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Henry watched the Washinton D.C. streets, covered in a newly fallen inch of snow which made them appear pristine and new, the sidewalks glistening with a thin coat of ice, pass by as the ebony Cadillac rumbled towards the White House. He still couldn’t believe the new president, Jonathan Samuel, had invited him for a visit...when they would, as the invite had politely stated, discuss the ongoing alien situation. Ongoing was the key word in that communication. Henry had been worried ever since he’d received the invitation. What exactly did that mean? Whatever it was, it didn’t sound good to him. Apparently, the outgoing President had given the new President Henry’s address and telephone number; and revealed Henry’s part in the alien episode. Thus, he was going to the White House. Again.

So, had something happened? Had the aliens contacted them again, or heaven forbid, were returning? Henry prayed the extraterrestrials hadn’t returned, or were thinking of it. Not that he’d be surprised. The middle east was once more aflame with violent warfare, Israelites and Palestinians, blood and mutilated bodies in the streets, and property decimated, killing each other willy-nilly with no cease fires in sight–not that cease fires actually worked in that part of the world. Now personal walkie-talkies were exploding in Lebanon. Ukraine was still occupied and bloodily fought over by the Russians; death tolls off the human comfort scale and no peace visible within light years. China and North Korea were once more flexing their muscles, busier than ever developing and expanding their aggressive might. Shooting off their nuclear missiles and rockets as if World War III was mere minutes away. In other words, the world was a mess. Again. Why wouldn’t the aliens be infuriated with us?

Years after the aliens’ infamous visit, the earth was worse off than it had ever been. People across the world had continued hurting and brutally killing each other. The aliens’ dire warnings long forgotten as if the aliens’ giant spaceships had never hovered above earth’s cities and threatened to exterminate us for our bad behaviors unless we changed. Pure madness, Henry agonized. He’d been uneasy for years, holding his breath, waiting for the aliens to return with a vengeance and finally exterminate them all. Heaven knew, the people of earth deserved it. Humanity was an abominable species.

So, of course, he had been extremely nervous when the current President of the United States had officially requested his attendance. Henry had flown to Washington on a jet the President had sent especially for him; was met at the airport by the big shiny black vehicle with the bullet proof windows, and driven to the White House as if he were some important dignitary. He had to admit, in spite of the apprehension, it was flattering.

When he arrived at the President’s house he was escorted by a tall Marine in uniform from the car and respectfully ushered through the front door and down the hallowed hallways. Henry’s cane tapping rhythmically along the tile floors. His wounds from the summer’s mountain lion attack had healed slowly, but he still needed a little help to walk. Therefore, the cane. But his girlfriend, Isabel, said it made him look aristocratic. She had bought him a fancy, and he was sure an expensive, cane with a silver dinosaur head on the top. Appropriate. Thinking about Isabel, he patted his side pocket, making sure the special gift, in a tiny blue box, he’d brought along for someone was still there. It was.

There weren’t many people hanging around or roaming the halls. Strange. The other times Henry had been there the place had been full of chattering political aides and workers scurrying around everywhere like busy beavers. Henry wondered if President Samuel had wanted to keep their little meeting private. A secret. After all, Henry had been on television with the previous president during the alien incident. People would recognize him and make the alien connection easily enough. Stirring up rumors and fear. If Henry Shore was visiting the new president, they would just jump to the conclusion it must have something to do with the aliens. The tabloids and social media would have a field day. The end has come! The Aliens have returned! We’re all doomed! Panicking everyone. Henry could understand why his visit should remain clandestine from the rest of the country.

As he tapped through the hallways, he had to say the White House hadn’t changed much. It was still huge, breathtakingly impressive. Full of its memories of days gone by. He felt so patriotic just walking through it. Oh, how he loved America.

He was led straight to the Oval Office, and again, as the last time he’d been there, standing looking in, he was in awe of the historic significance of the room. The years, the decades it had seen; the important people, statemen, rulers, and presidents, who had met, talked and made deals in it. The world war meetings it had held. So much history. His gaze swept across the room and settled on the Resolute Desk. He thought of the American presidents who had sat behind it making their decisions, signing laws, and leading the country through good and hard times. The room, the desk and its revered history, as the last time, took his breath away. He wished he could take photos of it so he could show them to his grandchildren. Isabel. She’d get such a kick out of them. But he highly suspected if he tried to snap some photos of the Oval Office or the president at his desk, it would not be allowed. Scratch that crazy idea.

There were esteemed personages, a general or two, and other various suits, with their stern demeanors, and hungry eyes, sitting on the couches surrounding the president at his desk. No one Henry recognized, though. A new president, a new administration, meant new suits, new administrative and military advisors.

There was a man sitting at that revered desk now. Henry knew it was the new president, Jonathan Samuel. He’d seen the man on television enough the last two years to know who he was. The man stood up and walked around the desk to shake Henry’s hand. That surprised Henry.

President Samuel wasn’t very tall. His body frail looking. Henry towered over him. But there was an air of command about the man that couldn’t be denied. His dark hair was cut short, his face a dusky tan color, and lined, but his light brown eyes were alert, intelligent. Kind. He’d come into the office after years of upheaval in the country, and his steady hand and thoughtful policies had brought back the peoples’ trust and gratitude. He’d been a good president so far and had brought the country together as well as could be expected. Henry was proud to shake his hand; be in his presence.

“Chief Ranger Henry Shore, I presume?” From in front of his desk the president addressed him with a welcoming smile, then gestured for Henry to find a seat on one of the couches. There was an empty spot next to a military man so Henry lowered himself down into it. On his right, there was a young man in a well-tailored classy looking suit with a blue and red tie. The couch was very comfortable.

“Just Ranger Henry Shore these days, Sir,” Henry replied to the President. “I am no longer chief ranger at Crater Lake. Just a semi-retired humble part-time ranger.”

The young man sitting next to Henry slightly bowed his head at him and muttered hello. Henry said hello in response, his eyes taking in the men sitting on the other couches; including them in his greeting. Most thinly smiled, bobbed their heads, or deferentially acknowledged him. Henry felt so out of place. He was just an ordinary man. But he did his best to rise to the occasion. Stay calm. Be attentively polite.

“Henry, you’ll never be just a humble part-time ranger in my or the world’s eyes. You’re a national hero. A famous dinosaur fighter, and a peaceful mediator between the human race and the aliens. In my opinion, and with many others, you saved the world from total annihilation by the extraterrestrials years ago. We all owe you so much.”

Henry felt a flush of embarrassment. He shook his head. Replying modestly, “I was only doing what any other human would have done. I was fortunate enough to have a line of communication with the aliens. Just helping my country as I’ve always done. And not–never–alone. Through the years and the troubled times, I had lots of other brave people helping me.”

The president, of course, knew all about his time at Area 52. Knew Henry was trustworthy with the nation’s secrets. Or Henry wouldn’t be there in the Oval talking to the leader of the free world.

The president nodded his head. “You underestimate yourself. But my predecessor told me you would. You can’t escape the fact that you are a brave man. A selfless hero. He, and I, even if the rest of the planet doesn’t know that truth, believe you saved us.”

“Thank you, Sir.” Was all Henry could think of to say. He didn’t feel like a hero, but in the scheme of things it didn’t really matter much. He had always, and still was, only striving to be a good human. A good man. He’d lived his life under that truth.

The president settled himself on the couch by one of the generals and introduced the others to Henry. Polite conversation ensued for a short time. Then Henry got up the nerve to ask the president, “So, Mr. President, Sir...why exactly am I here today?”

The president came to his feet again. “We will discuss that over lunch, Ranger Shore. If you’d be so good as to follow me.”

Henry got up, as the others did also. But he was the only one who followed the president out of the Oval Office and down the hallway, flanked by men in uniforms. The others on the sofa split up and went their own ways. Ah, so the president wanted to talk to him in private. That couldn’t be good. Henry trailed after the leader of the free world down the hallways and eventually into a room with a large table with only two place settings, already laid out for a meal. Henry had had no idea lunch was included in his invitation. But it did make him smile thinking, I’m having lunch in the White House with President Samuel. A true honor. Neat.

Settling himself down in his chair, the president glanced at Henry. “I hope you like steaks? I had my chef grill us two with all the sides. He’s a wonderful chef. I hope you’ll enjoy what he prepares us.”

Henry had waited to sit down at the table until the president had taken his seat first. “I love steaks, Sir. Thank you.” His gaze took in the room. It was a cozy, but still a stately space. The walls covered with historic looking paintings, and curtains in a heavy brocade fabric with silver threads running through them. The blue rug beneath his feet was luxuriously thick. It was a lovely room. Two young people, a man and a woman, brought in the food and placed it on the table.

The woman server asked him whether he’d prefer coffee or tea; he chose coffee. She poured it for him. Then the two servers left the room. They returned almost immediately and put their dinner plates before them, and exited again. Though it was simply him and the president at the table, Henry had no doubt there were soldiers posted outside the doors. Soldiers all over and around the building. Outside and on top of the building. Protecting the president.

Henry regarded the plate before him. It was the finest China; edged in gold. The cutlery was also gold plated. The tablecloth was of the finest white linen, smooth as silk. Henry felt like a king with all the elegance around him. Not to mention, the steak was huge. The sides were baked potatoes, delicious looking green beans, and glazed carrots. It smelled heavenly. Henry was hungry after his early rising, the tension of the invitation, and long flight, so he was delighted at the offerings. He couldn’t wait to dig in. Yet he waited until the president took his first bite before Henry took his. Manners. The steak was tender, savory, as was the rest of the lunch.

The president didn’t waste any time; in between bites he explained to Henry why he’d asked to see him. “I wanted to meet you in person, Ranger Shore. My predecessor, of course, told me all about you and your odd, but timely connection to our alien friends. How you could somehow communicate with them, and all you asked was not to be pressured on exactly how you were able to do that. I will honor that agreement as well. He was sure your intervention is what saved the earth when the alien ships were ready to bomb us to oblivion for our...warlike sins.” The troubled expression on the president’s face alarmed Henry.

Startled, Henry interrupted, “They haven’t reappeared, have they, Sir? The aliens?”

Instantly, the president’s concerned expression vanished. “No, no, they haven’t. Not yet anyway.”

Henry released a sigh. “That’s a big relief to know.”

“But my military experts are afraid they will. If the belligerent state of the world continues the way it has the last three years...with wars being fought again everywhere. We are afraid it is only a matter of time before the aliens call us to account. Come back to finish us off. It’s not a matter of if they will return, but when.”

Henry felt the same way. It was nice to know the president agreed with him. “So why did you want to see me? If there has been no actual contact with the aliens so far. You’re out of luck. I can’t make humanity behave itself. I don’t think anyone can.”

“That is unfortunately true. Ranger Henry Shore, truth is, I wanted to meet you. Touch base, you might say. Have a get-to-know-you conversation. Make sure you still could open lines of communication–however you did it before–with the aliens if and when they do return. I’m a planner. As I said, I believe it’s only a matter of time. On top of all the other hot spots blowing up in the middle east, now Iran is lobbing bombs at Lebanon. It just keeps getting worse. I, as many of my staff, feel that the aliens will not tolerate this level of global warfare here much longer. We’re in for another confrontation. Eventually. Especially if any country is foolish enough to start sending nuclear missiles into their neighbors’ territories.”

Henry wasn’t sure what he could say to make the president feel any better. Or safer. There was nothing to say. It was what it was. The aliens were a superior race to humans. There was no doubt to who would win if the aliens fought the humans. Of course, Henry had never told anyone in the White House or the government about Oscar and how he’d used him to talk to the aliens. He couldn’t risk Oscar and his family’s safety. If the government knew of Oscar’s existence, his special talent, they’d rush in, track and capture Oscar and his whole clan. Lock them behind bars to keep them safe, they’d say. But they’d only want to use them. Experiment on them. If Henry knew anything, he knew that. He was well aware humankind was most likely living on borrowed time. He tried not to dwell on that scary reality, that the aliens would return one day and finish what they’d warned them they would do. Destroy the inferior species that couldn’t live in peace with each other.

Henry preferred to go on and live his life, what was left of it, trying to be happy...day to day he hadn’t let himself think about the aliens returning or global annihilation. It would have driven him insane if he had. Because there wasn’t anything he could do about it. But being summoned to the White House to have a chat with the President of the United States had put the whole aliens-will-exterminate-us-if-we-don’t-stop-fighting-each-other horror back on Henry’s radar. He didn’t much like it, either. He’d almost forgotten the whole alien nightmare threat, or at least, he'd kept it at bay most of the time. Until now anyway.

After the bloody dinosaur wars, Laura’s and then Ann’s death, and the alien near-miss threat, he had only wanted to enjoy the days he had left. If the aliens came again, well, he knew the game was over. He would have told the same thing to President Samuel, but he was sure the man already knew that. But humans being humans, Henry couldn’t blame the President for wanting to believe he had a last Hail Mary in his back pocket if the aliens did reappear. One last chance to change the aliens’ minds. Not that it would help. Henry didn’t think it would. The aliens had meant what they’d said. If humans continued to fight each other, and hurt Earth, there wouldn’t be another chance for mankind. They’d be eliminated. Simple as that. Heaven help humanity.

The president had finished most of his meal, as had Henry, and leaned in towards him to continue, “The man who sat in the oval office before me did say that I was not to question how you communicated with the aliens, just accept that you could. That’s okay with me. All I need to really know, and can you promise me now, that if we need you to intervene–if the aliens do return–that you would be again available and able to be our go between?”

Henry didn’t hesitate. “I can promise you, Mr. President, as long as I’m alive...I am here for that if you need me. You know where I live and how to contact me.” Though I pray you don’t ever need me again for that, Mr. President, but I can at least ease your mind by saying I would help if it does happen.

“Well, Sir, let’s pray that the aliens don’t visit us again and see what the earth is up to now. At each other’s throats again. Maiming and killing each other. We’d be in truly deep trouble if they do.”

“We would.”

“But who knows what their concept of time is,” Henry thoughtfully made the comment, trying to ease the other man’s concern. “We might wait decades or more and never see them again. Centuries, perhaps.”

“We couldn’t be that lucky. I feel we need to be prepared if they come back. Now. Or in the next several years. Or the next hundred.”

“Other than speaking to me, Mr. President, are we preparing?”

President Samuel gave Henry a stern look. “Yes, we are. Our military are developing better, more lethal armaments, stronger missiles, and bombs, we can send up to destroy their spaceships–last resort, if it goes that far. We don’t want it to. But Shore, if we have to fight, I want us ready. That’s also why I wanted to meet you in person today. Make sure your, er, line of direct communication to these aliens, for negotiating, is still possible. Get our ducks all in a roll, you know?”

Yeah, you do that. Quack. Quack. Quack. As if anything we did would make a difference if the aliens returned and decided we needed to be punished for our bad behavior. There wasn’t anything Henry thought that could save the human race the next time. Not even with Oscar’s help. The aliens had made that explicitly clear. No second chances.

One of the servers brought in their dessert. A very rich chocolate soufflé, and it was exquisite. As they ate their dessert the President and Henry spoke more about the aliens, the days of the dinosaurs, and other topics of interest. President Samuel wanted Henry to describe what it had been like at Crater Lake during the dinosaur wars. Their lunch lasted longer than Henry would have thought. The president was a very entertaining man. Very learned. Smart. He laughed a lot. By the time Henry said goodbye to the president and was escorted out of the White House he discovered he really liked Jonathan Samuel. He was an interesting man. Level-headed. Diplomatic. Henry felt the country was in good hands. It was just a shame the rest of the world wasn’t.
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Since the President had generously offered the further use of the jet after their lunch together, informing Henry he could be flown anywhere in the country that he wanted to go. Henry had requested to being flown to New York. He had called his son-in-law that morning before he’d left Oregon and, after telling Justin, his New York paleontologist son-in-law, about his personal invite to meet the new president at the White House in D.C., so close to New York, asked if he could stay through the holiday. It was after all, two days before Thanksgiving. See him, Delores, and his grandchildren. Spend the holiday with them. And Isabel, of course. Thinking ahead, he asked his neighbor and friend to keep an eye on his cat, Sasha, for him. The cat had her own cat doors, and he’d left plenty of food and water, but it made him feel better about leaving her if Sherman Patterson checked in on her once and a while. It was good to have friends that lived nearby and would do favors like that. 

Justin had agreed immediately. Seemingly delighted Henry was going to be with them for Thanksgiving. “Delores and I would be happy to have you, Henry. The kids will be tickled you are spending some time with us. They miss you.”

“I miss them. All of you. See you by the end of the day.”

“Then you can tell me all about your visit with the president,” Justin had finished before they’d hung up.

Later that day, Henry was on his way to New York. He’d come prepared. That morning he’d packed and brought along a small carry-on suitcase stuffed with three days of clothes and necessities. A nice woman, an aide who worked in the White House, had offered to watch his suitcase when he had arrived there. “Can’t have you visiting the Oval office and our president with luggage hanging at your side, Sir,” she’d declared in a friendly voice, with a genial smile. “It will be waiting for you when you’re done visiting with the president.” Then she had collected his luggage and disappeared somewhere in a nearby room with it. And, as she’d promised, his suitcase was brought to him as he was leaving.   

The flight from Washington D.C. to New York was a short-hop of forty-five minutes. Henry had called ahead as he was exiting the White House, so Justin, with a big grin on his face, was waiting for him at the airport. Henry was so happy to see him. The younger man, never caring about appearances, stepped up and gave Henry a big hug; took his suitcase from him. “Delores and the kids are so excited you’re going to be with us for Thanksgiving. And they’re fixing a special supper for you tonight. The kids have so much to show and tell you. Phoebe has got a new painting she’s dying to get your opinion on. Timothy has this new book on dinosaur fossils he wants to show you. By the way, he’s on the honor roll again.”

Striding briskly beside his son-in-law out of the airport towards the parking lot where Justin had left his car, Henry exclaimed, “Not any more excited than I am. The minute I got that unexpected invitation to meet the new president, I decided that afterwards I would take the opportunity to stop and spend some time with you guys. Washington D.C. being so near to New York and all. I had no concrete plans for Thanksgiving anyway. I would have been alone. I tell you, Son, I’m tired of being alone. So here I am. Is Delores making a turkey dinner for Thanksgiving? Pumpkin pies? I can’t wait. She makes the best pies I’ve ever eaten. Half the reason I’ve come, I think, is for the fantastic holiday food you two always cook. As well as to see all of you, of course.”

“Of course, Delores is making a turkey and pies. She must have had a premonition you would be coming. She bought the biggest turkey we’ve ever had. I asked her how could we eat such a big bird? Now I know with you and Isabel attending we won’t have any problem at all devouring that turkey. And we’ll still have plenty of leftovers, which I and the kids dearly love. Finger food cold turkey fresh from the fridge. Turkey sandwiches. Turkey and noodles, etc., etc. Oh, and she and Isabel have been baking pies for days. Pumpkin and chocolate. Isabel is also going to make some of that cherry stollen, too, that I heard you liked so much last time you were here, for breakfast tomorrow morning.”

Until that minute, Henry hadn’t been sure Isabel would be at the Maltin’s for Thanksgiving....but now he knew and was delighted. What more could he ask for? Lunch with the president today, then spending time with his family, and Isabel, over the holiday. He was a lucky man. “Great. I can’t wait. It gets tiresome always cooking for one. And eating alone.”

“Oh, and of course, as I touched on before, Isabel will be with us at Thanksgiving supper as well. She usually spends the holidays with either you or us.” Justin flashed Henry a knowing grin.

Henry slightly inclined his head, a smile playing on his lips, as they walked into the parking lot. The cold hit him like a fist. His breath coming out in little white puffs. It was frigid enough to snow. He spotted Justin’s brand new shiny red Jeep Grand Cherokee close by in a parking space. His son-in-law loved his Jeeps, and had had once since the day Henry had first met him. It was a beautiful car. Having a car in New York could be extremely expensive. Way above Henry’s earning level, though Henry wasn’t in the least jealous of his son-in-law and his fancy Jeep. His own older truck was just fine for him.

“I had hoped Isabel was going to be with you on Thanksgiving. She said she might. We spoke on the phone the other day. We stay in fairly close touch. Oh, and I texted her last night and let her know I was meeting President Samuel this afternoon. I had already about decided to come to New York by then, but I didn’t tell her. I wanted to surprise her.”

“She’ll be surprised all right. But I suspect, very happy. She didn’t think she’d see you for Thanksgiving; that’s why she was going to have the feast with us. So...when are you two tying the knot?” Justin side eyed him a humorous look as he pulled out his car’s fob and automatically opened the car doors for them; strode over, entered the car, and slid in behind the wheel. Henry strolled over and climbed into the passenger’s seat.

He chuckled next to Justin. Everyone, ultimately even himself, knew he had come to love Isabel, and she probably loved him. In the last year, since he’d been wounded by the mountain lion, as she’d come out to spend more time with him more often, they both realized, accepted, they’d fallen in love with each other. Henry knew Ann would have approved. His late wife would have wanted him to be happy. She would have liked Isabel. Been all for Henry loving Isabel. Been all for him finding happiness again. And enough time had passed Henry’s broken heart had begun to heal. He’d never forget, or stop loving Ann, but he knew it was time to move on. Find love again if it was offered to him. Isabel.

“Oh, I don’t know about that, Son. Isabel and I are taking it slow and easy.” His smile grew.

“And enjoying every minute of it, huh?”

“Yep.”

“Is that all you’re going to say about it, Henry?”

“Yep.”

“Okay. Just let me, and Delores, know when and where the wedding is going to be.” The paleontologist laughed.

“Oh, we will. Unless we decide to keep it real private. Real simple. The two of us might just trot down to City Hall and get hitched. No muss, no fuss.”

“You better not do that, Henry. Delores and the kids would be so disappointed. Angry. I know Phoebe is already thinking about what kind of dress she’ll want to wear. Timothy expects to be your camera man.”

“Okay. But I bet Isabel, and I, when and if we get married, will want a small, simple wedding second time around. Just family, and close friends. We’ve already done the big fancy weddings for our first marriages. We’ll most likely want this one to be different. All we’ll want is to be together and start our life together.”

“Have you two discussed where you’re going to live...if and when that day comes?”

“Not really. Not yet anyway. Problem is, Isabel loves her job. I love mine. I imagine we’ll figure something out if and when we decide to get hitched.”

“I hope so. But–and this is just me putting in my two cents–it would be great to have you both living in New York. I, Delores, and the kids, would love that. Though I know how you love living where you live. How you love being a park ranger at Crater Lake. Even if it’s only part-time these days. You’re a country man for sure.”

Henry didn’t say anything to that. Falling silent. If he and Isabel did get married, where they were going to end up living was definitely a problem. He pushed the thought away. He’d deal with it when he had to, when and if the time came.

Justin’s brown eyes behind the gold wire-rimmed glasses swept over Henry, and he wisely changed the subject. “But for now, I can’t wait to hear all about your presidential visit.”

“Oh, you will. Soon as we get to your apartment. I’ll tell you all about it. Over a cup of hot coffee. Save it for when Delores is with us so I only have to gab about it once.”

“I wish I could have been with you. Met the new guy.” The paleontologist casually shoved his long blond hair away from his face. It seemed to get longer every time Henry saw him. Often Justin tied it back in a ponytail, yet today it was hanging free practically down to his shoulders. His clothes casual nerd. Scientists, Henry mused good-naturedly, sure liked to dress and look unconventional. A glance at Justin and it was easy to tell he was an eccentric scientific academic. He dressed most of the time in casual clothes, blue jeans; though now he was middle-aged and not the young man he’d been when Henry had first known him. Though, to Henry’s eyes, Justin had barely seemed to age much since he’d first met the man. He was still tall, slender, and looked far younger than his real age. He still behaved younger than he was as well.

“Well, perhaps one day you might meet President Samuel. You never know.”

“If I’m allowed to ask, what was the reason he asked to see you, Henry?” For a split second, Justin looked over at him, a spark of apprehension in the man’s eyes. “The aliens haven’t contacted us again? Or, heaven forbid, returned, have they?”

“No, no. To be truthful, that’s what I feared when I was summoned. That the aliens were back. Put yourself at ease, Son. No, President Samuel merely wanted to meet me, touch base, so to speak, ask me some questions, see if I still could be counted on in the future to act as an intermediary between us humans and the aliens–if they do reappear. If it does happen again. I assured him I could. If it’s the same extraterrestrials we dealt with before. I did warn him if a new species of aliens came to Earth and threatened us, I couldn’t guarantee I could help. He tried to get more details about how I had done it, who had helped me, but I told him, respectfully of course, that that was my secret to keep. That was the ironclad promise from the last president. As you know, there’s no way I’m going to disclose that it was a small highly intelligent dinosaur friend of ours who was the go between.”

“No, you’d never do that. We’d never do that. Oscar and his kin have got to remain a secret. If the president or the government knew about them and their special talents...they’d hunt them. Capture them. Maybe even experiment on them to see how they could do what they do. Above all else, we have to keep them safe. For many reasons. Least of all, they deserve to live their lives out in the woods where they’re happy. They’ve earned it. They literally saved the planet when the aliens had wanted to destroy us. There’s no way we can risk their continued survival.”

“We agree a hundred per cent on that.” Henry stared outside the window at the busy streets and tall buildings as they rode through New York. He enjoyed visiting New York. Visiting Justin and the family. Taking in the sights and shows. But he was positive he didn’t want to live there.

He couldn’t wait to see his family, his grandkids, and Isabel. Justin had just told him she was already at the apartment visiting Delores; helping with more of the pre-baking. She had no idea Henry was coming in today. He smiled, thinking about how surprised she’d be when he strolled in. It was going to be a wonderful holiday. He wished he could have brought his cat, Sasha, along. But he hadn’t been sure if Sasha would have been allowed in the Oval Office, so he’d left her at home. His neighbor, and friend, Sherman would check in on the cat every day for him. Sasha would be fine. He was only going to be absent for a short while.

Thanksgiving was tomorrow. Outside evening was dimming the day. There was that soft rosy goldish color caressing everything in the city. The Christmas lights had already been strung, so there were glittering orbs of lights twinkling in all the trees, and on the front of the buildings. It made the city look absolutely beautiful. They got to Justin’s apartment, parked, and went up. And yes, Isabel was surprised to see him. She ran up to him, with a smile, and hugged him. Suddenly Henry felt completely happy. He was with his family...and Isabel.

Later in the evening, after they’d had a delicious supper of roast, carrots, and potatoes, even Henry had to begrudgingly concede, was better than his steaks with the president–and were lounging at the table afterwards with coffee and cake, Henry regaled them with anecdotes of his visit to the White House; his lunch with the president. Trying to recall every little detail to entertain them with. Timothy wanted to know what they’d had for lunch. Phoebe wanted to know everything the president had talked about. What the room they had lunch in looked like. Describe in detail the artwork on the walls. Henry told his grandchildren everything he could remember. It was funny how when someone experienced something so important as a presidential encounter how easily things were absorbed, yet not remembered until later. Looking back at it now, Henry was astounded at what an honor it had been to be having lunch with a president. Something to put in his memoirs one day. Oh, Ann, would have been so proud of him.

When the young people had gone to their rooms for the night, the grownups discussed the real reason Henry had been called to the White House. His grandchildren didn’t know how Henry had been the connection between the humans and the aliens. They’d known, of course, their grandfather had helped the country negotiate with the extraterrestrials, yet they didn’t know about the little dinosaur who had been the envoi. Didn’t know Oscar even existed. Henry wanted to keep it that way. Though Delores and Isabel had known about Oscar originally helping, now only Justin and Henry knew Oscar, and his clan, still existed and lived out in the far back country of Crater Lake in their cave.

“So,” Isabel, smart enough to pretty much guess why the new president of the United States might have wanted to see Henry, when it was solely the adults sitting around the table, probed, “the aliens haven’t returned, right? We’re not all going to die in smoke and fire? Our entire species obliterated? All is well?”

Sitting beside her, Henry took her hand in his. “As well as can be expected with the world in the appalling state it is in. We’ve broken our promises to the aliens. Every one. We’ve returned to our hateful, belligerent, warring ways. We hurt, and kill, each other every day all across the globe.” He stopped talking, his gaze meeting Justin’s. “It’s only a matter of time.”

Justin’s grave face reflected the same conclusion. “I believe that, too. What do you think we’ll do if the aliens do come back?”

Henry emitted a tired sigh. “You mean when they come back? I have absolutely no idea. I’m praying it isn’t anytime soon. Not in our lifetimes, or our children’s, or our grandchildren’s. Never would be just ducky with me.”

“You and me, both.”

*****
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MUCH LATER, AFTER DESSERT had been eaten, and night had fallen, Henry turned to Isabel. “Would you want to go for a walk, Isabel? I feel the need to stretch my legs. Since that mountain lion attack, as you know, they get stiff if I sit too long. And I’d like to see the city all dressed up for Christmas. It’s almost magical this time of year.”

“Yes, it is pretty at Christmas with the multi-colored lights and decorations. I like it that they decorate for Christmas right before Thanksgiving. As far as I’m concerned, they could leave the twinkling strings of light on everything everywhere all year long. It makes the city look so festive. You sure you have enough energy to take a walk after all the excitement you’ve had today?”

Henry let out a humorous snicker. “I’m sure. After the day I’ve had I so need a short fresh-air walk to clear my head.” Henry stood up, stretched his stiff body, and grabbed his dinosaur head cane. After all the painful months of his body healing, the last thing he wanted was to trip or fall. He put his coat and gloves on. He was rarely nervous, not even when he had been hunting dinosaurs back in the day, yet he was nervous now. He glanced at Isabel, trying not to smile too widely and give himself away.

Isabel went to the living room closet to collect and put on her coat, a warm woolen cap, and gloves, and met Henry at the front door. “We won’t be gone long,” Henry said to Delores and Justin as he and Isabel slipped out of the apartment. They walked along the hallway, went down the elevator, and out into the twilight city.

It was growing darker outside, no moon that night; the wind was a bitter thief, hiding in the shadows of the towering buildings. It would swirl out at them and take their breath away. Henry took Isabel’s hand, pulled her up against him for warmth, and they began walking, his cane helping him stay steady on the sidewalks.

“It’s really cold out here, Henry.” She shivered beside him.

Henry squeezed her hand. “It is. But isn’t it beautiful with the holiday lights and all the people scurrying around getting ready for Thanksgiving?”

“I must agree, it is beautiful. New York can be breath-taking when it wants to be.”

Henry looked around them. “It makes you happy to be alive.”

“It does.”

Snuggling up against a building’s wall, Henry pulled Isabel into his arms and kissed her. There was a soft light on her face. Her eyes were shining. She was smiling as she tenderly kissed him back.

Henry decided not to wait another minute. It was time. It was now. He gazed into her eyes; their faces so close he could see her expression clearly. He took the small blue box from his coat pocket, opened it, and brought what was inside out. It glittered in his fingers. He held it out to her. “Isabel Hutton, I love you...will you marry me?”

The sounds of the city went on around them...but was suddenly muffled, and at a distance. Isabel stared up at him, her expression unreadable. Then, as if his words had at last sunk in, her lips curved up. “I love you, too, Henry Shore. And yes, I will marry you,” she whispered, presenting her left hand out to him so he could slip the ring on. “I’ve been waiting a long time for you to ask me that. For you to realize I loved you.”

“Now you know I do. And that I love you in return.”

He took her into his arms again, kissed her softly, laughing this time. He was so relieved; he’d been afraid she’d say no. After all she had her life there in New York, an excellent high-paying job she loved. Home. Friends. He knew there was a lot they had to talk over, decide on. Plans to be made. Decisions to make. But it could wait. For now, they were happy and together, and wanted to enjoy it. There were no dinosaurs attacking the world. No aliens threatening–not yet anyway. He wanted to take advantage of the serenity while he could.

He clasped her hand, and they resumed their stroll, both smiling, talking and appreciating the sights as snow began to slowly drift around them. The city soon looked like one of those snow globes full of falling snow and sparkling lights. They didn’t speak of when they’d get married. What would happen after. They’d have plenty of time for that. They didn’t stay out long, because it had begun to snow harder, it was getting colder. With a slick coating of white stuff on the sidewalks, Henry, with his cane, still wasn’t as steady on his feet as he could have been. He didn’t want to slip in the snow and land on his butt. That would be embarrassing. Not after he’d just asked the woman he loved to marry him.

“Let’s go tell everyone the good news,” Henry finally announced, when the snow had really begun to blow and accumulate on everything around them.

“Yes, let’s tell everyone the good news,” Isabel agreed.

They turned around and headed towards Justin and Delores’ apartment. Went inside. Up to the apartment. It felt good to be out of the cold and snow. Though Henry, living in Oregon, was very familiar with cold and snow. He was thinking of Isabel. He could tell she had been freezing outside, even if she hadn’t said a word. She was like that. Stoic.

Everyone, of course, when they heard the news about their engagement, was overjoyed. Justin brought out the brandy and they toasted to the happy couple. The kids, hearing the ruckus, came out of their rooms, Timothy in his pajamas, and Phoebe in nightgown and robe, to see what all the hubbub was about. When they found out that their grandfather was going to marry Isabel, they were overjoyed. They’d known Henry had been lonely since their grandma Ann had died. And over the years, they’d grown to love Isabel, too. They were very supportive of the coming marriage. Henry couldn’t have been happier. Everything was working out the way he’d hoped and planned. Every time he thought: I won’t have to be alone the rest of my life now. I’ll have someone to love and to love me again. That made him very happy. 

*****
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ON THANKSGIVING DAY, the group of them sat around the table with a humongous perfectly baked turkey in the middle, laughing, chatting, and eating until they could eat no more. Delores, Isabel, and Justin–because he often helped his wife cook their meals–had out done themselves. Henry even peeled a mountain of apples for the apple pies; and made the pudding for the lemon pie. There was stuffing, sweet potatoes and marshmallows, mashed potatoes, buttered carrots, green beans, ambrosia salad, and four different kinds of pie. They feasted and spent time together. Remembering the good times, and Ann, in the past. Talking about the future. Henry, with Isabel, his ring glittering on her finger, and his family at his side, couldn’t have asked for more. It was a genuinely memorable holiday.

After his visit was over, Henry flew home on a commercial flight to his Oregon house, his cat, and his part-time ranger job. For a while. Isabel was going to come stay with him over the Christmas and New Year’s break–he’d taken extra time off from his job–and they’d plan the next steps of their future then. Just the two of them...well, and the cats. Henry was happier than he’d been in years. At last, life was beginning to feel almost normal again. He wasn’t afraid of the future. He wouldn’t be alone anymore.
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Chapter 3
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Henry was stationed behind the information desk at ranger headquarters, finishing up some old paperwork, and conversing with young Ranger Haines. The day had been slow. Not many guests in the park since the big snowfall the end of December. It had snowed five days straight, with no let up. Snowdrifts ten feet high everywhere. Thick ice underneath it. The park had been closed during those five days. The snowfall too deep to allow visitors in. Some days the rangers hadn’t been able to get further than headquarters. The park businesses had even shut down. It was the holidays, so not many minded an enforced vacation. But that was all to be expected. After all it was Crater Lake, Oregon. One of the snow capitals of the country.

Henry’s head came up and he looked out the front window. The world outside was still solid white, but, at least, there was no more new snow. Thank goodness. If any more snow fell, Chief Collins had lamented, they’d have to buy snowmobiles, or dogs and dog sleds to get around. Henry liked dogs well enough, but he really didn’t want to travel the park on a dog sled. And snowmobiles were very expensive. Not to mention, as crazy as it felt, with all the deep snow, he did miss the visitors. The park wasn’t a park without them.

Ranger Haines said goodbye before she left. “Shift’s over. I’m going home, Ranger Shore. See you tomorrow,” she gave him a mock salute, “unless it drops another ten feet of snow on us tonight.”

He met her eyes, and sighed heavily. “Let’s really hope not. We have enough snow, thank you very much. Bye, Ranger. Be careful driving home. You know how slick these snowy roads get at the end of the day with the sun going down, when it’s this frigid. They turn into ribbons of ice.” Henry knew this better than most. Recently, he and the other rangers had called in and helped tow many a car out of icy ditches or out of the woods. One guy even ended up in a frozen stream. Now that was fun. Getting him out. But it was all part of the job.

“I will be careful, Father,” she muttered sarcastically. “I won’t go above ninety miles an hour. And I’ll try to stay out of the water.” She playfully stuck her tongue out at him. He laughed. They’d become good friends since she’d started riding some days with him the year before. He’d tried to teach her all he knew. She was a fast learner. She was becoming a very good ranger. Going forward he didn’t worry about her, even if he wouldn’t be around someday to watch out for her. His life was changing, so he didn’t know what the future would bring with his job.

The roads going in and out of the park were at long last open, though the Rim Road was still blocked off. Too much snow up there around the lake. At least the park was up and running again. Not that many people had been coming in with the extremely low temperatures and the snow. But the rangers were there. Watching over the park’s lands, and protecting any visitors that did show up.

Ranger Haines went out the door. Henry stood there behind the information desk for a while, his thoughts on other things. Isabel, and Mr. Fluffy, had spent Christmas and New Year’s with him and Sasha. It had been so nice having Isabel all to himself for days. They did some Christmas shopping together, went out to movies, and out to eat. Laughed, whispered words of love to each other, got totally snowed in over Christmas and New Year’s Eve for days. They cherished those days because no one bothered them, and it gave them time to make plans for their future.

“What are we going to do about living arrangements?” Henry pressed one night after they’d eaten steak dinners Frank had grilled in the oven. Salads. Cheese garlic bread. He’d purchased wine. Isabel liked that sweet red fruity kind, while Henry preferred a dry white. Dessert. Isabel was fond of cheesecake. So, before the snow had locked them in, they’d bought two at the town bakery; ate one and slid the other one into the freezer for another day. He’d lit candles for ambience at the ends of the table. Their cats were both napping beneath the table, curled up together; softly snoring. Good friends.

“Where are we going to live, Isabel?” It was the question he’d been most afraid to ask her.

Isabel, so pretty in her warm lounging clothes, no make-up on. Smiling. Her hair curled softly around her face; her olive eyes twinkling in the candlelight. She didn’t answer right away, taking a sip of her wine, a pensive expression on her face. He was getting nervous of what she was going to say. But when she did answer, what she said surprised him.

She reached a hand out, taking Henry’s in hers. “I’ve thought a lot about that, Henry. I’ve made a decision. I’m resigning my position at the Institute. I could have retired years ago, but never had a good reason to. Now I do. I want to be happy. I want to enjoy life as I haven’t been able to do the last ten years. I want to be with you. I want to move to Oregon. Move in here with you, if that’s okay with you? I thought possibly early summer? That’ll give me time to close up the studies I’ve been working on, write the papers, wrap up loose ends. Sell my apartment, and pack it up. It’ll give me time to get used to the idea of closing my old life and stepping into the new one.”

Henry felt a huge sense of relief, then instantly felt guilt. “You’d give up your job, your home, the city you love...for me?”

She rose from her chair, came up behind him, and put her arms around his shoulders. Hugged him. She kissed him on the cheek. “I would. I am. I’ve put in enough years in labs, with test tubes and microscopes, writing reports that, in the scheme of things, rarely changed anything; working for other people. One scientific project after another. I’ve more than put my time in. I’m tired of that life. To be absolutely truthful, I was thinking of retiring anyway, once we’d gotten through those alien troubles. That situation really opened up my eyes. Life is precariously short. Precious. We don’t live forever. All I want now is to be happy.”
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