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TO MY BROTHER, CONNOR, AND OUR SHARED LOVE OF THE UNKNOWN






FIRE IN THE SKY

IT WAS A FANTASTIC IDEA. The best I’d had yet by miles. The only problem was that it might get me killed.

Lightning streaked across the black New Mexico sky, illuminating the desert grasslands below in an otherworldly, bright glow.

One Albuquerque. Two Albuquerque. Three Albuquerque. Four Albuquerque. Five Albuquerque.

Thunder grumbled in the distance.

“A mile,” I said under my breath.

The storm clouds were fierce and the wind smelled of coming rain. Violent gusts yanked at my hair, twisting curls in front of my eyes. I was thirty feet above the ground, precariously balanced on the wooden platform at the top of our old, rickety windmill. But I was too excited to be scared. Pulling my protective aviator goggles down over my face, I grinned.

Hammered halfway into a board at my feet were several long, bent, rusted nails. Tied to the nails were ropes. Tied to the ropes was a huge, gray rubber weather balloon, as big as I was. It had a shining metal tail composed of scrapyard junk—a design of my own making. Lightning flashed again and the balloon tugged against its restraints, wanting desperately to fly.

One Albuquerque. Two Albuquerque. Three Albuquerque. Four Albuquerque.

Thunder roared and rumbled across the flat, dry earth.

To be clear, I hadn’t planned on risking my life that evening. In fact, I rarely ever planned any of the dangerous things that I did. The experiment itself had been in the works for some time, of course. I’d begun gathering the necessary materials the same day I’d spotted the military-grade weather balloon floating lazily past our ranch. Getting ready to send the apparatus back up into the stratosphere had taken weeks of preparation.

But conducting the launch in the middle of the night during the worst storm of the summer? That hadn’t been on the agenda.

An image of my brother, his face red with anger, appeared in my head, but before I could dwell on it, lightning sparked through the sky. I forced myself to swallow my emotions.

One Albuquerque. Two Albuquerque. Three Albuquerque.

The wind howled. The tower swayed. I jumped when thunder growled. I wasn’t scared, but my nerves were as frayed as the cuffs of my trousers. When a terrible screeching noise began at my back, I instinctively ducked, looking over my shoulder.

The windmill’s great rusty sails, half-missing, had started to turn.

For the first time that night, I felt a moment of doubt.

If the tower’s ancient brake gave out, the spinning blades could come curving at me like a buzz saw. Perhaps even worse, they could collide with my balloon.

Weather balloons are meant to burst. That’s how they work. Scientists build them so that data collection machines can fly up and up and up—higher than any person’s ever been, high enough to see the whole world—and then pop! Down comes the research, falling all the way to the ground. It’s gathered and analyzed, and the process repeats.

I wasn’t collecting data myself. I hadn’t been lucky enough to find an intact meteograph. Mostly I just wanted to see how high I could get the balloon to fly and if I could find it again when it fell. But I still had several predictions. Hypotheses. That the balloon would eventually burst was a big one. However, I needed to make sure I was far away when it happened.

I took a deep breath, contemplating my choices. A proper researcher would have refilled the balloon using helium—a relatively safe, nonflammable gas. But even with the war over and done—and with helium, rubber, and latex no longer rationed—there wasn’t anyone around Corona selling balloon supplies. Lye and aluminum, though? Those I could just grab from the cupboard to make hydrogen.

First element on the periodic table. Extremely unstable. Flammable.

And explosive.

I never seemed to have second thoughts about these sorts of things until it was too late.

Lightning flashed so bright this time that I squinted behind my goggles.

One Albuquerque. Two Albuquer—

My heart skipped a beat at the clap of thunder. It was so loud that my ears rang. The screech of the spinning sails turned into a head-splitting shriek. In the background, beneath the chaos, I heard the first plinks of rain on the tin roof of our storage shed down below. I smelled the cracked earth and brittle plants as they grew wet.

It was nearly time.

I knelt, preparing to undo the knots in the ropes. My hands were shaking.

For now, the windmill’s brake was working. But getting struck by lightning was just as sure to get me killed as homemade hydrogen, a thirty-foot fall, or spinning blades. No doubt about it—the most dangerous choice I’d made that night was the timing. Launching a balloon during a storm was beyond reckless.

But I was too deep in the hole now to climb out. The only way forward was to keep digging down.

And really, this was all Dwight’s fault anyhow.

He’d come home late and in a bad mood. As always, we’d fought—about whose turn it was to cook supper and why there were hoofprints in the kitchen and the dirty dishes and the cluttered dining room table and my forgotten chores and his missing pliers and just nothing at all.

I’d retreated into my bedroom. Dwight had followed. We both had the tempers of diamondback rattlesnakes. And in his anger he’d grabbed one of the model planes from my bookshelf, gesturing dramatically, and the wings had snapped off in his hands.

The memory alone was enough to make me want to break something myself.

It made me want to watch something explode.

Above, the sky turned white with lightning, and for a moment it felt like I could see to the edge of the Great Plains. Desert grassland stretched on forever around me, our windmill and crumbling barn and little ranch home adrift in a pale, raging sea.

One—

Thunder came so fast on the heels of the strike that it was still bright as morning. My huge balloon strained against the wind, pulling taut on its ropes. I undid the first knot. Then the next. My hands were no longer trembling. Once the weather balloon was untethered, it caught a gust and darted upward. In a heart-stopping moment, I nearly went after it. The sheer weight of the thing yanked me to my feet, almost jerking me over the edge. For a terrifying breath, one of my legs dangled in the air—nothing but nothing between me and a deadly drop—and then I finally had the good sense to let go of the last rope. It slid through my hand, burning my palm raw.

But I barely felt any pain.

My gigantic balloon was free, soaring up, up, up, up.

I regained my balance and stared in awe. I could taste the chill air as the balloon broke through the first layer of clouds. I could feel the rush of speed as it inflated, zooming higher. I closed my eyes, rain wetting my forehead and cheeks, and imagined the spectacular view.

In the sky, anything was possible. Once you were high enough, you could land wherever you liked.

Or you could keep going.

Touch the stars.

When I came back to earth, my heart stuttered. I wiped the rain from my aviator goggles, trying to see through the wet blur, but it did no good. I’d lost track of my experiment. I took the goggles off. I scanned the horizon urgently, shielding my eyes from the downpour with a hand. A great zigzag of lightning slashed along the wild sky, too close for comfort—too close to feel safe at the top of a windmill. To the east came a bright reflection high above. It took a moment before I realized what I’d seen, but then I gasped in joy.

The balloon’s tail!

Though I’d built it with sunshine in mind, the scrap metal and tinfoil was reflecting the lightning like a beacon. It was only bound together with wire and decorative pastel Scotch tape, but if the tail held up a bit longer—and I could keep my eyes on its bright signal—I’d have a good guess about where the balloon might land. And since I’d scrawled my initials on with a marker, even if it got torn up, I could identify it.

Lightning struck nearby, and again I saw the reflection of the metal tail, brilliant as a beam from the sun. My balloon was so high now. It was so far away. And I was so mesmerized by the success of the launch that for a moment I forgot about my most important hypothesis. I forgot about the danger. I forgot about the fact that the giant rubber ball was filled with the same highly combustible gas as the Hindenburg.

About the fact that my metallic tail was not just reflective but conductive.

I was still searching the skies for another glimpse of my experiment, thinking only of maybes and might-bes—of the altitude, the temperature, the sparkling swirl of electric clouds—when an incredible blast lit up the desert, followed by an incredible sound.

It wasn’t lightning. And though we were only two days shy of the Fourth of July, I knew it wasn’t fireworks, either. Fireworks didn’t knock twelve-year-old girls—tall ones, at that—stumbling backward to land on their rear ends, mere inches from a certain and uncomfortable fall.

I crawled frantically back to the front edge of the platform, my heart racing, and searched the horizon desperately for a reflection.

Instead, I found fire.

A flaming object fell from the sky.

All I could think was, That’s not my balloon.

And then a second explosion, even bigger than the first, resounded through the night air.






INVADERS FROM SOMEWHERE

THE WINDMILL WAS TILTING PRECARIOUSLY as I scurried down its half-rotten ladder. Soaked and shaky from shock, I’d barely made it to the ground when Dwight came running out the back of the house, screen door smacking behind him.

“Dorothy?! What in God’s name was that?” he shouted.

I realized I still had my aviator goggles around my neck and panicked, yanking them off and chucking them over my shoulder. The last time I’d gotten caught launching something off the top of the windmill, Dwight had gone on a rampage, turning the house upside down in his search for my stash of rockets. Thankfully, though, I didn’t think he’d seen me on the ladder. In fact, he was barely paying me any mind.

My brother’s eyes were watching the second explosion fade fast in the distant dark. Only seconds before, the horizon had been aglow with a gigantic fountain of pink and yellow, orange, and streaks of bright green. I’d never seen anything so spectacular. Dwight clearly hadn’t, either. His mouth was hanging open when he reached me, rain pouring down his face.

“Did you see the explosions?” he asked, yelling to be heard over the storm.

“Yes,” I said, realizing too late that I would need an excuse for being outside. “I mean, I only saw the first one from my window.”

My heart was racing, and not just from excitement.

One explosion I could justify. Two, I could not. A giant hydrogen balloon struck by lightning can only burst a single time.

“What did they look like?” Dwight asked, and his expression turned anxious. “Those colors… Were they bombs?”

“No,” I replied quickly.

I didn’t actually know. I’d only seen one bomb go off in person, two years ago, and I’d missed the moment it’d dropped. All the other explosions I’d seen had been on the movie theater screen before the picture started, back when they used to show black-and-white clips from the war.

But Dwight got strange when there was talk about bombs. He got strange when there was talk about anything to do with invasions or weapons or fighting—and there was enough of that kind of talk these days. Everyone was on the lookout for Soviet spies.

I tried to steer him away from the topic.

“The lightning—” I started.

“It must have been a plane,” my brother said. His voice rose in concern. “A plane must have crashed.”

I felt a jab of horror as I remembered the fireball falling to earth.

If the first explosion was my balloon bursting…

If a plane had been flying low…

A rush of guilt blended with the fear in my gut. There were reasons why shooting off rockets and weather balloons without permission was illegal. It wasn’t only dangerous for the person on the ground.

“Why would a plane be out here at this hour? Why would it be flying during a storm?” I asked, incredulous—like it was the pilot who’d been reckless that night and not me.

Lightning flashed again, and Dwight grabbed me by the shoulder, jerking his other arm to point south. “Was it coming from Roswell?”

I gaped at him. “What?”

“The plane!”

“I didn’t see a plane! You’re the one saying plane!”

The rain fell harder. I couldn’t think straight. What had I seen? A large object on fire. Larger than our crop duster, Kitty. Larger than any aircraft Dwight had flown while in pilot training. When the thing hit the earth, the explosion had been downright enormous.

I felt sick to my stomach.

I’d been angry that night, but I’d never meant to hurt anyone.

My brother dropped his hand from my shoulder, rain streaming down his face. “We don’t got time for this. I’m calling the sheriff.”

My heart skipped a beat.

“Dwight, wait!” I shouted, but he was already halfway to the house.

I looked back up at the windmill, its metal sails still screeching, and hugged myself against the storm. I stood there a long time.

“Get on inside!” my brother called to me through the screen door. He was standing in the kitchen in front of our switchboard, which was about the size and shape of a tall writing desk. He had Pa’s heavy old microphone in his hands, the headset on over his ears. The line must have connected on Sheriff Everett Quigley’s end, because Dwight stepped out of sight. “Hi, Lucy—yes, we’re all right—a bad storm, yeah—yes, I know—Lucy, would you listen? A plane or something’s gone down out here. No, I’m not fooling. Have you heard anything from the base?”

I took one more wary look at the sky, then at the distant horizon. The colorful glow of the explosion was gone, but the imprint of where it had been was still clear in my mind. The more I thought on it, the more I could see what I’d seen. In the falling fire had been a circular shape. It hadn’t had wings or propellers. An instant before hitting the ground, there’d been a reflection on its hull bright as the tail of my balloon. Metal. Smooth. Shining. No windows.

Something had crashed in the dark. And there was a good chance that crash was my fault. But whatever was out there wasn’t a plane—at least not any kind that I knew of.

Dwight appeared again at the door.

“Get in the dang house! You’re gonna get hit by lightning!” he shouted, covering the microphone in his hand. Like an exclamation point at the end of his warning, a bright streak flashed above my head. I hurried inside.

“No, I ain’t cussing,” Dwight said, resuming his conversation. He moved out of my way as I went past him into the kitchen, then untangled himself from the headset’s twisting cables. “Well, you heard wrong. No, I wouldn’t talk like that in front of your mother. And I’m not meeting your mother anyhow. Why? Cause I don’t wanna. Lucy, can you ask Everett about the fly schedule or should I just drive out there and look at this thing myself?”

I was leaned over the sink, wringing water from my dark, soggy hair and wincing at my hurt hand, but at this I stood up straight.

“I’m coming with you,” I said, determined.

Dwight glanced over, brow furrowed, and pointed at the headset. “No flights at all? Could he call Roswell, maybe? Check with the base? Something came down in a bad way—”

I stepped over and pulled one of the earphones off my brother’s head. “If you’re going, I’m coming with you.”

Dwight frowned. “Thanks, Lucy. I’ll call back if I find anything.” He disconnected the line at the switchboard and said to me, “No you’re not.”

“You won’t know where to look.”

“Yes I will.”

“You’ll need my help.”

“Like a hole in the head.”

While he was getting his coat from the closet by the front door, I grabbed his truck keys off the messy dining table and backed away, holding them up in the air. “I have to see it.”

My brother watched me for a moment and then darted forward suddenly, swiping for the keys. I danced out of the way.

“Stop acting like a child,” he said. “This is serious. Someone could be dying. A brother of mine. And you’re playing games.”

I took another step back, pressing the keys to my chest and feeling my heart pound beneath them. I had a terrible feeling that I couldn’t shake. “You shouldn’t go alone. We don’t know what’s out there.”

“A plane from the base—”

“Sheriff Quigley told you there weren’t any scheduled flights.”

Dwight raised his arms, losing patience. “You think Air Force Combat Command writes up a public announcement every time they run a covert operation?”

“What I saw wasn’t a plane from the base,” I insisted.

Lightning flashed again, brightening the dim room, and Dwight’s expression went taut.

“The Russkies,” he said, his eyes widening.

Before I could protest, my brother reopened the closet door and looked up at the top shelf. He hesitated and then got down our rifle.

Dwight hated guns. He’d hated them before he’d joined the Army Air Forces, and he still hated them now. He couldn’t even bring himself to shoot the coyote that came up on our property sniffing around for Geraldine, our old ewe.

The bad feeling from before grew worse.

If a Soviet spy really was crashed in the desert, I was afraid my brother wouldn’t be able to defend himself.

More importantly, I wasn’t sure it was Russkies crashed out there at all.

“You don’t understand!” I said. “What I saw wasn’t a plane.”

Dwight loaded the rifle and put a handful of extra rounds in his pocket. “You clearly don’t know what you saw.”

I swallowed, then spoke more quietly. “It was smooth and metallic and… circular.”

After a moment’s pause, my brother looked at me, his expression dangerously unamused. “Disc-shaped is the word you’re wanting.”

“Circular,” I repeated, my face growing red. When I glanced away in embarrassment, Dwight snatched the keys from my hand. I gasped, lurching to get them back, but he held them over my head.

“Saucer-shaped.” He opened the front door. “You been listening to the radio too much. It’s disintegrating your brain.”

I scowled. “I’m not some gullible saphead. And you listen to the radio more than me.”

“Whatever you are—and whatever’s out there—you’re not coming. Lock the door. Don’t let nobody in. I’ll be back soon.”

But he wasn’t.

He wasn’t back by midnight. He wasn’t back by three a.m., when the storm finally stopped.

Dwight didn’t come home till dawn broke over the horizon and I was fast asleep in the chair in front of the switchboard, big headphones over my ears, waiting for a call that never came, dreaming of spies and explosions and my only brother—my only family in the world—all alone in the desert with a loaded gun.






ROTTEN EGGS

OUR HOUSE WAS LIKE A museum for failed dreams.

Unfinished paintings leaned against unfinished paintings, all turned to face the wall. Blueprints for buildings never built were stacked on corner tables and pinned to a big corkboard in the living room. Stacks of books about farming and husbandry, about Navajo weaving and Apache basketry, about petroglyphs and gardening and art from all over the world, were dog-eared and full of scrap paper markers.

There was Geraldine in the partially collapsed barn, the last sheep from her flock. In the shed, there were molding sacks of seed for unplanted crops. There was the sewing mannequin wearing only the left side of a dress. The telephone switchboard in the kitchen, connected to one lonely line. The field of giant holes littering our backyard. Ma’s suitcase, half-packed, in the closet.

The windmill with its missing sails.

Pa had been trying to repair it when he’d died. Ma had already been buried for months.

Our house had not been a home for a long time—just the memory of one. Everywhere that you looked, the clutter of the things our parents hadn’t finished whispered at me and Dwight from the shadows.

Remember when…?

If it were up to my brother, all of it would have gone into a bonfire on the night he’d come back from the war. He’d have filled the holes in the yard with concrete and sold Geraldine for a penny. He’d have torn the windmill to the ground.

If it were up to me, the paintings would be facing forward, hung up on the walls.

Since we couldn’t compromise, nothing got touched. Nothing changed.

Sometimes our ranch made me feel like we were trapped in one of the comic books I read. Maybe a scientific breakthrough at the nearby Roswell military base had gone horribly wrong or maybe a Nazi experiment had disrupted the space-time continuum.

On the outside, our ranch was nearly identical to how Dwight had found it back in April 1945, more than two years ago, when he’d come home to care for me. Sheriff Quigley had dropped him off and driven away, and my brother had stood there on the porch, green military backpack over his shoulders and canvas duffel bag under his arm. One look at our cracking adobe walls and boarded-up windows—one look at me waiting there in the doorway, needing him to fix everything that had fallen apart—and the sunset in his eyes had gone grim. I’d known then that we were in trouble.

My brother resented me for making him leave the fighting.

I resented him for his resentment.

By the end of World War II that September, we were stuck in a time loop, headed neither forward nor backward but away from each other just the same. Inside our house, new stuff got stacked up on top of the old and we scooted carefully around precarious piles, afraid of tipping everything over.

And the only thing that ever managed to nudge our trajectory? To at least make us notice each other at breakfast?

Me and my big mouth. Or me and my rockets and our dried-out old barn catching fire. Or me and a storm and a weather balloon filled with hydrogen.

I had a way of making the worst out of a bad situation.

After all, not only was there a chance I’d downed a strange aircraft with an illegal balloon launch, I’d unintentionally talked my brother into going out in the desert to hunt for Soviet spies.

I’d spent the whole rest of the night fretting that he was dead—that I was finally, truly alone in the world. I’d paced the house, staring at Ma and Pa’s relics and wishing that for once they’d whisper something useful and tell me what to do. I rang up Lucy at the sheriff’s office in Corona a dozen times. Surely, if something had happened, she would be the first to know. Eventually, she’d told me to stop calling.

“How about you just let me give you a ring if I hear something? Kay, sweetie?”

“Have you told Sheriff Quigley that Dwight’s missing?” I’d asked, anxious, my mouth close to the heavy microphone. By then it had been nearly two a.m.

“The sheriff’s at home asleep. And your brother ain’t missing. He’s probably in town at the bar flirting with Juanita.” She’d paused for a beat. “He ever say anything to you about her?”

I hated talking with Lucy on the switchboard. I knew she thought of me like an annoying little kid. I was an obstacle in her path to my brother. Worse yet, she never paid any attention to what I was saying, which was an awful trait for a sheriff’s secretary, night shift or otherwise. I could practically hear her through the headset painting her nails.

But our switchboard had only one connecting line, and if the sheriff himself didn’t answer, Lucy was usually my only option.

“Dwight never says anything to me about anything,” I’d replied, and then I’d yanked the cable from its jack and laid my head on my arms. I’d kept one eye open the rest of the night, watching the little light on the switchboard to see if it turned green. It did not. Eventually, at some point, I’d fallen asleep.

Around six in the morning, a hand on my shoulder shook me awake.

“What are you doing here?” my brother asked, his voice accusatory. “Don’t tell me you bothered Lucy all night.”

I blinked, then my heart simultaneously leapt in elation and tightened in anger. “Where have you been? I thought you were in trouble!”

“In trouble?” Dwight squinted through bleary eyes.

“The crash!” I said, exasperated. “The Russkies!” And then I realized he smelled strange. Like rotten eggs? In any case, I assumed from his bloodshot eyes that he’d been drinking and jerked the chunky headphones off my ears, my mouth hanging open. “I thought you were shot and dying in the desert and you were just at the bar with Juanita!”

Dwight frowned. “Juanita? Why would you think…?” He put a hand to his face. “You were talking to Lucy.”

I stood up from the chair. My clothes were itchy and uncomfortable. Some parts were still damp from getting soaked the night before. I was on the verge of starting another big fight. He’d made me worry so bad. And for nothing!

But something was off.

Dwight’s skin was pale. He looked disheveled. There was that rotten-egg smell.

I went from furious to wary in a quick tumble. “You weren’t in town at the bar?”

“No,” my brother said, turning to open the cabinets. Clearly, he was looking for coffee—a complicated task in our disorganized kitchen.

“So where were you?”

“Driving.”

“Where?”

“Dorothy, I don’t have time for the third degree. It’s my last job at the Grisham farm this morning and I can’t be late.” He ran a hand through his hair and I realized he was shaking.

My skin felt suddenly cold. “What happened last night?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not lying,” Dwight snapped, turning to me. I leaned back in surprise and he took a long breath. “I’m sorry. I’m just tired. Nothing happened. Really. I didn’t find anything.”

He resumed his search for caffeine, and as I watched him, my pulse kept rising.

“Then what did we see last night, Dwight?” I asked softly.

He paused for too long before answering. “Lightning, I suspect. Probably hit something it shouldn’t have.”

I wanted to feel relieved. No wreckage meant my balloon launch hadn’t hurt anyone. But instead, I felt frightened. Without a doubt, my brother was hiding something. And that something had cracked him to the core.






THE HEADLINE

THE REST OF THE WEEK came and went without so much as a twinkling star in the night. Even the Fourth of July left the desert sky dark and lifeless. Dwight avoided me all the way through the weekend. He knew I knew he’d seen something and he didn’t want me asking what—which, of course, made me want to ask all the more. So midday Tuesday, when he decided to take a trip into town, I snuck outside and planted my butt in the passenger seat of his truck before he could say “no.” He did a double take when he opened the cab door and found me there, casually flipping pages in The Story of the Starry Universe.

“Morning,” I said. “Think we’ll make it in time to catch the book wagon?”

My brother opened his mouth, probably to tell me to get out, but then just sighed and climbed up beside me. I continued to read.

The trip to Corona takes less than an hour, so I had limited time to try to eke out information. We certainly couldn’t talk about what we’d seen in front of the locals. Everyone already thought us odd enough as it was. The orphaned Duncan siblings—heroic soldier turned grouchy crop duster and bookworm with a penchant for accidentally blowing things up.

I’d only had a couple of major close calls in public, to be fair, but people rarely forget when they almost explode.

In any case, I got to poking and prodding as soon as Dwight was trapped with me in his truck.

“You hear about Flight 105?” I asked.

My brother glanced down and made a noncommittal grunt. I turned another page.

“What’s your take?” I tried my best to seem only half-interested.

He grunted again, and I felt a prick of irritation.

Dwight had certainly heard about Flight 105. While I’d spent the weekend searching the desert for my balloon, he’d spent his in the yard with the windows open and radio on, listening while working on Kitty. Each day I’d come home and found him there, covered in grease and “too busy to talk,” an announcer in the background recounting the day’s most outlandish new saucer sightings.

“They say the captain’s a veteran pilot,” I continued. “A real respectable type. And his crew’s backing up his whole story.”

Our country had been captivated by tales of flying discs for weeks now, but Flight 105 was the most shocking by far. The United Airlines passenger plane had been traveling over the Pacific Northwest on Friday when it’d apparently almost collided with a group of four or five oval-shaped crafts. The objects had stayed with the plane for forty-five miles before suddenly vanishing.

“Respectable men don’t tell stories like that,” said my brother, finally taking the bait. “Letting people like him in the sky is a hazard to the rest of us.”

I chewed on my cheek, staring at a black-and-white picture of the solar system but not seeing it. Yesterday, the Herald-Journal had printed a map showing that all but ten states had now received flying saucer reports. At least some of those had to be sincere sightings by reasonable folk like myself. I tried again. “But if the pilot really did see something…”

“I’m not saying he didn’t.”

“But what if it really was… you know?”

“A flying saucer?”

I saw a smug look flicker onto Dwight’s face and then vanish. It took a beat to dampen my temper. Fighting with my brother wouldn’t get me any closer to knowing what had happened to him or my weather balloon. I closed the book on top of my hand, marking the page.

“Seeing something weird doesn’t make you weird,” I said. “Not if you tell the truth about what you saw.”

“Everything you touch rubs off onto you,” countered Dwight. “You wanna be associated with flying discs? Have at it. But don’t bring me into your nonsense.”

“You really think the captain should have stayed quiet?” I asked.

“Anyone with sense would.”

This made me frown. “So much for being my role model.”

“I ain’t your role model. I’m your brother.”

I crossed my arms and sat back in my seat. Our old truck rattled and bumped down the dirt road, bright fields of bunch grass, coarse shrubs, and tumbleweeds stretching on in every direction. Seeing the occasional wiry tree, cactus, or mound of rocks was the only way I could tell we weren’t just driving in place. Sometimes, though, on a really lively excursion, we might spot a lost cow.

There was nothing out here. The only other houses were miles apart.

Not for the first time, I wondered what my parents had been thinking, moving from their apartment on the East Coast to Lincoln County, New Mexico. They’d traded the bustle and excitement of the city for a dilapidated ranch in an ocean of dirt—a ranch they’d had no idea how to tend. Who started a family that way? I tilted to lean my head out the open window and looked up. A sliver of moon was visible in the pale blue morning sky. I imagined rocketing into the air, catching hold of it, and refusing to come back down to Earth.

My brother shifted in his seat and propped his elbow up. He sighed. “Listen. Any pilot who tells you they haven’t seen something strange while flying is either a dodo or a liar.”

I leaned back inside and lifted an eyebrow.

“But you don’t go running your mouth when stuff like that happens,” Dwight said.

I wanted to ask, Couldn’t you at least tell your sister?

Before he’d gone off to war, he would have. No question. Back then, I’d have been the first person he told. Maybe the only one.

I wanted to remind him of this, and for a moment my heart burned at the thought of twisting open that particular jar. But I was too scared of what I might find inside, so instead I simply asked, “Why not?”

“Cause when you talk like that, people always jump to extraterrestrials. And there’s always an answer that ain’t extraterrestrials,” said Dwight, slowing to turn onto the road that would bring us to Main Street, Corona. He shook his head, tapping his thumb on the steering wheel. “People change how they treat you when you tell them things that make them uncomfortable.” After a moment, he added, “All this science fiction needs to stay in your comic books and out of my news. Our country has bigger problems to deal with.”

I slumped down in my seat, equally annoyed and disappointed. There’d be no budging my brother today, and I didn’t want to argue about my reading habits. To me, science and science fiction weren’t at odds—science fiction often led to science fact. Electricity had sounded like fantasy not long ago. Airplanes, too. Textbooks were great for learning, but comic books could fire people’s neurons in totally different directions. The technological inventions of Jill Trent, Science Sleuth, and her sidekick Daisy Smythe, for instance, had jump-started some of my favorite rocket designs.

By the time we’d arrived in town, I was back in a good mood, thinking eagerly about what I might find if we caught the book wagon. It wasn’t library day, but Rudy—the grumpy old man who drove the books round our county—sometimes stopped for food at the North Star Saloon while on his other routes.

Dwight drove us down Main Street, nodding at acquaintances as we passed. Corona, New Mexico, was so small that all the stores were in a single line on one road, directly across from the railroad tracks. Many were built adobe-style, with tan or pale pink clay walls, and most of the people who owned them had settled in the area because of the mining industry. The El Paso and Southwestern Railroad had a depot in town, which they used to transport ore from the nearby Gallinas Mountains. There, in the Red Cloud District mines, men spent their days digging silver, lead, copper, and fluorite out of prospects with names like Deadwood and Last Chance.

Dwight had once feared that he’d have to work the mines, too. Pa hadn’t left him any real footsteps to follow, since he was always busy jumping from one failed career to the next. When I was little, before my brother went to fly fighters for Uncle Sam, he’d sit up at night telling me how scared he was of winding up in the cramped tunnels and steep shafts of Red Cloud. It made him angry, thinking about hammering endlessly away at rock walls so people he’d never meet could get rich. He was so desperate to keep from working underground, he’d wound up working tens of thousands of feet in the air.

In any case, even though I went to school in Corona and we did our shopping there and it was pretty much the only place we ever saw other people, we never talked about moving to town. For my brother, that was probably because of those old fears, though he no longer said them out loud. For my own part, moving to Corona wasn’t moving far enough to make any difference. It was just nowhere with a name. And I didn’t want to sell Ma and Pa’s home anyhow.

We parked near Billy’s junk shop and Dwight got out of the truck. Since Kitty was a decommissioned old fighter plane, she was always needing maintenance, and since my brother was as good a mechanic as he was a pilot, he kept her in flying shape himself. Usually Billy had whatever he needed. You’d just have to dig through piles of garbage to find it.

Not wanting to get roped into hunting for some dirty control knob or rust-covered valve, once my feet hit concrete, I hurried off in the opposite direction.

“Hey!” Dwight called. Clearly, he’d expected me to help him. I was almost as good as he was at identifying engine parts, after all.

“I’ll miss the library,” I called back, already two buildings away. “Real sorry!”

“You better get permission this time before rooting around!”

I made a sour face.

Outside the North Star Saloon, a horse was tied to a light pole and drinking out of a bucket of water. Harnessed to him was a wooden wagon—a tiny portable library room, complete with a red roof and blue back door and a little porch with steps that folded down to the ground. I looked around and, seeing no one on the street, climbed up the stairs and tested the door handle. Unlocked. Taking that as permission, I smiled and let myself in.

With the windows closed, the room was dim as dusk and heavy with the smell of leather and paper. It was also hot as an oven. Since I didn’t feel inclined to melt like the Wicked Witch of the West, I moved quickly, placing The Story of the Starry Universe on the return shelf and scanning the educational section. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything new. I peeked out the itty-bitty wagon window at the saloon door before moving to the magazine rack.

I’d get in trouble if Rudy caught me inside. Everyone always just wrote on the checkout cards themselves, since he wasn’t a librarian anyhow, but the old man was a stickler for pointless rules. For instance, he didn’t like it when people from Corona borrowed from the library when it wasn’t technically our day for a visit. Also, he didn’t like me specifically. This was due to a minor but memorable incident last year where I’d tested some homemade fireworks across the street, hoping to convince Sheriff Quigley to let me shoot them off at Corona’s New Year’s celebration. Unfortunately, the fireworks had turned out quite a bit bigger and louder than predicted, and they’d spooked Rudy’s horse so bad she’d taken off, tipping the library on its side. Needless to say, I wasn’t supposed to make fireworks anymore. Or be in the library unsupervised.
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