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CLOUDS


	

	 


	“Meet you at the top!” Kerber hollered—cockily, as always—as he climbed rapidly past us. He gestured toward the cloud ceiling. “We’ll leave a light on!”


	Sean and Karen looked at each other as his balloon disappeared around the envelope of our own.


	“Everything a competition,” sighed Sean. There was a deafening roar as he toggled the blast valve. “Had to show us he could beat us on the ascent—even at night.”


	“Talk about that a little,” I said, continuing to roll. “You mentioned that his balloon was different from yours. How so?” I nodded at Eddy, who moved the boom mic closer. “Just look out at the sky, Sean, not the camera.”


	He scratched at his beard and seemed to marshal his thoughts. “Well, he’s running a gas balloon, not a hot-air vulcoon, which is what this is. A gas balloon uses gas instead of hot air for its lift, which is advantageous because you can stay up longer—a lot longer—and because it’s so quiet. There’s none of this,” He toggled the blast valve again and there was a mighty roar as liquid propane vaporized and ignited. “So, on that level, they’re extremely sought after. The problem is one of economy. Helium is expensive. Like, real expensive. Like five grand to fill a balloon expensive. So people use hydrogen—which, while relatively cheap, is also incredibly flammable. The Hindenburg was full of hydrogen, as is The Excelsior.”


	He was referring, of course, to billionaire Ronald Trimp’s promotional blimp—which, winds allowing, we’d be seeing when these balloons and others converged on the Super Bowl in the morning.


	Sean looked at the camera awkwardly. “How was that?”


	“That was good, Sean. Thanks.” I stopped recording and ran the footage back—too far, to the point where the old Indian we’d encountered before takeoff was talking.


	“They move,” he said, gazing at the snow-smothered hills.


	“T-they? The mountains? The mountains move?”


	“Uh-huh. They fall from sky … onto my land.”


	“Oh?”


	He nodded. “They move.”


	I powered the camera down—there wouldn’t be much to see until dawn, anyway—still thinking about his words. They fall from the sky … onto my land.


	“Wreckage from Jupiter 6?” prompted Eddy, noticing my expression. He was referring, of course, to the unmanned mission to the cloud planet, which had blown up in the earth’s atmosphere immediately after its long journey home.


	“Yeah. Maybe.” I zippered my parka all the way up.


	The two-way radio crackled to life. It was Kerber, calling from the other balloon. “West by northwest, you see that?”


	It wasn’t until Sean had turned on the spotlight and aimed it in that direction that what he was talking about became clear: for a kind of fog bank had rolled in seemingly out of nowhere—and was moving toward us at a shockingly rapid clip. 


	“Sean … what is that?” I recall asking nervously.


	But he didn’t respond, at least not at first, and it took an elbow from Eddy to remind me why we were there in the first place.


	I reactivated my camera. “Okay, folks. This is what reality TV’s all about. Remember, we’re not here.”


	I zoomed up on Sean’s beard and focused as he toggled the mic.


	“That’s affirmative, Gas Monkey, we see it. Not sure we believe it, but we see it.”


	“The weather report said clear skies,” cursed Karen, even as the radio crackled and Kerber came again: “It’s nothing to worry about. A little thermal turbulence—Gas Monkey suggests letting it pass and carrying on.”


	I panned past Karen slowly enough to register her concerned expression before focusing on the approaching clouds, which bubbled and roiled and shown mauve-pink, like plumes of dry ice at a rock concert. Then they were upon us, reducing visibility dramatically and smelling faintly of ammonia.


	“I’m not so sure,” said Sean at last. Though I may have imagined it, it seemed there was a small quaver in his voice. “Hot-air One recommends seeing how thick it is before proceeding. Stand by.”


	“Negative, repeat negative on that. Gas Monkey will continue to ascend.”


	“Jesus Christ,” hissed Sean, and released the mic.


	I refocused on him, liking the way the purple fog rushed past him in the dark—


	And something moved in that dark. Something like a giant scythe, which rose like a whale’s pectoral fin breaching water and just as quickly vanished.


	“Holy shit, what was that?” blurted Eddy, and jolted, his sudden movement rocking the basket.


	Karen had seen it, too.


	“Jesus, Sean, there’s something out there …”


	“Something out—” He turned and looked into the mists, which bubbled and swirled, and I regained my senses enough to tape him as he did so.


	“What’d it look like?” he asked, craning his neck to look up, then quickly cued his mic. “Gas Monkey this is Hot-air One. What’s your altitude?”


	“It wasn’t them,” said Karen.


	“I repeat, Hot-air One to Gas Monkey. What is your present altitude?”


	 


	 


	We all waited, shivering in the dark, and as we did so I zoomed up on Sean’s face to capture his concern.


	“It looked like a wing,” Karen blurted suddenly.


	He froze for a moment and didn’t say anything. At last he looked from her to Eddy and then to me. “Ah. I see.” He smiled suddenly and waved a finger. “You got me. Who’s idea was it? Hmmm, let me guess …” He looked back to Karen and was about to say something when there was a sound like a slab of meat hitting the concrete and he jolted abruptly and we all just froze, in part, I suppose, because we couldn’t figure out what the massive, arrow-shaped thing that had suddenly materialized amongst us was. But then the blood dribbled from his mouth and Karen began screaming and I realized with horror that he’d in fact been impaled—impaled by some kind of spaded appendage, which uncurled in the mists even as I watched and was suddenly stretched taught—so that he was jerked from the basket with a sickening crunch and swung arms and legs akimbo into space.


	That was the worst of it, I think, seeing him swung about like a ragdoll like that, and in such an empty void, his body rising and falling as though in slow-motion and his arms and legs flapping almost gracefully—even as the owner of that appendage passed through the beam of the spotlight and revealed itself in full.


	In retrospect, I wish I’d continued recording, for what I saw in that instant is difficult to describe, even now. Suffice it to say that it had a body like that of a manta ray—upon who’s tail the balloonist had been impaled—or a manta ray combined with a bat, albeit huge, and that it was covered with a kind of camouflage which reminded me of pictures I’d seen of Jupiter—just a roil of purples and pinks and browns. I suppose that was when it first hit me: the possibility that there might be a connection between this thing and the Jupiter 6 probe. That the probe might have brought something back, even if it had just been a sprinkling of microbes on its surface.


	And then there was an explosion somewhere above us, the concussion of which rocked our balloon, and we all looked up to see Gas Monkey—my God, it was like the sun!—on fire; and yet that wasn’t all we saw, for as it dropped it became evident that there were more of the bat/manta ray things attached, suckling it as it fell, crawling upon it like flies. Then it passed us like some kind of great meteor—its occupants shrieking and calling out—and was gone below, the heat of it still painting our faces, its awful smell, which was the smell of rotten eggs, filling our nostrils.


	And then we were just drifting, all of us crouched low in the basket … and the only sounds were those of Karen sobbing and my own pounding heart.


	 


	 


	I’m not sure how much time passed, maybe five minutes, maybe twenty. All I know is that the sky had begun to lighten and that it was Eddy who spoke first, saying, “Hydrogen. They feed on hydrogen. We’re safe.”


	I must have looked at him, because I remember clearly how pale he looked, how ill.


	“Jupiter 6?” I said, although I already knew the answer.


	“Why not?” He laughed a little to himself. “Cosmos. Carl Sagan. Hunters and floaters.”


	“Someone needs to toggle the propane,” said Karen, absently, it seemed, as though she were a million miles away.


	I looked at her to see a woman clearly in shock. “I’ll do it. Okay? You—just relax.” I looked at the apparatus for controlling the balloon. “The red lever?”


	She nodded and sniffed, like a helpless little girl, and I climbed to my feet. Eddy grabbed my ankle.


	“Wait. The cloud. Are we still in it?”


	I scanned our surroundings. “Yes.”


	“Okay, toggle it and get back down. Quickly!”


	I toggled it and got back down.


	Quickly.


	“What is it?” I asked.


	“The cloud … it’s … I think it’s a form of camouflage. You know, like how octopuses squirt ink—but in this case it’s to confuse their prey, not predators. Right? Okay. So that means as long as that cloud’s there, we got trouble.”


	“But you said they—”


	“Feed on hydrogen, that’s right,” he said. “But they don’t know we’re running on hot air—not yet.”


	“Which means—”


	“Which means they’re checking us out, right now.”


	I looked at the pink and purple clouds. “But wouldn’t they have a way to, I don’t know, sense when hydrogen is present?”


	“I’m sure they do. Look, all I know is they just hit the jackpot with Kerber’s gas balloon, and it looked a lot like ours, all right?”


	“Right,” I mumbled, seeing the truth of it. “And that’s not our only problem.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“I mean there’s a giant meal called the Excelsior which could be hovering over the Super Bowl right now. Jesus. How many people does a stadium like that hold? 90,000? A hundred?”


	No one said anything.


	I climbed up and peeked over the basket’s edge.


	Sure enough, through a hole in the marmalade clouds, the stadium had come into view, shining like a north star and already crowded with balloons—including the Excelsior. I looked at the bullhorn in the corner of the basket, the one Sean had said he used to communicate with people on the ground. At least there was a way to warn the crowd—if and when we got there.


	“The burner—it needs to be triggered again,” said Karen, distantly. “And our altitude … what is it?”


	I looked at Eddy. The truth of it was, I was sort of hoping he’d take this one. But he only shook his head.


	“Right,” I sighed at last. “Okay. Is that the altimeter?” I gestured at the readout next to the burner valve.


	Karen nodded.


	“Okay—hold my beer.”


	And I counted to three.


	 


	 


	What happened next happened very fast—so fast that I was unable to process the enormity of it until Eddy was long gone and so was most the floor, leaving us to dangle precariously as our feet sought the shattered plywood’s edges and we hung onto the cold, chromed burner supports for life. For Karen had stood with me as I reached for the red propane valve (to check the altimeter herself, presumably) and thus been spared falling into nothing when one of the creature’s knife-like tails penetrated the flooring—harpooning Eddy through his abdomen before jerking him clean through the plywood and dragging him screaming into the void.


	But something else happened in that instant too, something which remains the single most terrifying aspect of the ordeal. For as we clung to the burner supports and tried to keep our feet on what was left of the floor, the head of one of the creatures darted from the fog—it was easily the size of a refrigerator laid on end—and just stopped: the tip of its nose all but touching my own and its huge eyes which were full of spirals regarding me with something like curiosity. Then it exhaled, blowing the hat off my head, and arced away into the mists, and as it went I felt a great rushing of wings as though a dozen others had suddenly abandoned their fascination with us and followed.


	And then it was just us, Karen and I, gripping the burner supports and trying to keep our feet on what little remained to support them. And I knew that she knew we were safe now—at least from our Jovian hunters—but that we had a responsibility, too. For it was clear to both of us, I think, that the monsters had not merely lost interest but been lured away—by the promise of enough hydrogen to fill them all to bursting. By the promise of Ronald Trimp’s leviathan blimp, which now loomed large in the slowly clearing mists.


	 


	 


	By the time Karen had maneuvered us to a hard landing at the edge of the playing field, the first of the sword-tails were already circling the Excelsior—just circling and gliding, as though carefully sniffing the zeppelin out. As for myself, I knew we’d have but seconds before security responded—violently, I was sure—and so was scrambling with the bullhorn before the balloon’s envelope had even fully deflated. I only remember that the thing was heavier and louder than I’d expected, and for the latter, at least, I was profoundly grateful.


	“Ladies and gentlemen, I’m going to ask you all to get up and proceed to the nearest exits. Please don’t panic, just do it now and in an orderly fashion.”


	But they did panic, almost instantly, probably because someone had already noticed the sword-tails, and the next thing I knew there was a sea of humanity crushing toward the exits even as the security staff ran at me across the field and the first explosion rocked the arena.


	“Get on the ground!” I recall someone shouting in the instants before I was piledrived, and then I was literally seeing stars as the heavyset men piled on and at least one of them started kicking me in the ribs.


	“Jesus, look up!” Karen shouted, and when I rolled over on my side I saw that she had leapt atop one of the men’s backs and was forcibly lifting his head.


	To the purple-pink sky and the soaring Jovian hunters. To the massive, dark-skinned zeppelin which was already on fire and continued to explode as additional cells were ignited.


	And then I was free, they’d clambered off me at last, and I struggled for breath while still curled up on the Astroturf even as great chunks of burning wreckage began to reign down all around and Karen tried to help me to my feet. And yet even amidst all that it occurred to me: my camera might still be in the ruins of the balloon (for I’d placed it on a shelf below the bulwark right after the Gas Monkey had exploded). And the next thing I knew I was searching for and finding it and triggering the record button, pausing only to look at Karen over the viewfinder as she let go of my arms at last and began shaking her head.


	“I—I’ve got a kid, if no longer a husband,” she said, the tears streaming down her face. “I can’t stay here.”


	“I know,” I remember saying—as gently as I could under the circumstances. “Go. I’ll be all right.”


	And then she smiled almost motherly—and was gone across the wreckage-littered field.


	 


	 


	It didn’t take long for what remained of the Excelsior to come crashing down, its great, bullet-shaped envelope almost completely burned away and its interior girders warping and melting. Nor did the hydrogen-eaters abandon it even then, but continued to draw sustenance from it as their abdominal sacs swelled and their manta ray/bat wings beat furiously and their eyes seemed to spiral like the storms of Jupiter itself.


	As for myself, I’d retreated to the relative safety of a roofed area near the dugout, where I continued to record as the now-gorged hunters at last began to rise … and in very short order disappeared into a cloud of their own making.


	And then—finally—it was over, and I could only stare at the ruins of the Excelsior as a few survivors stumbled from the smoke and swirling particulate—at which instant I awakened as if from a dream and hurried to assist them.


	I was helping an elderly woman get back on her feet when I first heard the gasps and expressions of surprise happening all around us. Nor did it take long to figure out what they were responding to, for when I followed their collective gaze to the blue-gray sky I saw two enormous creatures rising into the clouds—huge creatures, as big as mountains, shaking off avalanches of snow with each undulating breath, pulsing upward like man-of-wars in water.


	And I remembered the old Indian.


	They fall from sky … onto my land.


	And knew nothing would ever be the same.


	 


	

	 




A BOY AND HIS DINOSAUR


	

	 


	We’d been doing so well all day, Shad and I had even helped Grandma prepare Sunday dinner without bickering, when I mentioned that Brown Sugar Meatloaf had always been Mom’s favorite—and brought the whole thing crashing down again.


	“You just had to do it—didn’t you?” said Shad, seething, as Grandma went into full Mr. Bill mode, her voice high and quavering as she began quoting Psalms and disappeared into the kitchen, slamming dishes, banging cupboards. “There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the older order of things has passed away—Shad! Come get the salad.”


	“Jerk,” said Shad, glaring at me over the candles.


	He untucked his napkin and joined her in the kitchen, leaving me alone with the Boston Pops and the meat loaf.


	“I didn’t mean to …” I started to say, intending to add: ‘to upset anybody’—but quickly trailed off, mostly because it was a fat-headed lie; a lie as big and fat as Mrs. Carmichael’s—my history teacher’s—calves, which were big as hams. Then I got up and left the table—ducking out the little-used north entrance and double-timing it to the garage—where our poles stood sentinel near the fender of Grandma’s mint, black GTO like skinny green reeds.


	There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain … 


	I must have bit my lower lip as my fingers hovered near the poles—near mine which was battered and nicked and looked as though it had been used as a whip; near Shad’s which was as clean and straight as the day Dad had bought it (and not because he never used it). For the older order of things has passed away … Then I gripped Shad’s rod—as well as his tackle box, a fish bonker, and a bucket—and was on my way. Past the kitchen window which I ducked beneath so as not to be seen—and into the California woods. Down to the Mohawk River, the waters of which, this time of year, were as cold and swift—and as unforgiving, Mom used to say, which was funny—as any ocean.


	 


	 


	I guess I wasn’t surprised to find Dillon already there, sitting on the rock usually reserved for my brother (back when he still fished with us; back before he got his license and began driving the GTO—before he met Wendy with her jeans so tight she’d been known to pass out), his pole propped on a stick and the bill of his cap touching his nose, as though he were sleeping.


	“You’re awfully early,” he said, having heard my approach, but didn’t look up. “How’d you get out?”


	I sat down the tackle box and popped it open, chose a lure. “Brought up Mom.”


	“Oh, man.” He lifted the bill of his cap and looked at me. “I bet she started quoting chapter and verse …” He laughed without much humor. “Matthew, probably. ‘Blessed are those who—’”


	“Mourn. For they will be comforted.” I shook my head. “Nah. Psalms.” I cast my line which plopped into the water next to his. “I don’t even know why she bothers. They all say the same thing.”


	We fished, he sitting in Shad’s old spot while I sat in his, both of us using our coats for cushions— which was funny, considering it was mid-November. Nor was that the only thing, because there were mosquitoes buzzing about also—mosquitoes, right there on the doorstep of winter, something neither of us could believe or explain. But then there had been a lot of unexplained things that year; like how a United Airlines 747 could vanish without a trace on its way to Honolulu from LAX or how my brother could grow so tall in the space of several months or how Grandma Grace could refuse even to consider that our parents might still be alive. At least that’s what we were talking about when my orange and white bobber dipped once, decisively, then twice, and I jerked my rod (to sink the hook) before quickly beginning to reel whatever it was—a salmon, I hoped—in.


	As it turned out, it was just your garden-variety Rainbow trout, albeit a decent-sized one—about 17 inches—which filled the bottom of the bucket nicely even as it thrashed and flopped about; so much so that we were both looking for our bonkers when the foot-long dragonfly whirred past us—its cellophane wings vibrating, its redden eyes glinting—very nearly scaring us both out of our Converse shoes.


	“What the—” shouted Dillon. 


	“Holy mother,” I blurted. It was on the tip of my lips to ask, ‘What the hell was that?’ when a second dragonfly (as big as, if not bigger than, the first) landed on my shoulder—its wings oscillating, blowing my hair, its compound eye only inches from my own.


	“Aaah!” I screamed, dropping my pole, slapping my body, dancing like a man on fire, as Dillon sprinted for the trees and the dragonflies buzzed away—back to wherever they came from—until I tripped over a root and fell flat on my face … a position in which I stayed, too frightened to move, too frightened to breathe, until I was sure there were no more of the things flying around.


	Needless to say, by the time I climbed to my feet, Dillon was long gone, having ran straight home to momma without so much as a look back. I wasn’t particularly surprised: had I been in his shoes, I would have done the same thing. I don’t know about girls, but in Boy-land, in the 1970s, before sensitivity training, it was every kid for himself. All I know is that I couldn’t explain what I had just seen—no more than I could explain Shad’s sudden growth spurt or Grandma’s aversion to any mention of our parents or why Wendy wore such tight pants and so much blue eyeshadow—and quickly gathered my things (or, more properly, my brother’s things), reaching, at last, for the bucket—over which I paused, my hand still trembling.


	It’s funny, because to this day I don’t know why I did that—paused to examine the Rainbow trout—when the truth was I had every reason to flee just like Dillon. Maybe it was because the fear and breathlessness of our brush with the dragonflies was still so fresh; and that, because I had become aware of my own breathing, I became aware of the trout’s, or rather, its lack thereof. All I know is that I became fixated on its dying and gasping for air in a way I’d never done before, looking into its great, golden eye as though it were a dog, or a cat—even a person—seeing myself there, seeing the whole world, or at least the sky above Comet’s Tail, California—population 9,893, at least back in 1978.


	Nor could I bring myself to bonk it, even though the tool was right there in my trembling hand. Partly this was because a Bible passage had come to mind—living with Grandma, they could never be far—Proverbs 12:10, “A righteous man regards the life of his animal, but the tender mercies of the wicked are cruel.” And I guess I just wasn’t feeling cruel that day, because instead of bonking it I snatched up the bucket’s handle and moved toward the water, where I crouched, tipping it toward the surface—when something massive snorted nearby and a huge shadow fell over me. Something I at first took to be a bear, my heart pounding, my blood racing, but quickly realized, upon seeing its reflection in the river, was no such thing.


	 


	 


	What happened next is difficult to describe, especially now, some forty years later. Best as I can describe it is that I was moving instantly: fleeing from what I saw by diving into the cold, brisk water and paddling—desperately—for the opposite shore; only in my mind alone, so that my body remained frozen—its beating heart having stopped pumping, its leaden limbs refusing to follow commands—its eyes denying the very evidence of what lay before them.


	For what lay before them, there in the gurgling, eddying, golden water, was, plain and simple, a dinosaur—though not, it must be said, one such as Gwangi or the Beast of Hollow Mountain or anything else I’d seen at the drive-in or on TV. No, this was something as real and smelly (it smelled like cow; a whole truckload of cows, in the sweltering heat, after eating Grandma’s homemade chili con queso) and fly-pestered—flies! In November!—as any true-life beast; its white, leathery skin as cracked and yet smooth as the old single-lane road which ran hidden and forgotten along the Mohawk River, its body covered in a film of peach fuzz—tiny feathers, perhaps, or even quills—its eyes twitchy and alert, curious, like an eagle’s, but also pink, soft, vulnerable, like a rabbit’s. And then I was moving—truly moving, not just imagining it—dashing into the frigid water, shaking off its icy shock, kicking as far away from the thing as I could—not stopping until I was fully one quarter across the river, where I seized upon a deaden tree stump and held on tight—terrified of the white dinosaur, but also of the undertow (which Mom had repeatedly warned me about), toe-scissoring crawdads, blood-sucking leeches, flesh-eating piranhas, corpses stuck in the branches and roots—maybe even the gill man. And then I waited, shivering. Waited for the thing which looked like a small tyrannosaur—though still big as a rhinoceros—to go away. Waited for it to slip back through whatever hole in time it had emerged from and to take the dragonflies with it.


	But it didn’t go away, at least not right away … and not in what felt like an hour. Rather, it paced back and forth along the river almost as though it were lost; sniffing at the ground across which Dillon had fled; craning its powerfully-muscled neck to look over its shoulder (if it had had one), shaking off the flies. Until at last it simply collapsed onto its haunches and laid down on its belly, looking around almost nonchalantly, blinking its soft, pink, rabbit’s eyes.


	That was the moment, I think. The moment I realized that it wasn’t perhaps the danger I’d assumed, and that I had to get out of the river— before I caught pneumonia or even hypothermia. It was also the moment I realized the fish was still in the bucket—just as still and dead as could be—which was laying on its side at the edge of the water.


	Caution was the word as I swam closer to shore and stood up in the shallows, quaking from the cold, my teeth clattering, then slowly approached the bucket—which action caused the dinosaur to struggle to its feet and strike a threatening pose, and to growl from deep within its throat, like a wolf.


	“Easy, easy,” I remember saying, holding out a trembling hand, even while stooping—slowly—to pick up the fish; at which the saurian licked its cracked lips—which weren’t really lips at all—and seemed to swallow, then took a step closer, its great, talon-like foot sinking in the silt.


	“Easy does it,” I said, and held the fish out by its tail.


	And then it lunged slightly and, panicking, I tossed the trout and retreated, but not before I saw it snatch the fish from the air smartly—its jaws snapping shut like a trap and its curved teeth clacking—before rearing its head back like a seagull and swallowing the trout down completely.


	After which it only looked at me and I looked back, and we might have stayed that way for, well, who knows how long, if music hadn’t sounded from somewhere in the trees—yes, music, barely perceptible at first but coming closer, growing louder. Coming up the old road.


	Why in the world would anybody put chains on me, yeah? I’ve paid my dues to make it …


	At first it only cocked its head, once to each side, blinking, processing.


	Everybody wants me to be what they want me to be … I’m not happy when I try to fake it—no, ooh.


	I heard a slight rumble and looked to see the GTO coming up the road.


	That’s why I’m easy …


	And then it just fled—pow, like that, dashing across the silt and stones toward the trees, moving like a leopard—or even a cheetah—unbelievably graceful, until it barked once and simply vanished, not into the trees, not behind anything, but just, well, into thin air. Into nothing. Into the twilight, now that the sun had largely gone down. After which I could only look on in disbelief as the GTO grumbled to a stop and Shad approached through the bramble, hollering but sounding relieved, angry and yet not really.


	“There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you!”


	But I could only stare after the dinosaur, after ‘Ghost,’ which I’d decided to name him on the spot. For I knew, even then, that he wasn’t really gone. That he’d stepped sideways through time and space, perhaps, like a 747 en route to Honolulu from LAX, but that he couldn’t have traveled far; and that, indeed, I could still smell him—just as I could still smell my mother’s Aqua-net hairspray; at least on those days when both Shad and Grandma were gone, and the house—which my mom used to say reminded her of a mausoleum—lay quiet as a tomb.


	 


	 


	One thing was for sure, I hadn’t imagined it—the dinosaur’s prints ended precisely where it had disappeared.


	“Don’t go any further,” I warned. “The portal—or whatever it is—is right there.” I pointed at the final footprint.


	Dillon just stood there, his hands on his hips.


	“Okay, so there’s prints,” he said, looking down at the two-foot-long indentations, the sun having really brought out his freckles. “Who’s to say you didn’t make them yourself?”


	I adjusted the strap of my book bag, which was digging into my shoulder. “Because I’m not a liar, like your mother. Besides, the dragonflies. Did you forget about them?”


	Dillon dropped his own bag and knelt beside one of the tracks. “Dragonflies are one thing …” He touched the roughly-compressed silt, which had a pattern of concentric rings, like a fingerprint. “Dinosaurs are something else.” He peered along the prints, following them to the water. “There’s not even a tail indentation. Tyrannosaurs drag their tails.”


	“No, they don’t,” I said, shirking off my pack. I picked up a stick and crouched next to him, drew a triangle with a line over it. “It was like—a teeter-totter, okay? Only perfectly balanced.” I pointed at one end of the line. “This was its head,” I slid my finger to the opposite end of the mark. “And this was its spine … to the tip of its tail.” I tapped the triangle. “This was its legs and torso—the center of gravity. See? Besides, it wasn’t fully grown.”


	“What? It was like—it was like a bird?” He burst out laughing, rolling in the silt—which had dried in the sun—holding his stomach. “Like Big Bird?”


	I think I just looked at him, as though he were mentally disabled. In his defense, it was only 1978. Jurassic Park was a long ways off. 


	“A little—yeah. Like a wild turkey. What are you doing?”


	He’d picked up a rock and stood. “You said the portal is right here. I’m going to test your Hypo Thesis.”


	“Hypothesis.” 


	“Whatever.” He stepped back and began to swing his arm back and forth. “Watch out. We don’t know what forces this might unleash.”


	He was being cute, of course; which made it all the more satisfying—and yet no less shocking—when he tossed the stone underhand over the last of the prints—and it vanished without a trace. Just poof! It was Gone.


	After which, visibly disturbed, he turned to me.


	“Bet you’re glad we didn’t bet,” I said.


	And then I stood myself—and prepared to do what I’d decided to do even before lunch: which was to enter the portal—the breach, the tear in the fabric of space-time, whatever—myself.


	 


	 


	It’s a curious thing, watching your own hand disappear, especially when you lean forward to view what should be a stump and see only your skin infinitely regressing, extending into a kind of invisible fog, vanishing into mist and memory. It’s even more curious to walk forward and find yourself in a different place altogether; a place as warm and humid as any sauna and dense with foliage, and not just any foliage but the kind you might expect to find in Hawaii or South America or the jungles of Vietnam—hothouse foliage, tropical foliage, primordial foliage—not far away but right there, by the Mohawk River, in northern California. In 1978.


	It’s also curious to find yourself talking to someone you can no longer see, but whom you know is right there—only a few feet away. At least I hoped he was still there.


	“Dillon? You there, man?”


	Nothing. Not so much as a peep.


	Until, finally, “I’m right here. Right on the other side of, whatever this is. You can’t see me, either?”


	I looked at where he should be, where the sycamore and cottonwood trees should be, the white alder, the Mohawk River, and saw only cycads, only ferns, only a hazy volcano in a red-orange sky.


	“Nope.” I glanced around, looking for dinosaurs, looking for dragonflies the size of eagles. There was nothing. “But it’s all right, really. You can come on through.”


	“I don’t know, man …”


	I reached forward without thinking and snatched him by the coat collar, yanked him through.


	“Hey …!” he protested, then stiffened, looking around.


	“Holy mother of …” He trailed off as something caught his attention deeper in the jungle, something which verily gleamed as I followed his gaze; something I’d completely missed when I’d first scanned my surroundings—a mammoth rib cage, just laying amidst the trees. Baking in the sun.


	“Oh, man. Is that what I think it is?”


	I didn’t need to look at him to tell how frightened he was. And yet I moved forward anyway, as young boys often do, not really caring how he felt, pushing through the warm, moist fronds—where a gaggle of dragonflies erupted into flight and made a beeline straight for Dillon, I don’t know why. And then he was yelping, yelping and hollering diminishingly (for he was running away), and he must have stumbled through the portal—for there was no sign of him left anywhere—and I was standing alone.


	Alone with the remains of Ghost’s family (which I knew in a way I cannot explain—not then, and not now), orphaned amidst a village of bones; which gleamed in the sun like a shattered puzzle, curved symmetrically, too perfect to be natural, like the standing, ivory birdcage in the corner of Grandma Grace’s living room. Or the burned out fuselage of a 747—half-buried, perhaps, on a misty island beach—somewhere between LAX and Hawaii.


	And then I was following Dillon, through the fronds and back across the transom, where I stopped to take the fish out of my bag and unwrapped it with trembling hands, before placing it halfway into the portal so that only its tail could be seen.


	 


	 


	Though the after-school visit had been scheduled for months—since shortly after my parents’ disappearance—it wasn’t until I opened the door to the counselor’s office that the reality of it really hit. This was it. Today would decide if I would be allowed to move on to Junior High or if I would be held back a year—and not, I knew, based strictly on poor grades.


	“I’m here for my exam,” I said, chewing the last of my Snickers, feeling foolish, mainly because I didn’t even know what to call it: this test of my sanity; this test of my maturity and character. Are you even human? they seemed to be asking. Do you belong here in our public schools with our beloved human children? Or should you be farmed out—to the insane asylum, maybe, or the traveling carnie, with the rest of your kind?


	“Mr. Smith,” said the counselor, not unpleasantly. “Let’s get this started straight away.” She pushed a pencil and some paper at me. “It’s college ruled, is that okay?”


	I nodded.


	“There’s a sharpener in the room, on the far side of the cabinet.” She tossed the hair out of her eyes, which swung, scintillating, like liquid gold. “Shall we?”


	I nodded.


	She escorted me into a back room, two walls of which had upper halves made of glass, one facing the hallway and the other facing her office. The room had light brown paneling and a single round table with three chairs, one of which she pulled out. Besides the cabinet on the wall and the pencil sharpener, there was only a framed print of some daisies and an enormous IBM clock, which ticked audibly.


	The wooden chair creaked as I settled into it.


	“I want you to tell me about your parents—okay? About a page should do. Just, whatever comes into your mind.” 


	“That’s it?”


	“That’s it. No questions this time.”


	And then she exited, closing the door behind her—firmly, completely.


	I squirmed in the chair, the seat of which was hard as concrete, then looked into her office—saw the counselor re-seating herself … hair scintillating.


	The big IBM clock ticked, its seconds hand swinging on its fulcrum.


	At last I picked up the pencil and placed its tip—which the counselor had sharpened to a fine point—against the paper, feeling the lead break a little as I wrote, WHAT I’VE LEARNED FROM THE DEATH OF MY PARENTS …


	 


	 


	“Mr. Smith? Come on back.”


	I got up from the hard, wooden chair (the back of which faced the principal’s office) and went in. 


	“Please, have a seat,” he said.


	He riffled the pages in front of him—lifting his chin on occasion, peering through his readers. A long plaque on his desk read: ROLAND R. BLAIN, SUPERINTENDENT. “You seem to have written us quite a lot,” he said, and added, “I understand that wouldn’t have been the case a few months ago.”


	“I’ve had a long time to think about things,” I said.


	“Yes, I see that.” He took off his reading glasses and slipped a tip of the frames into his mouth. “You sound angry in this. Were you trying to tell us something?”


	“Yes sir, I was.”


	Blain drummed his fingers on the desk. “Well, that explains that.”


	He put his glasses back on and started scribbling on the page—scratching and pecking, pecking and scratching. “Mr. Smith, do you feel that this was an accurate snapshot of your present emotional state?”


	“I do, sir.”


	“And do you feel that anything was gained from this experience—of writing it down, that is? Anything learned?”


	“Yes, sir.”


	“Which was?”


	“That I can grow, sir. That I have grown, now that I’ve accepted the truth.”


	Blain looked at me over his glasses.


	“About my parents, sir.”


	A final scratch, a final peck.


	“Very well.” He tossed his reading glasses onto the desk and rocked back in his chair, jauntily, his hands clasped behind his head. “And congratulations. Because you’ll be going on to 7th grade.” 


	I must have looked as stunned as I felt.


	“Look, son,” He glanced out the window as though in deep thought, “Anybody that can go through what you’ve been through … and face it down so honestly …” He looked back at me, appearing altogether different without the reading glasses, younger, more alive. “…has earned his way. Wouldn’t you agree?”


	I think I blushed.


	“Now go on, get out of here. Before I change my mind. Besides, they’re waiting for you.”


	He pointed outside,, to where Jenny—the girl I had a crush on—and Dillon were watching, pressed against the glass.


	And then it was over and us kids were walking home, Jenny in the middle while Dillon and I pretended to be pinball bumpers, ping-ponging her back and forth, making her laugh, until we reached the intersection at University and Pines and I punched the button to cross north while Jenny punched the button to continue west, and I leaned close and told her I liked her but she didn’t say anything, at least not at first—until we were trotting in the opposite direction, when she called, “I like you, too!”


	And I felt great, just great, better than I had ever felt before.


	Not to mention clever, considering I had just lied my way—lied through my crooked, Snickers-stained teeth—into 7th grade.


	 


	 


	It would be hard to describe how elated I felt upon returning to our fishing spot and finding the trout gone, though in truth I couldn’t be sure if Ghost had gotten to it or some other predator—at least not until I stepped through (having had some difficulty in locating the portal, I confess) and saw the fresh prints.


	And yet of Ghost himself there was no trace, even after I’d called out to him—in the hopes he might recognize my voice— and laid the new fish down (a giant halibut which had cost me my entire allowance); positioning it halfway in and out of the portal so I could monitor it even while studying on the nearby rocks.


	Nor did I have to wait long, for I’d barely cracked my history book when I just happened to look up and see the halibut yanked all the way in, at which I stood abruptly and approached—but was beat to the mark by Ghost himself, whose snout emerged out of thin air and was quickly followed by his neck and body—even the entirety of his tail—until we were facing each other next to the Mohawk River: Ghost still swallowing and licking his non-lips, and both of us, I think, chilled by the November wind.


	“That’s it,” I said, rubbing my gloves together, splaying my empty hands. “No more. At least not today.”


	He cocked his head at this, his pink, rabbit’s eyes blinking, before rearing back and barking at the sky—like a sea lion, I thought—just yark, yark, yark!


	“Nope. All done. You’re just going to have to wait until tomorrow—when I’ll try to bring more. Can you do that?”


	He just looked at me, his little fore-claws opening and closing—a kind of prehistoric hand-wringing, I supposed. And it occurred to me—not for the first time—that, at least in the short-term, I might be his only means of survival; that, indeed, if I didn’t feed him he might very well starve.


	What did not occur to me, at least until he began sniffing the air between us and slowly moving toward me, is that I myself might be in danger—that, in lieu of more fish or perhaps even a big dragonfly, he might try kid. Might try lying little turd-wad who was going to start 7th grade next year. Might try Denial Boy who was still convinced his parents were marooned on a desert isle and would turn up any day.


	Which is when, having begun backing away, I tripped over an above-ground root and fell, sprawling, onto my back, at which instant the animal’s snout darted for my head and I screamed—only to find, seconds later, that it had not attacked me at all … but begun licking me; yes, licking me, sliding its great, pebbly tongue up and down my face, slathering my cold cheeks in gooey spit, breathing into my nostrils—filling the world with cow. Filling it with heat and musk and stench.


	And filling it, too, with something else, something I’d been missing since the last time I’d seen my mother; a thing frowned upon in Grandma’s house (where the nape of the rugs always lay left to right and the plastic floor runners always gleamed and the books in their glass-faced cabinets always stood so silent, to be viewed and not read).


	Mere touch. Mere contact. Mere things coming into contact with other things. Like what I felt for Jenny or even my favorite T-shirt and wool blanket—the one with the U.S.S. Enterprise on it—like what I felt for my plastic model kits and comic books and beat-up fishing pole (even though I never used it).


	Something familiar, something secret. Something, I supposed, like love. Or what a boy could know of it.


	I returned many times after that—through the winter and into the spring—always bringing more fish and eventually moving up to chuck steaks and whole chickens (which I bought from the meat market in the strip mall near the school); something, alas, that I soon regretted, especially the chuck steaks, because after eating red meat he began to spurn everything else, and it was getting expensive.


	Nor would anything have changed, I think, at least until he outgrew my ability to feed him, if it hadn’t been for the escaped convict and the glint of his nicked and worn folding Buck knife—an incident which happened right there behind Larry and Sue Miller’s newest 7-11 store just a day after my 13th birthday. Even now, looking back, it’s hard to believe what occurred that day, or that it would set in motion a chain of events that would shake not just my world but the town of Comet’s Tail—population 9,893—in general; indeed, the entire nation (if the NBC Nightly News was any indication). Mostly, though, it would effect Mrs. Dalton, the Vietnamese wife of my father’s best friend, Stuart. Mostly it would make me wonder if I ever wanted to get married, even to Jenny, if it was capable of bringing such pain.


	Here’s what happened: I’d been playing the stand-up Space Invaders game at Larry and Sue’s 7-11 (I knew them by name because they were longtime friends of my parents, who had known everyone, it seemed), mostly just to get out of the rain (a storm had hit while I was riding home from Jenny’s), when, by virtue of simply looking up, I realized my bike was being stolen—and gave chase.


	But I didn’t get far, because by the time I’d followed the blur of my bike around to the back of the store its thief was waiting for me—right there, by the drainpipe—and before I knew it he’d grabbed me by the throat and slammed me against the block wall, where he promptly stuck a knife to my neck.


	“Okay—now, don’t move, dig?” he breathed, releasing his grip, moving the knife to my throat, and I didn’t move, not an inch. “Here’s how it’s going to be. You’re going to reach down and empty your pockets—like, real slow, okay? And you’re going to put whatever is in them right here, in my free hand. Okay? You dig?”


	But the truth was I had nothing in my pockets—except my key to Grandma’s house and a couple quarters, maybe—and told him so, my voice quavering, sounding small, and my legs beginning to tremble. “I spent everything on Space Invad—”


	“Shuttup,” he spat, veritably spat, so that his saliva sprinkled my face. “Just shuttup. I’ll take what you got. Now get on it, let’s go, before I swipe this thing straight across your throat.”


	I could hardly think I was shaking so hard, hardly breathe, but I did as I was told, handing him the key and what turned out to be three quarters— after which I turned out my pockets to show there was nothing left.


	At last I stammered: “La-Larry’s going to come looking for me, you know. Li—like any minute now.” I indicated the back door with a movement of my eyes. “Li—like right through that door.”


	He didn’t waver, didn’t bat a Charles Manson eye. “Then I’ll cut him too, runt. And no, no, he’s not; he’s too busy counting his money.” He pressed the blade still tighter against my throat, hard enough that I felt sure it would break the skin. “You, on the other hand, are someone who could identify me—now, aren’t you?” He paused, his dark eyes seeming to glitter, like so much crude oil. “Say now, you’re kind of a pretty thing, aren’t you?”


	I think my heart must have stopped, if only for an instant.


	“Look at all that golden hair; why, you should have been a girl.” He fondled my shoulder-length hair with his free hand. “You know, it shines is what it does. Yep, shines just like the sun—why, it’s almost white.” He looked me up and down. “That key—is that for your folks’ place? Oh, I bet you got a preetty mother, just laid out hot and fresh, like a piz—”


	In truth, my fist was impacting his nose before I’d even made a conscious decision to do so—impacting it with a squish, not a smack (like on Star Trek), so that he dropped the knife and stumbled back as I bolted for the trees—though why I did that instead of running around to the front of the store remains a mystery to me even to this day.


	Regardless, I was well beyond the tree line when I first heard him piling after me, shouting something indiscernible, breaking branches—as though he were a wendigo and not a man at all; as though he were some vengeful spirit and not just an escaped con, which is what he turned out to be. And then I was running, running for our fishing spot, which wasn’t far, doing it like the punch, without even thinking about it, until I burst into a familiar clearing and found the Mohawk River, and hurried for the portal—


	And could not find it. Not anywhere. For, indeed, I had always found it before by following Ghost’s prints, and the rain had washed them completely away. The convict, meanwhile, was almost there—hooting and hollering like a chieftain, emerging into the clearing while brandishing his knife, running at me through the muck and the silt.


	“Ghost!” I cried. “Ghost! Where are you?”


	But there was no response, no familiar yark, yark, yark, nothing so much as a mew, and before I knew it the convict had pile-drived me harder than I had ever been hit in my life and I flew, veritably flew, over the rocks—landing with a grunt; gasping for breath, as the criminal straddled me and pinned me against the sand, as he raised the knife and suddenly paused.


	For a shadow had fallen over us both—a shadow as familiar to me by that point as my very own—a shadow which said, in a language older than words: Your day will come—as it does for us all. But that day is not today.


	And then Ghost’s jaws closed about the man’s head and he was lifted high into the air, screaming at the top of his lungs (though the sound was muffled, which somehow made it worse), grabbing at the animal’s head, kicking his feet like a marionette even as Ghost began shaking him like a rag doll and the sounds intensified—before stopping abruptly; just bam, like that, because … Because—


	No. I will not speak of it. Suffice it to say that I saw in that instant the most horrific thing I had ever seen; either before or since. And that, having seen it, I found my breath where I thought there was none and scrambled to my feet, after which I ran from the sound of Ghost eating—the tearing and the cracking, the squelching and the crunching—and did not stop, not until I was home and tracking filthy muck across Grandma’s perfect white carpet. Not until I was curled up like a fetus beneath the weight of my wool Star Trek blanket and whimpering like a beat dog—coughing and sniveling, crying like a little baby.


	 


	 


	May became June, which became July, which became August, and I didn’t see Ghost … although I left him something every day, something which was always gone when I returned, at least at first. By September, however, he’d stopped taking what I left him completely—nor would he appear when called—and I began to worry. That would have been about the time I started getting serious with Jenny—holding hands at the indoor skating rink, kissing for the first time in the balcony at The Muppet Movie—as well as my first growth spurt, all in the legs, which made me feel gangly and insecure but also made me taller than Jen, which I liked, and which she liked, too.


	It was also around the time the murders started happening, and what become known as the Comet’s Tail Mangler—at first just in the local paper but soon the national ones as well and finally the NBC Nightly News—started making waves across the country. Nor was that the only national news story to touch me; for my parents’ missing flight was back in the spotlight also—primarily because the business tycoon who had resumed the search (after the Coast Guard and Federal Aviation Administration abandoned it) had now given up, too.


	For Shad and my grandma, it was case closed—again. For me, it was the beginning of a season of denial that would last clear through September and into the school year; a season in which I became more convinced than ever that my parents were still alive. “Denial can be a powerful thing,” my mother had once said (I believe it was in the context of someone’s rumored drug and/or alcohol addiction), but for me, in that fear-addled fall of 1979, it became something more; something akin to an obsession or even a psychosis; something which rendered me deaf, dumb, and blind—to the reports of wreckage having been spotted by a private flight out of Honolulu in the wee hours of Christmas morning; to the reports of the victims of the Mangler having been mauled as if by an animal— mauled, and partially eaten. Indeed, I had even begun looking forward to introducing them to Jenny (when they were finally picked up from Gilligan’s Island, which is how I imaged their circumstances), had even selected a date: New Years, 1980—the day the call would come. The day the news would be announced that survivors had been found and that they were in good health; the day we would drive to the airport in Grandma’s black GTO and watch my parents descend the steps like soldiers returning from Vietnam, their faces tanned from the South Pacific, their necks adorned with leis.


	In the end, however, the New Year brought news of a different sort—though news that struck home regardless—for the latest victim of the Mangler turned out to be Stuart Dalton himself: decorated veteran, local hero (for his service in Vietnam), and a close, personal friend of our parents—so close that we were invited to his funeral; where I ended up in line behind his widow for the viewing of the casket, a casket which had been draped with a veil to prevent scrutiny of the body.


	Even now, some forty years later, it would be difficult to describe what I felt that day, as Song Li offered her final words and her husband lay hidden beneath the gauze and the reality of what had occurred—what had been occurring, ever since the death of the convict—came crashing down; as Song said goodbye to her “darling Stuart” and I said hello to reality (for the first time in months, possibly even since my parents had disappeared), and knew, though the thought of it tore me down the middle, what had to be done. If, that was, I could even find the portal.


	If, that was … I could find my friend.


	 


	 


	As it turned out, finding the portal wasn’t hard—there were smatterings of blood half in and half out of it, human blood, I knew. Finding Ghost, on the other hand, would be a different matter, one I wasn’t sure I was up to—even as I stepped over the transom into his world. And yet that too proved unfounded when I sensed something moving almost immediately, something big, something bipedal, crashing through the cycad fronds like an earth mover, vibrating the ground like a tiny earthquake.


	“Ghost? Is that you?”


	The fact was, I couldn’t be sure, and began backing away—back through the portal to our fishing spot near the Mohawk River, back to what I perceived to be safety—though I should have known by then there was no such thing. Until at last a great, grayish snout emerged and was followed by an equally great neck and trunk, and I knew, as his large feet sunk into the silt before me, that I had found him, even if he’d doubled in size and was no longer pure white (after all, I’d grown too, nor was my hair as light as it used to be). Still, it wasn’t until I looked into his dark pink eyes, eyes that had become so dark as to be almost red, that I truly saw the face of my friend—older, yes, and frightening in a way that he hadn’t been before, more robust, but, well, still the creature that had saved my life on that rainy day in May of 1979. Still something more than just a dinosaur—at least to me. Still Ghost.


	I fumbled for Dad’s gun—which I had found in Shad’s dresser, as I knew I would—and carefully removed it from my coat pocket, loathing its black, bloated weight, wondering if I would have the strength to pull its trigger (and wondering, too, if it would even be enough, now that Ghost had grown).


	Ghost, meanwhile, only cocked his head, his red eyes blinking, his fore-claws opening and closing, his cracked and rutted throat grumbling: Magrawww …


	I lifted the pistol and steadied it, wishing he would just turn and go away; that he would just forget me and the portal forever: forget he ever tasted human flesh—forget the world which lie next to his own. It was magical thinking, I knew.


	Magrawww …


	I may have trained the weapon on one of his eyes, I don’t know, figuring that was the most direct path to his brain. All I know is that he sniffed at the barrel of the gun as I aimed and promptly began licking it—thinking it was a fish, I suppose. Thinking I was feeding him.


	“I’ve missed you, Ghost. I really have,” I said, finding the gun heavier than expected, wanting to just lower it and forget the whole thing—to run home to my room (my real room, at Mom and Dad’s, not the fake one in Grandma’s mausoleum), to run and never stop.


	And then he was throwing back his head and roaring—wondering where the fish went, I suppose, wanting to be fed as before—and I was lowering the gun (knowing, I think, I could never really do it; that I couldn’t even bonk a fish), when there was a rumbling up the road and I turned to see Shad getting out of the GTO—at which instant Ghost crouched like a tiger and leapt: flashing past me like a phantom, bounding for the car.


	And then I did do it—fire, that is—not just once but multiple times, hitting Ghost in the head and back, hitting him in the legs, until at last he stumbled and skidded onto his belly in the rocks—all the way into the river—where I like to think he died before ever touching the water. Where I liked to think he died without ever knowing pain.


	And then it was over and Shad just held me (for I’d collapsed by the river), gripping me tighter than I’d ever been gripped before—even by Mom—rocking me like a baby; saying “It’s okay” and “Let them go” and that he loved me over and over (and that Grandma did to, in her own peculiar way), comforting me as I cried. Until a considerable time had passed and we stood, watching as Ghost drifted further out—gurgling beneath the dark surface, vanishing without a trace—and I found I was able to say goodbye. To Ghost, yes—whom I had loved as only a boy can; but also to my parents, whom I knew I’d never see again. Also to the life I had known—which was as gone as Ghost and his victims. I accepted it and it was good—because it was the only thing to do. There, with my brother, standing side by side, in the fading, funereal light of the day.
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	“So what’s your secret?” 


	That’s how it all started, to the best of my recollection, just me posing a question to the big man in the coveralls—who’s chickens had just won the coveted Champion Rosette purple ribbon. It was an innocent enough question, directed at someone I thought would be delighted—he was an expert chicken farmer, after all, it said so right there on his placard.


	“Humph,” he said, not so much as looking up; he and what I presumed to be his wife had set up a portable table near the enclosure and were playing cards.


	“They’re so big!” said Trang, her face lit up like a child’s, “What you feed them to grow so high?”


	The man only frowned. It was funny, because until that day I’d never met a stranger who hadn’t taken to her—with her thick South Vietnamese accent and innocent, carefree demeanor—right away.


	At last he said, “Vegetable peels, bananas, apple cores—'bout what you’d expect.” He looked up for the first time, to where Trang was leaning against the enclosure. “Please don’ lean on’a pen. Upsets the chickens.”


	“Oh, they’ll eat anything,” said his presumed wife, who was possibly the homeliest woman I’d ever seen. “Corn, broccoli, mealworms, yogurt. They love table scraps. Why, just the other night—”


	“That’s enough,” said the man—peevishly, it seemed. “These city folks don’ care nothin’ about that. They’re just making small talk—aren’t you, city folk?”


	Jesus, but the guy really talked like that.


	“Well—no, actually,” I said. “I was genuinely curious. I mean, chickens don’t exactly grow that big eating grain pellets, do they? What’s your secret?”


	He paused, turning a card over and over in his dirty fingers (the tips of which were blistered), locking eyes with the woman. “Just that. A secret. And it’s goin’ stay that way. Now if you don’t mind, there’s others waiting to see the chickens— them’s children right there, for an instance. Yes, sir. People come from all aroun’ to see my chickens, all the counties—not just city folk.”


	And that was that, we’d been unceremoniously dismissed—nor was I in a position to complain; I was, after all, due for work at those same fairgrounds that very night, which would have been January 12, 2020. The night I learned the awful truth about the “expert” chicken farmer whose name I would later learn was Jud Farmington. The night of the blowing snow and the Kensington Station Blackout—which effected not just the suburbs but the entire east side of Brighton. The night Jud Farmington’s chickens finally came home to roost.
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