up on the vegetables and fruits, less on the snacks and fats. He hauled the groceries home and put them away in the house. Afterwards he did a little housework. Some outside chores. He tried to keep up on everything. As Ann had, he preferred a clean house. It had taken him a long time to get used to being the one responsible for taking care of the housework. For Ann keeping the house clean had come so naturally. It was a lot harder for him. He’d found it worked best if he did a little housework every day. That way the chores, and the dust, didn’t add up and overwhelm him. Today, besides shopping, what the heck, he decided to wash the curtains in a couple of the rooms. He usually did curtains, cleaned blinds, once a year. Around fall. This year he’d start a bit early.

That evening he made himself a supper of a salad, sandwiches, and soup. He had settled down to watch the evening news when the phone rang.

“Henry,” Chief Park Ranger Todd Collins greeted him. “I thought I’d catch you up on a situation that might or might not affect us here in the park. See if you have any advice for me.” Collins often asked Henry’s opinion on certain situations that came up at Crater Lake Park. Henry had been chief ranger for a long time and there were few occurrences he hadn’t dealt with. Collins trusted Henry’s judgement.

“What’s the situation?” Henry turned the TV down so he could hear Chief Collins better. Sasha was sleeping on the couch beside him, snoring softly. She’d played outside most of the day and was catching up on her sleep. The cat, like him, was getting old. His free hand moved over to stroke the feline gently. The cat didn’t wake up, though her paws twitched.

“The extreme heat we’ve had the last few weeks. It’s unsettling. The forest is as dry as tinder. Any spark could set it off. I’ve received more than one warning bulletin about possible forest fires in our state from park services. I’ve never seen the park’s woods so parched. One good lightning strike or a careless camper not putting out their campfire is all it would take. I’m worried.”

“There’s not much you can do about fires, Todd. They happen in national parks everywhere. Other than increase your ranger patrols and have everyone keep a close eye out in case any fires flare up. Call in the firefighters immediately to deal with them. Fires in federal land are just something we have to contend with.”

“Hmm. I know you, way before my time here, were chief when there were fires. I just thought I’d get your advice. How you handled those earlier forest fires.”

“I’m flattered, but you’ll handle things just fine. I’m sure of it. If there’s a fire in the park, you’ll know what to do. Each case is different, I learned.” Henry rubbed his eyes. He was tired. Housework wore him out, almost as much as working in the park. His bed was calling him. Outside night had fallen. He was glad he didn’t have to ranger the next day, either. It meant he could sleep in a little. If Sasha would let him. If she was hungry she’d meow and bounce on him, until he got up and fed her. It could be in the middle of the night; it’d make no difference. When the cat was hungry, the cat was hungry.

“Are you doing all right, Henry?” Chief Collins pressed. “Everything going all right with you?”

“It is. I can’t complain. Been keeping busy. I had a visitor this morning. Do you remember Professor Hescott? The astrophysicist who was an alien aficionado before the spaceships ever appeared? He and I had a nice visit this morning. He brought breakfast. We talked for hours.”

“Good to know you’re not sitting in the house alone all the time. I’m happy to hear you have friends, besides the rangers here in the park and your family in New York, I mean. Has the Professor seen any alien spaceships lately?” It was asked with a tinge of uneasiness. No one wanted the aliens to come back. Seeing as that development couldn’t mean anything good for humanity.

Henry wasn’t about to tell him that the Professor had thought he’d seen a UAP recently, why worry him, so he simply said, “Not really.”

“Excellent. No one wants them to revisit us. Ever.” Henry could almost envision the chief shuddering over the phone. He knew how Chief Collins felt about the aliens. What everyone had felt about them, and still did. Most people were terrified out of their wits. The ones with a brain anyway.

In his mind Henry again could see the gigantic ebony triangles hovering low over New York, over the world’s cities, silent as death. Everyone on the Earth holding their breath for all those long days and nights waiting for the aliens to do whatever they’d decided to do to us. Everyone’s eyes on the skies. The fear that had spread like a plague across the planet. People going insane. Killing themselves. It had been like some horrifying SF horror movie, but it had really happened. It had been real.

“I’ll see you on Wednesday, Todd. My next shift day. We’ll talk more about everything then.”

“See you Wednesday, Henry.”

Not much later Henry called it a night. He and Sasha went to bed. He had to get a full night’s sleep. Tomorrow he had to get up and do yard work. Cut the grass, pull weeds, and since it got so hot quickly, he wanted to do it while it was still somewhat cool. Very early.

Outside the night was calm except for the musically boisterous cicadas, which were in fine voice that night. Henry welcomed their music; it meant summer to him.

When Henry woke up in the middle of the night, more nightmares, and went to get a glass of water, Sasha was sitting in the middle of the kitchen table. Just sitting there staring at him when he switched the light on.

“What are you doing, Sasha?”

The cat didn’t answer. Just kept looking at him.

“Goodnight, strange feline.” Henry turned off the light and went back to bed.

The next morning when Henry got up, the cat was still sitting in the middle of the table. Staring at him.

“You been sitting there the whole night? Really?”

The cat continued to stare at him, unmoving, barely blinking. Did old cats like old people get dementia? He’d have to look that up on the Internet later. Hmm.

Because Sasha was sure acting strange lately. Well, stranger than usual.
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Chapter 2
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Isabel was coming to visit him for a weekend. After he came home one late July day from work she called. Isabel and he had become close friends, and their two cats, too, when they’d both worked at Area 52 on the alien spaceships mysteries with Justin. They’d gone through those trying days together when the two spaceships had vanished. When Heckle and Jeckle had been tormenting the base. They’d shared those weeks of breath-holding in New York with Justin and Delores, and Henry’s grandchildren, as they waited to see what the aliens hovering above them in their big black ships would do. Isabel was an astrophysicist, a kind human being, and an intelligent woman. Isabel’s sister had been abducted by aliens when Isabel had been young and she’d never returned, so Isabel had a tragic history with extraterrestrials. It made it even nicer that she was friends with Justin and Delores, and she worked with Justin. They’d all spent holidays together in New York, so he and Isabel felt comfortable with each other. She often came to spend time with him, or he saw her in New York when he visited his family. It was a comfortable friendship, the two of them.

“I’ve wrangled some badly needed days off–I’ve been so overworked lately–and thought I might come visit my friend. I could use some country air and sunshine to revive me. It always does. You up for a weekend guest? And Mr. Fluffy, of course, will be accompanying me.” Isabel sounded cheerful. Yet she usually was. She was one of those eternally optimistic souls who loved life. Every tiny bit of it, the good and the bad. If Henry felt down, she lifted his spirits. She’d done that a lot the last year or two.

“I’d love that, Isabel. It’d be great to have another person staying in the house. Sasha is a fine companion, but not much of a conversationalist. And, as you know, with my part-time job I am off weekends. So it’s perfect timing.”

“I knew you were off weekends. You’ve only told me that about a hundred times.” Her tone was amused. It was a friendly joke between them, as he liked to remind her he didn’t have to work five, six days a week, as she was still doing. His house, he informed everyone every chance he got, was open to guests anytime. He had two extra rooms always ready. He liked guests. It staved off the loneliness.

“When should I expect you then?” Henry was pleased she was coming for a few days. Going out to eat and to movies were not much fun alone. So every time Isabel came, they caught a movie or two and supper out afterwards. There was a new movie out he wanted to see. Hopefully she’d want to see it, too.

“I’m catching an afternoon plane out of here on Friday. I’ll make my airplane reservations as soon as we get off the phone. I’ll be there Friday late afternoon about five.”

“Great, since I get home from work about five, I can offer you a ride. Give me a call from the airport. I’ll pick you up. Oh, yeah, be sure to bring cool clothing along. It’s been unseasonably hot here so far this summer. Would you like to go out to a late dinner when you get in? My treat? I owe you a dinner if I recollect rightly. We can go to that shrimp and steak restaurant you liked last time so much. Surf and Turf.”

“That sounds perfect, Henry. You know I can’t turn down a shrimp platter.” She chuckled. “I’ll see you on Friday. And, don’t worry, I will call you when my plane lands. It’ll save me an Uber charge, which have gotten ridiculously expensive lately.”

“See you on Friday, friend.” After Henry hung up, his lips were curved in a smile. Today was Thursday, so his weekend guest would be here by tomorrow. He was already thinking of things he and Isabel could do over the weekend. His son-in-law, Dr. Justin Maltin, worked and lived in New York, and Scott Patterson, his long-time government agent friend, had both been too busy lately to visit. Scott, though he and his wife, Sherman, lived down the road from him, as usual, was off on some secret government assignment out of state. Justin was laboring hard at his lab job in New York. Good thing Henry worked with rangers in the park who were also his friends. The rangers were his family, too. Yet they had their own lives and families. There weren’t many who could go out to dinner, or to the movies, with him in town as Isabel could. If Henry had learned one thing since Ann had died, it was the more single friends he had, the better. That and family, of course. He was sure all widows and widowers soon learned that secret. As well as the lesson that it wasn’t fun to be a third wheel. So it was nice when Isabel came to visit.

*****
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FRIDAY CAME. ISABEL arrived. They went out to dinner. It was a warm night and Klamath Falls was teeming with people wandering around buying stuff in the quaint shops, promenading the streets, going out to eat; appreciating the night life. What there was of it in Klamath Falls anyway. It felt good, Henry thought, to be out among all the people enjoying the evening. He and Isabel browsed in a few shops before they went to dinner. Meandering around the town, talking, and laughing together.

Isabel had to go to this one candy store in town to get her favorite fudge and chocolates. This time she bought a large bag. “We can have the candy with coffee later tonight,” she said. “While we sit on the swing on the porch.”

“You and your love of candy,” Henry teased. Though he couldn’t fault her. He had a sweet tooth, too. He also purchased some chocolates at the candy shop. He liked the chocolate covered jellies. Raspberry and orange. He was addicted to them.

Over supper, because they hadn’t seen each other in months, they caught each other up on their lives. “Have you seen much of Delores and my grandkids lately?” Henry drank some of the wine he’d ordered, waiting for her answer. He didn’t need to ask if she saw much of Justin, because she worked with him every day.

“I see Delores, and your grandkids, often. About once a week we have dinner together at their apartment. As you know, Delores loves to cook and bake, and is a fabulous cook. Sometimes I cook. We take turns.” She took another bite of a shrimp. Her satisfied expression showing how good it tasted. “I’ve been working way too hard, way too many hours. With the workload I have, I could work twenty-four hours a day, and not get everything done. So I needed time off. Like now. I had to get away from my job and the city. The traffic, noise, and smog. My body was pining for a nature vacation.”

“Why do you have to work so hard, so many hours? Can’t you scale back a little? Haven’t you done your duty to the world? You aided Justin in developing the serum that helped us eliminate the dinosaurs. You were instrumental in trying to unravel the alien ship mysteries. Isn’t that enough? Work isn’t the only thing in life, you know. You could take a sabbatical or something.” Henry had buttered another garlic roll and bit into it. The restaurant had really scrumptious food. Coffee was great, too. Henry valued good coffee. Not many restaurants had such excellent coffee. This one did.

Isabel leaned towards him; her fork poised in the air before her. “Because Justin and I, besides our regular work at the lab for Jeff Smith’s world-wide conglomerate, along with other scientists, have been busy consulting on these government committees dealing with the past dinosaur and the alien conundrums. Looking for more answers than we got during the crises. Then, too, Justin and I, on our own, are still cataloging the events of the dinosaur years, and of the different dinosaur species that tormented the world. We’re also still attempting to recall and reassemble more of the lost information from those alien spaceships that disappeared, and what we’d discovered inside of them. Memories can be retained for only so long. So Justin and I are writing down everything we can remember while we can still remember it. All of that’s a massive undertaking in itself.”

“And still trying to figure out who those aliens are? Where they came from?”

“Yes, we are. We’re all fearful the aliens will reappear, and this time the powers that be have decided we will be a hell of a lot more prepared. If possible. The President has tasked a special consortium of scientists, and the military, to find ways to better defend ourselves if that were to happen. Justin and I are part of this government consortium. I do make time for Delores’ weekly suppers though. It helps save my sanity, and, as you know, I’m very attached to your grandkids. The Maltins and your grandchildren are my family now, and have been for a long time.”

“Lucky you, seeing them every week. That’s the one thing I regret about living here, so far away from what’s left of my family. I miss them. Although I plan on flying out there next month and spending a week or more with them before the kids start their school year. I can’t wait.”

“Good for you,” Isabel declared. She sipped at her glass of dinner wine. Took another bite of her meal. “If you let me know when you’re coming I’ll be sure to visit them when you’re there. We all can go out and do something fun together. See a Broadway show or go to one of the museums. Take a stroll through Central Park. There’s a new exhibit at the science museum.”

“I will do that. I’ll drop you a text when I know the dates I’m coming. By the way, how is Justin doing?”

“Oh, you know, workaholic that he is, he’s busy juggling a myriad of projects. Besides the government committees we’re on, we are busy at the lab doing our regular jobs for his brother-in-law. Justin, on top of all that, is writing about the harrowing adventures you and he went through when that first dinosaur of yours–if I remember correctly, Godzilla was what you called it–reared its ugly head in Crater Lake at the very beginning of the dinosaur days. Right now he’s only scribbling in his journal about those personal experiences you two had, but he says one day he might make a book out of it all.”

“It’d make an interesting tale, that’s for sure,” Henry said. “Justin’s right, there’s enough history there, what occurred in the last fifteen years with the dinosaurs, starting with Godzilla, to keep Justin busy journaling for years. Not to mention his adventures with the alien spaceships at Area 52. He has seen, and gone through, so much.”

“He has. But so have we all, especially you. You were there fighting the dinosaurs since day one. All the dinosaurs.” Isabel’s eyes grew pensive in the restaurant’s soft lights. “You know, there are times I think it was all one long nightmare. The dinosaurs and then the aliens. Now that the dinosaurs are gone, the aliens are, too, supposedly, for now anyway–sometimes I wonder, did any of it really happen?” Isabel’s gaze went to the table to the right of them. The two elderly people at it were celebrating a wedding anniversary. They were holding hands and smiling at each other over a small anniversary cake the restaurant had surprised them with. The number on the cake was forty. Forty years. A very long marriage. They were so lucky. Isabel bought her eyes back to Henry.

“Oh,” Henry huffed, “those dinosaur and alien nightmares happened all right. I’ve got the scars to prove it. Physical, psychological, and emotional. I’m still plagued by those damn dinosaurs. I have...actual nightmares most nights. Sometimes more than one. I’m haunted by all my friends and the many people who died fighting those dinosaurs. Haunted by those aliens and what almost happened to the world when they showed up. I’ve been holding my breath ever since our world supposedly returned to normal–or seemed to return to normal. Wondering what next? Will there be a world invasion of giant poisonous-spitting spiders, huge bugs, or gigantic flying wasps? Or all the park’s wildlife–bears, mountain lions, wolverines, elk, maybe even the birds–will go berserk and take their turn trying to annihilate us humans?” Henry shook his head. “Nothing would surprise me anymore. Nothing. I’m waiting for the next nightmare scenario.”

“Heaven forbid any of those scenarios ever come to pass, Henry. Giant bugs...wasps...spiders? Ugh. Spiders creep me out when they’re normal sized. I can’t imagine having to run from a spider the size of an elephant.” Isabel’s body shivered. “Yuck, yuck, yuck.”

“Do you remember that one old movie about the spiders as big as houses attacking the humans; spinning them into web cocoons so they could eat them later? I can’t recall the name of it. It was in the nineteen fifties or sixties, I think. Creepy.”


“Oh, I remember that one. That movie scared the heck out of me as a kid.” Isabel grimaced.



“Me, too. But spiders on-the-whole don’t bother me. Now...snakes. They’re a different story. If there were monster snakes...ooh! I don’t cotton to snakes at all. Even regular-sized ones. I’ve come across a snake or two as a park ranger. I steer clear of them and they steer clear of me.”

“I know what you mean. There are many things in this world I’d like to steer clear of myself. Situations. Some people even. Isn’t that easy, though. Sometimes you just have to face your fears.”

“Yeah.” Henry lifted his shoulders slightly. “Sometimes. But I’d rather the snakes just leave me alone.”

“Same with me and spiders.”

A waitress scurried past them balancing a large tray of food. The anniversary couple next to them were laughing about something or other now. Henry felt a moment of melancholy thinking that he and Ann would never have another anniversary together to celebrate. Then Isabel tilted her head, smiled at him. He was with her in the present once more. He needed to let go of the past. He knew that. It was just hard to forget the love of one’s life.

For dessert Henry had carrot cake. Isabel had chocolate caramel cake. Henry was having a good time. For the moment he was content. Those moments, he acknowledged, were coming more and more frequently the last year.

“How is your part-time ranger job going?” Isabel inquired after the waitress had picked up their empty dessert plates, and they were having a final cup of coffee, her eyes on him. Her fingers brushed her hair away from her face. “You ever regret returning to work? You could be a man of leisure now. Full time. You could come to New York then whenever you wanted.”

Studying the woman sitting across from him, Henry thought Isabel looked exceptionally pretty in the soft restaurant lights. Her dark hair was longer than the last time he’d seen her, but as curly as when it’d been shorter. Her olive eyes were laughing. She seemed happy. She was wearing a red T-shirt and blue jean shorts. She was easy-going most of the time, and often made him laugh. He knew he could trust her. She’d do about anything for him, or for anyone she called a friend. He was lucky to have her as one. They had fun together.

“I don’t regret working at the park, not for a minute. It gives me someplace to go three days a week where there are people. Friends. Sometimes I even have new adventures. Gives me a purpose. On some days I need that. My empty house can get lonely. I’ll never get used to that. The park holds memories for me–some good and some bad–but it’s like my second home. That and I love the outdoors, always have. After a day at work out in the open air, I come home pleasantly tired. Ready to relax. It makes coming home nicer. Helps me sleep at night, too.”

“I know what you mean. Going to work makes coming home sweeter.”

“It sure does.”

“Talking about your ranger job; since Justin is now writing about the earliest days in the park when everyone was fighting that first prehistoric beast, do you ever think of that time? I read all the newspaper and online articles your wife put out about everything over those years. I was a big fan. When I started working with Justin, and found out he was your son-in-law, long before I met you, he’d keep me updated on your escapades. The dangers you and Ann went through used to astonish me. When the dinosaurs spread across the world and, though I was fairly safe and protected in the heart of New York, Ann’s stories of your trials and tribulations eventually made me feel as if I knew you both, and all the other heroes in your park battling the dinosaurs. I also adored her drawings and photographs of the beasts. She was quite an artist. Quite a writer.”

“She was both. Sometimes, I’ll admit it, all those years during the dinosaur days and even our time at Area 52...the alien spaceships, and then later the aliens threatening the world, often all seem like a bad dream or something that happened to someone else in some other time. It’s funny how quickly the past fades away.”

“I know what you mean.” Isabel’s expression was thoughtful. “That whole alien chapter seems like a bad dream to me now, too. Other people I’ve talked to about it feel the same way. All these years so many people didn’t believe in aliens, denied them adamantly, and suddenly when the extraterrestrials arrived in their spectacular spaceships to hover above us, they had no choice but to believe. It’s like the world has been turned on its head the last fifteen years.

“You think the aliens will ever return, Henry? You ever think about that? What we’d do if they did come back?”

“I try not to,” Henry murmured seriously. He’d enjoyed his meal. The ambience of the restaurant. The light-hearted crowd. Enjoyed Isabel’s company. It was pleasant being out with a good-looking woman. The food, as always, had been delicious. He was in a good mood. Thinking about the aliens and the disturbances they’d left in their wake, was messing that mood up. “Because if they revisited it would most likely mean we’d broken their rules. We’d be in real trouble. Goodbye humankind. Or that’s the way I see it.”

Isabel sighed. “Tragically I see it that way, as well. We both know, just by the innate way our species basically is, that those aliens will return sooner or later. Our worse natures will win out. People will once more start hurting or killing one another willy nilly. Ultimately some country will attack another country, we’ll destroy the ozone layer, cut down the rain forests, contaminate the oceans with our trash, or do something else that will prove, once and for all, our species isn’t worth saving. It’s inevitable. The human race can’t help itself. And that’ll be the end of us.”

Henry didn’t need to comment. He was afraid she was right.

“You’re not worried about that?”

Henry fingers were lazily sliding around the rim of his empty coffee cup. “I’m just hoping that when that happens, I’ll be long gone. Though I would feel sorry for my grandchildren, their children, or their children’s children. But I’ve decided I can’t live in fear that the aliens will return again and exterminate us. Life is too short to live with that anvil over my head. My goal these days is just to try to be as happy as I can be for the years I have left. Realistically, I don’t imagine I have a lot of them.”

“And Henry, you deserve to be happy. You’ve put in your time fighting the good fight, being a hero, helping, and saving people. I’m all for happiness myself.” Isabel smiled at him. She had a pretty smile. It went all the way to her eyes, which twinkled with sympathetic humor.

The restaurant had become noisier as more individuals rushed in to eat. Busier. People were coming and going. Dining and socializing. He and Isabel had to talk louder to be able to hear each other.

They had one last refill of coffee, reluctant to leave, discussing less upsetting subjects before they exited the restaurant. What ordinary things had happened to each of them in their lives in the last month or two. Funny things that had happened to them on their jobs or to their shared friends. Tidbits about Klamath Fall’s new businesses. Henry’s grandkids. How their cats might be doing at the house. It was easy talking to Isabel. They had so much in common. They were at ease with each other.

Once outside, Henry helped Isabel into the truck, and got in himself. The sun had set and darkness had come. It was a beautiful night with a cool breeze to chase away the heat of the day. There was a crescent moon up in the sky. Stars sprinkled around it. “It’s early yet. Want to see a movie?”

“Sure. I’ll check my phone and see what’s playing at the local theater.” Isabel looked down at her phone, her hair hanging along the sides of her face like a curtain.

“Anything but dinosaurs or aliens,” Henry informed her, laughing. “I’ve had enough of them for a lifetime. Two lifetimes.”

Isabel agreed whole-heartedly. They found a movie, not anything about dinosaurs or aliens, and went to see it. A love story with a dash of mystery and adventure. They sat companionably in the dark movie theater eating popcorn and some of the candy they’d purchased earlier in the sweet shop. Whispering in between the scenes like teenagers.
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