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Foreword
College Dreams
They arrived in a group. Three college students from the University of Oregon showed up at G. Willickers Restaurant one night in 1992. G. Willickers, which smelled of grease and fried hamburgers. G. Willickers, whose chicken basket I can still picture as if the restaurant hadn’t gone out of business years ago.
We held a workshop in the back room, and it was a hell of a workshop. On any given night, one of four major fiction editors sat at the table. A top game designer came regularly. More than half of the writers were published regularly.
We talked shop, exchanged business tips and—oh, yeah—critiqued stories. The workshop was open to anyone who followed the rules, meaning they had to read the stories before they spoke up, they had to be quiet when someone else spoke, and they had to want to be published not lauded for actually writing something.
College students came in and out. Most of them left after a week or so. We weren’t going to tell them how wonderful or talented they were, so they pouted and disappeared. But we started to notice that these three remained.
For a while, they were the Scotts, because all we knew was that two of them were named Scott. Then we figured out that two of them were brothers, and slowly we learned their names.
Scott Totten. Michael Totten. Scott Carter. The brothers looked nothing alike. Over time, we realized the blond was the Carter.
They came and stayed, turning in stories, trying to figure out the career, trying to incorporate it into their college life. They sold some stories—Scott Carter sold some to a magazine my husband edited. Michael Totten got into the prestigious Clarion Writers Workshop. I don’t remember if they left before the workshop ended its fantastic life. Those last few years are a bit of a blur.
But I had hope for those three guys. I figured if anyone could make it in this tough writing career, they could.
I didn’t hear from any of them for years, even though I edited for at least five years after I met them.
Then Scott Carter showed up. He was older, a bit battered by some bad instruction, somewhat disillusioned by his venture into the world of academic writing. Scott had applied to a short story writing class I was teaching with Gardner Dozois. Gardner and I are both Hugo-award winning editors. Gardner still edits; I’d given it all up for a fulltime fiction career years ago.
The applicants had to submit a story to get into the workshop. Turns out that Scott had spent years on it, following the academic approach, instead of the approach he had learned in our earlier workshop. Professional writers don’t spend years on a short story. If they did, they wouldn’t make a living. In fact, quite often stories that get polished over years are so smooth as to be unmemorable.
But Scott’s was so powerful he later sold it to Cicada. The story is in this collection. It’s called “Shatterboy,” and I remember it years after I read it.
Those of you who don’t edit don’t understand what that last sentence means. I barely remember stories I bought, stories that won awards, stories I thought brilliant at the time. For a story to stand head-and-shoulders over all the other wonderful stories I’ve read makes it quite special indeed.
I’ve read most of the stories in this collection long before they saw print. Some came out of workshops. Some Scott sent to me as he was trying to break into print. All are good. Some are spectacular.
Like “A Christmas in Amber,” which I can remember damn near word for word. That one, I didn’t read in manuscript. I read it in Analog the day the issue hit my mailbox. I can still remember sitting on my couch, magazine in hand, thinking Scott had written one of the best stories of the year.
I have other favorites in this book. “Dinosaur Diaries” deserves its place in the title. “The World in Primary Colors” haunts me years after I read it.
Scott is one of those rare writers who can and does cross genres, and do it well. You never know what kind of story you’ll get from him, but you do know that it’ll be good.
Of the three boys who came to that writing workshop almost two decades ago, two have become professional writers. Michael Totten makes his living writing nonfiction. Scott Carter writes fiction.
So what did Gardner and I teach Scott in that first workshop? Not much. We taught him to trust his instincts. We reminded him that professional writers write more than one story per year. We demanded that he put his stories in the mail to editors who would then buy them.
Scott did all of those things. He trusted his instincts, wrote a lot of stories, and mailed them. Editors bought them.
And now he’s collected the stories.
So far only a few of us have been lucky enough to read all of these stories. But as of this printing, the rest of you will get a chance to see how great it is that Scott Carter has decided to follow his college dreams and become a professional fiction writer.
This is his first collection. I know there will be many, many more.
The eighteen tales in this collection are a good representation of my short fiction. I'd say best short fiction, because that's the way I see them, but I think writers, as a whole, are often poor judges of their own stories. But what I can say without hesitation is that these stories do reflect the scope and variety of my work. They're short and long, dark and light, and published in a broad spectrum of places. Even the lightest, however, have at least a tinge of darkness, because that seems to be my bent as a writer, and nearly all of them have at least some sort of fantastical element — or, at least, the feel of a fantastical story — because that's just the way my mind works. It just seems to be a bit more fun when things get weird.
That's not to say all my work is the same. I told someone not too long ago that my writing was a lot like my reading, and that my reading was a lot like my eating — all across the board. Sometimes I'm in the mood for a beer, and sometimes I'm in the mood for a glass of cabernet sauvignon. I like Stephen King and I like William Shakespeare. It's all good.
I used to worry quite a bit about how I should label myself, but in the end, I'm just a writer. I write first to entertain. I write second to move. The only way I can do this is by writing what entertains and moves me, and then by hoping it does the same for you. I write under the desperate fear that you have something more pressing to do — kids to put to bed, dishes to wash, a burning house to flee — and that if I don't make my stories as engaging as possible, you will not only hurl my work across the room, but also curse my mother that she ever gave birth to the fool who would even dare rob you of a few precious moments on this Earth.
My hope is that you're a little like me — that you have a wide appetite, that you sometimes like nachos with melted cheese and other times you want filet mignon, and that it's all good.
Regarding the stories themselves, I don't want to say too much, because I think revealing much about the process behind a story is a bit like seeing that the wizard behind the curtain is a short, bald, frumpy man with glasses. It really does have the potential to ruin the fun.
But I will say that the oldest among them is "With Dignity," which was published in 1996 in a collection called Buried Treasures; they were stories that didn't see print when Pulphouse Magazine ceased publication and were eventually published by a fine writer named Jerry Oltion. It included work by such luminaries as Kate Wilhelm, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, and Nina Kiriki Hoffman, so though it was published on a very small scale, it certainly put me in rarified company. They were originally bought for the magazine by Dean Wesley Smith, who incidentally was the editor who bought my second story as well, meaning he gave me my start publishing short fiction twice — the first time when I was still in college, playing at being a writer, and the second eight years later, when I decided I was going to be one.
The most recent is the novelette "The Dinosaur Diaries," which was published in Realms of Fantasy. The fact that the oldest is barely 500 words and the most recent is 13,000 is something I find somewhat symbolic of how my writing has developed over the years. I wrote well over a million words of fiction between the penning of those two tales, some of which has made its way into print, but most of which will never see the light of day. But these eighteen, they are some of my best. At least I think so. You'll have to judge for yourself, of course.
Please don't curse my mother if you disagree.
Beyond that, I'll leave the stories to speak for themselves, which I think is generally the best idea.
Scott William Carter
December 2009
Ma found the dinosaur tracks shortly after supper.
Ashley and I were crouching in the cornfields, my hands inching under her bra. The sun was down, but the last remnants of hazy purple light clung to the overcast sky. Ashley was moaning and contorting her body toward me, and I thought maybe this was one of those rare times she would want to go all the way, when Ma's shrill cry silenced the chirping crickets. Normally I would have been pretty p-o'd at having her interrupt my private time with Ash, especially when I had a hard-on the size of a Buick, but her cry was too real to feel anything but dread.
There was only one other time Ma had cried like that—when she found Pa facedown in the barn one winter morning two years ago, stone dead from a heart attack.
I pulled away from Ashley, her long blond hair brushing against my nose. Her eyes were wide. We pushed through the head-high cornstalks back to the road and ran in the twilight toward the old barn. That's where Ma had been doing her night-wandering the last few weeks. The lingering heat of the day still clung to the air, but it was cooling fast, goose bumps prickling my bare arms.
"Ma?" I called.
We had reached the backside of the gray-weathered barn, and there were ominous gaping holes in both the roof and the sides. Big and boxy, the barn looked like a ghostly ship afloat on a sea of corn, a great rolling green sea that stretched up the gentle rise to the horizon. Our house was a quarter mile in the opposite direction, this barn all that was left from the fire that leveled our first home when I was a baby. My oldest brother, Harry, died in that fire. Ma and Pa couldn't find him, and when it was all over the firemen discovered his body in the back of his closet, where he must have gone hiding when he saw the flames. People always tell me Ma was never the same after that.
I was panting from the run—I was on the heavy side, and even a short dash left me winded—and I held my breath so I could listen. She didn't answer. Ashley adjusted her bra underneath her t-shirt. I was about to yell again when Ma cried out a second time. I followed her voice into the stalks, running full tilt, and very nearly plowed right into her. When I skidded to a halt, Ashley crashed into me, and then both of us went down at Ma's feet.
I spat out the dry, bitter dirt. Ma stood with her back to me. She was a big woman, bigger still since Pa died, and her white robe stretched tight across her back. The robe was pretty much all she wore, that and Pa's old army boots. Because she had shaved her head a week earlier, something she did two or three times a month when it struck her fancy, she had only a brown stubble of hair. The underside of her right arm was pink and splotchy in a webbed pattern, like a fleshy imitation of reptile scales. It was the scar that remained from when she ran through a wall of fire into my nursery all those years ago.
"Oh my," I heard her whisper.
"Ma?" I said.
When Ma didn't answer, I stood and helped Ashley do the same, then we both edged on either side of Ma. I saw right away what had so alarmed her.
An area of stalks about the size of a Volkswagen Beetle had been flattened. That wasn't what bugged me out, though. What bugged me out was the indentation in those flattened stalks, an indentation about three feet long and two feet wide with three front claws and a single back one. Anyone could tell right off that it belonged to something larger than an elephant, maybe three or four times as large, but I knew from Pa's books exactly what kind of creature had left those tracks—or at least what kind of creature someone wanted us to think had left them. As far as anyone knew, there was only one fossilized track that had ever been found, and this track was nearly an exact match.
A Tyrannosaurus rex.
"Check for others," Ma said, her voice choking.
"Ma—" I began.
"Check! Check!"
She began sobbing and Ashley put an arm around her. In something of a daze, I searched the stalks nearby, but didn't find any other indentations. I returned to the track and knelt beside it. It looked authentic, all right. The indentation was at least six inches deep in the soil at the toes, but only an inch or two deep at the heel. That made sense, because most paleontologists believed the T-Rex walked on its toes like a bird. Somebody had tried real hard to get the details perfect.
A cool breeze made the stalks around us shake and shimmy.
"You find any?" Ma asked in a quiet voice.
"No," I said.
The most obvious person behind the stunt would have been Ma, of course, but it would have taken something heavy, some big oil drums, maybe, and Ma got tired just lifting a jug of milk. But it had to be somebody who knew about Pa's fascination—some would say obsession—with dinosaurs, and Pa hadn't been the socializing type. In fact, I once overheard a hired hand joke to his girlfriend on the phone that Gary B. Dellanger must have been the only known hermit with a family.
So that left Ma, my little sister Harriet, and my older brother Chuck. Since Harriet never left the house unless the power was out, and Chuck, who was in college in Iowa City, told me on the phone he would rather ice skate in hell than come home, Ma was the most likely culprit.
Most likely, maybe, but not really likely at all.
"I think somebody," I said, choosing my words carefully, "is playing a trick on us."
"It's real," Ma said. "I saw it in a dream. It's real. It's a real dinosaur."
"Ma, it's only one track."
"It's your father. I saw this coming. I prayed for it."
She started crying again. Ashley rubbed her shoulders and made shushing sounds as you would to a crying baby. In some ways Ma looked a lot like a baby. There was the lack of hair, of course. She also had a puffy, round face, her features softly defined in that way that all baby's features are softly defined until they grow into toddlers. But with Ma, she did have distinctive characteristics (I had seen how she looked in her wedding album), but that face was hard to see under all the insulation.
"Ma," I said, "you should go inside."
"He's coming," she said. "He wants to help me. He was always there to help me and he wants to help me again."
"Now!" I snapped.
Ashley gave me a look—one of those how could you talk to your mother that way sort of looks—and turned Ma toward the house. "Let's go inside, Mrs. D," she said. "I'll make you some nice hot chocolate."
Ma went willingly, but she was mumbling the whole way. I bent down beside the track and impulsively touched the crushed stalks. My hand wasn't there a second before I jerked it back.
The track was cold, much colder than it had a right to be.
It took Ma a good hour to calm down, and by then it was time to put her to bed. We turned off Wheel of Fortune—it was better than a sedative for Ma—and Ashley helped me take her upstairs. I had cleaned her room that morning, but Ma had pretty much made a mess of it. That was normal.
Her crayon drawings covered the queen bed, the two dressers, and most of the floor. None of them looked like anything recognizable, just lots of colors and shapes. It was something she started after Pa died. She was still murmuring when I laid her down, but she was asleep by the time I tucked the sheets up to her double chin. I turned off the light, turned on her amber Navaho nightlight, and left the door open three inches just the way she liked it. At the other end of the dark hall, past my bedroom and Chuck's bedroom, both of which were dark, there was a blue strip of flickering light under Harriet's door.
"Should we tell her about it?" Ashley whispered.
"Nah," I said. "I'll tell her later."
After we cleaned up the rest of the dinner dishes, I walked her out to her Ford Ranger. The sky was dark and there was a fine mist in the air. Her tires still didn't have hubcaps. I had given her new ones for her birthday, but she hadn't gotten around to putting them on. I didn't know what to make of that. The truck was white, but you couldn't tell because of how much mud was caked to it. Going mudding—which pretty much consisted of driving around in muddy fields like a mad person—was one of Ashley's favorite activities. It also made her real horny, which of course made it one of my favorite activities, too.
She opened the door and climbed in, looking out at me through the open window. She was eighteen, a few months older than me. Her best feature was her big green eyes—elf eyes, Ma called them—and her face was kinda heart-shaped, with large cheekbones and a pointy chin. She said she was plain looking, but I didn't believe it.
There was no more horniness in her eyes this night, though. What was left was a look of sorrow and sympathy, the way you might look at a three-legged spaniel that's trying to play with the other dogs. And she was looking that way at me.
"You think she did it herself?" she asked.
"I don't know," I replied, and I really didn't. I was also thinking about how cold the track had felt when I had touched it.
She gripped the steering wheel, looking out the front window as if she was already on the road. "Who else could have done it? Who else would have done it?"
"You got me."
She shook her head. I didn't know if she was shaking her head at Ma or at me. Maybe both.
"You think any more about next month?" she asked.
Next month was when Ashley was moving to California, to start at the University of Santa Barbara in the fall. We had been together for about three years, serious for about two. For the last ten months, she had been trying to convince me to come with her. It irritated her to no end I hadn't even applied for any colleges, especially with my grades and SAT scores. Top of the class. Not that I had really tried. I guess that was one of the things I got from Pa. Book stuff always came easy.
"A little," I said.
"And?"
The breeze picked up and I looked out at the corn. In the near total darkness, I couldn't see much but shadows, but the fields moved as if waves were passing over them. At least that's what I imagined. I had never seen the ocean except on television.
"I want to go," I said, and that was the truth.
"But?"
"It's just . . . well, you know . . ."
"Jerry, you can't put your life on hold."
"Yeah."
"You're smart. Way too smart to stay here. You can't run this place by yourself, anyway. And your Ma's gotten a lot worse since your Pa died."
"Yeah." Our last hired hand, Ben, had left two months earlier when Ma told him to go seek his life's purpose. I had argued with her, but she wouldn't have anything of it. Besides, we wouldn't have been able to afford him anyway, what with her donating most of our money to all of her crazy organizations, another thing she started after Pa died. Harvest was coming up in October, and I was dreading it. "Yeah, I know. I just . . . She won't leave, Ash. And there's Harriet, too. As soon as Chuck comes back to help—"
"That's not happening and you know it."
I nodded. That was one thing that did make me mad, Chuck not willing to do his part. The last few months, he hadn't even returned my calls. But what was there to say? It was what it was.
I was leaning against her door, and she reached out and placed both of her hands over mine. Her hands were soft and warm. She didn't work on a farm like me. Her Pa owned the general store where we bought most of our groceries. "Jerry," she said, "you know I want you to come with me. But if you don't . . ."
Her eyes teared up, and I felt a tightening in my chest. She didn't have to say the rest. If I didn't come with her, she wasn't going to sit around pining for me.
Ashley looked away and quickly started the engine. She hated to cry almost as much as she hated to wear a dress. "Let me know how your Ma's doing tomorrow," she said, and then put the truck in gear and drove away.
I wanted to look at the track again, but it was too dark. I parked myself on the easy chair in the family room and endured one of Timothy Dalton's unfortunate turns as James Bond, then moseyed upstairs a little before eleven. The hardwood floors were cool under my bare feet. When I saw that the blue light was still under Harriet's door, I felt a sinking feeling in my stomach. I needed to tell her about the dinosaur track, but I was hoping to put it off until the next day. Now there was no reason to wait.
I eased open the door. I could only see her bunk bed and her bureau, awash with the flickering light. The computer was around the corner. Posters of all the Pokemon characters covered the walls. She hadn't played Pokemon in years.
"Harriet?"
I heard a few clicks of the keyboard. "I'm busy."
"Can I just talk to you for a minute?"
"Later."
"It's important."
She sighed. "Fine."
She hunched over her keyboard in the corner, her legs tucked underneath her on the swivel chair. She didn't look up when I entered. Her red hair was braided into a pony tail and stuck out through the back of her black baseball cap. Her ten-year-old body was painfully thin, the Spider-man t-shirt and purple pajama bottoms barely hanging on her body. She had always been thin, but since Pa died she almost never ate, no matter how often I bugged her about it.
A chess game was in progress on her monitor, and only a handful of pieces were left on the board. I watched as the black queen darted diagonally across the board and took the rook. It would be my sister's queen. She always played black.
"Take that," she said.
I stood off to the side of the desk so I could see her face. She had the hollowed-out look you see on the faces of starving Africans in the pages of National Geographic, her eyes deep sockets, her skin stretched tight against her cheekbones. If not for the emaciated look, though, she looked a lot like Ma did back in her yearbook. The hair she had gotten from Pa.
"I gotta tell you something," I said.
She clicked the keyboard a few times. "Bishop to Queen 8. This guy's good."
"It's something you should know," I continued. "I don't know what it means, but . . . well, Ma found this track out in the corn. It looks a lot like a dinosaur track. A T-Rex track, actually."
Her only reaction was to squint more intently at the monitor.
"It's not real, obviously," I said. "Somebody put it there. It may have even been Ma, though I doubt it."
"It wasn't her," Harriet said.
"Well, I don't really think it was her, but it was definitely . . ." I trailed off, her words finally registering. "What do you mean? You know something about this?"
"Knight takes bishop. I got 'em now."
"Harriet."
She bit down on her bottom lip.
"Harriet," I said, more insistently. "Harriet, if you know something . . . You didn't do it, did you?"
She snorted and finally looked at me. "Why would I do that?"
"I don't know, but—"
"It's stupid," she said, turning back to the monitor. "I mean, if he wants to talk to her, he should just talk to her. Not do stupid stuff like this."
I felt as if somebody had taken an ice cube and dropped it into the pit of my stomach.
"Who wants to talk to her?"
"Pawn to Rook eight!" she exclaimed. "I never saw that one coming!"
"Who?" I repeated.
"Well, Pa of course. Who else? I think I'll go with a castle move. Yeah, that should be good."
Dumbstruck, I stared at her. "What do you mean? Have you . . . talked to him?"
"Well, duh," she said, typing away.
"How? By phone?"
"Nah. On the computer."
"You can talk to him on the computer?"
She shook her head. "You're messing up my concentration. This guy has already beaten me twice."
"When does he talk to you on the computer?"
"He doesn't talk real talk, stupid. You can't do that in the game.”
"You play chess with him?"
"Mostly he just stops by when I'm playing other people, says hi and stuff. People can send messages in the all-chat area." She nodded at the monitor. "Yeah, I figured he'd take my pawn. Asshole."
I looked at the monitor. I was afraid some jerk-off was pretending to be Pa, hoping to seduce my sister. "How do you know it's really him?" I asked.
"Cause he knows stuff."
"What kind of stuff?"
"Just stuff, okay."
"No, it's not okay. I need to know about this, Harriet. This could be somebody dangerous."
She glared at me. "It's him, Jerry. He knows about the time you went swimming at Yankee Pond and knocked your head on the rock. He knows about how I used to have bad nightmares about the corn monsters when I was a little and how he used to sing me to sleep. It's him. He's the one who told me about the track. He said he was going to leave it for Ma to find. I told him it was dumb, but he didn't listen."
I swallowed away the coal-sized lump in my throat. She hadn't convinced me it was Pa. What she had convinced me was that this predator knew a lot of stuff about us, which was even weirder.
"When did this start?" I asked.
"A couple weeks ago."
"And you didn't tell me?"
She turned back to her game. "It didn't seem like a big deal."
"Somebody's pretending to be our dead Pa and it didn't seem like a big deal?"
I could see her jaw muscles tightening. "I don't care if you believe me or not. I just want to finish my game, okay?"
"You need to get some sleep."
"After I finish this."
"We'll talk more about this tomorrow."
She waved me away. Angry, I contemplated shutting her computer off, but I knew no good would come of it. I walked to the door, feeling queasy about what she had told me. I didn't want to believe it was Pa, told myself it was impossible, but even then part of me knew that something far stranger than an Internet predator was going on here.
As I was closing the door behind me, she spoke.
"Did you ever play chess with him?"
I looked back at her. She was still gazing at the monitor. "A couple times," I said. "Chuck played with him more often. It wasn't something I liked very much."
"Well, he sucks," she said. "Does dumb things for no reason. It's almost like he's trying to lose. You don't play chess like that. You play to win. Always to win."
She said it fiercely, as if to suggest otherwise was an insult to chess players everywhere. I shut the door, and as I headed back to my dark room, I thought about all the times Pa had lost to Chuck and me. In fact, I could never remember him winning even once. I always assumed it wasn't because he couldn't win, but because he couldn't bear to see us lose.
One of my earliest memories of Pa involved dinosaurs. That wasn't unusual. Nearly all of my memories of Pa had to do with dinosaurs in one way or another, since that was one of the few things that he liked to talk about.
It was just after supper, and the sun was creeping its way down to the white-washed horizon. Me and Chuck walked with Pa along our drive, the frozen snow crunching under our boots, our breaths frosting and blowing back hot on our faces. The telephone poles along the main road up ahead were the only thing breaking up all that white.
"My face hurts," Chuck sniveled. He was still nursing a cold. "I want to go inside."
Pa didn't answer, but he did grip my hand more tightly. I was six, Chuck ten. Harriet was not yet born. We had been living in the new house, the house we built after the fire, for just over five years. I remember how tall Pa seemed—tall and gangly like the scarecrow we had out in the vegetable garden. He wasn't really tall at all, hardly even six feet, but he towered over me and my brother. All three of us were bundled in multiple layers of clothing: wool caps, nylon gloves, hand-knitted scarves from Aunt Jeanie, and matching green parkas that Pa had bought on sale from a surplus store in Des Moines. Ice stuck to Pa's eyebrows.
My face hurt, too, but I didn't want to go back. Ma had been screaming and throwing pots all afternoon and it scared me. She just started doing that sometimes and everybody just got out of the way.
"Is it a real dinosaur, Pa?" I asked him.
"It's right up here," he said.
"But is it real?"
"You'll just have to see."
"I want to go back," Chuck said.
When we reached the end of our private road, where it joined up with the single-lane road that we shared with five other farms, I saw what Pa had wanted us to see: a dinosaur made of snow, twice as big as me.
"A T-Rex!" I exclaimed, letting go of his hand and running toward it.
I knew Pa had made it, but it still seemed magical. The details were so precise, right down to the jagged teeth and the flaring nostrils, and the deeper shadows of the low sun accentuated the curves and gave the dinosaur depth. The tail curled around its thick legs and clawed feet. I reached down to touch it.
"Careful," Pa said. "You don't want to break it."
"It's awesome!" I said.
"It's all right," Chuck said. "It's not like it's real or anything."
I looked at him. His red bangs stuck out from the end of his hat and partially covered his eyes. The end of his nose, a long beak nose just like Pa's, was red and blistered. I didn't understand why he had to be so mean. He was always saying mean stuff to Pa.
"Well, I like it," I said adamantly. "The T-Rex is my favorite."
"Mine, too," Pa said. He sounded proud.
"I want to go back," Chuck said.
"Then why don't you?" I shot back.
"Boys," Pa admonished.
"I will if Pa lets me," Chuck said.
Pa grimaced. His eyes, already small and recessed under his brow, squinted and nearly disappeared. "Best to give your Ma time," he said.
"Pa, what does the T-Rex eat?" I asked.
A smile creased Pa's face. "Now that's an interesting question," he said. "You see, most people think a Tyrannosaurus rex was a fearsome predator, and he may have been. He was definitely a carnivore. But there are signs he was more of a scavenger than a hunter. They say he was probably too slow to really track down prey, so he probably waited nearby while other more agile carnivores killed the prey, and then he moved in to take what was left. But he could certainly kill if he had to. One look at his teeth and you could see that." He paused. "Most scientists don't think there were ever many dinosaurs in Iowa, but this one here has an interesting story."
"It does?" I said. It was the most Pa had said at one time in as long as I could remember, and I wanted him to keep talking. I liked the sound of his voice.
"This is stupid," Chuck scoffed.
"Oh, yes," Pa continued, ignoring him. "Every dinosaur has an interesting personal history. This one was originally from the Rockies area, but he was a little small for his kind. It forced him to search far and wide for a mate, which was what brought him here. It's a long way to go for a dinosaur. In the end, he showed he was as strong as the rest, just in his own way."
"I'm going," Chuck said defiantly, and turned back toward the house.
"Son," Pa said.
Chuck kept walking, teetering from side to side as his boots sank into the crusty snow.
"Son," Pa said again. Even then he didn't raise his voice. He never raised his voice, even when Ma was saying the most awful stuff to him. "Son, I mean it now."
Chuck swiveled. "Or what? It's not like you're going to do anything."
"You need to give your Ma time," he said pleadingly.
"Time? How much? Harry died over five years ago, and she's still doing all this crap!"
"Son . . . Son, she's doing the best she can."
"She's crazy! She's crazy and you won't stand up to her. Somebody has to stand up to her." Tears streaked his frosted cheeks, leaving tracks in their wake. "Why don't you do something?"
When Pa didn't answer, Chuck stalked away. I watched my Pa's hand rise, reaching for my brother, then drop helplessly to his side. A stiff wind picked up, biting my ears even through the wool cap, and producing a sound I imagined was very much like the roar of a Tyrannosaurus rex.
The storm opened up late that first night after we found the T-Rex track. The lightning and thunder let up after a few hours, but the rain, tapping against the metal roof, continued for two days. I mostly stayed inside except to go out to feed the animals and milk the cows, but I did venture once over to the track. It was still there, though the well-defined edges had melted away. When I brought Ma her meals, I found her sitting in the rocker by her window, her girth spilling out between the cracks in the chair. She had her drawing pad in one hand and a crayon in the other, but she didn't draw anything. She just sat there and stared out the window, the wan, gray light making her look sad and old.
I tried to talk to Harriet, but she wouldn't have anything to do with me. Finally the storm broke that third morning, and by the time I was up, Ma was already clomping through the soggy fields in her boots, the mud spotting her robe. I wondered how long it would take for me to convince her to wash it.
The air was humid and thick with the smell of moist, fecund earth, but it was a welcome change from air so dry it had left my fingertips chapped. The sky was the color of tinsel, the sun invisible. When I was walking back to the house, the morning chores done and my stomach grumbling, I heard a wheezing truck coming up the lane.
I froze. I knew the sound. It was Pa's brother, Ed.
Sure enough, there was his metallic gray F-150 with the black topper jostling up the road. He honked his horn. I walked to our porch, put the horse brush down on the first step, and turned as he skidded to a stop only a few feet from me. Asshole did that all the time, and once even smashed the first post in the railing with his bumper when he showed up drunk and misjudged the distance.
The rattling, clanking engine chugged and died. He spilled out from the truck, a heavy man with face round and flat like a button, and spit onto the blooming yellow roses bordering the deck. Brown tobacco specks blemished the petals. His straw hat with the red bandana band was tilted back on his head, and I saw the white strip at the top of his forehead where the sun seldom reached. He wore his green and blue plaid shirt untucked, probably hoping it would hide his belly, but it was hard to hide when it was the size of beach ball. Dried mud caked the hem of his overalls.
He grinned at me. I say it was a grin, but it was only my interpretation of a grotesque expression that made an ugly face even uglier: he bit down on his lower lip with his buck teeth and lifted the corners of his mouth just a hair. The chew was split into two and bulged from both cheeks equally. It made me think of Rocky J. Squirrel of Rocky and Bullwinkle.
"Jer," he said.
"Hey there, Uncle Ed."
"Your Ma home?"
There was only one thing Edward Dellanger wanted from Ma, the same thing he had wanted from Pa: the deed to our land. I had gathered from bits of conversations over the years that Uncle Ed was still mad as hell that his father had willed the family land to the oldest brother rather than split it equally among all the brothers. There were four brothers in all, but the other two had gone into dentistry and had no interest in the land. Uncle Ed's bitterness on the matter had finally forced Pa to tell him to stay away, and he had until Pa died. It was the only time I could remember Pa actually getting mad at anyone.
That their father had given all the brothers enough money to buy their own land hadn't made a whit of difference to Uncle Ed. He owned five hundred acres twenty miles away, but he wouldn't rest until he had our measly hundred and twenty-seven acres too.
"She's out, sir," I said. I prayed she was far enough out in the cornfields that she wouldn't come back before he left.
He squinted at me. "Z'at right?"
"Yep. What can I help you with?"
"You know what it's about, boy. It's about doing the right thing."
I knew he had judged me as dumb as a turnip, so I played the part. "Sorry? I reckon I don't know quite what you mean."
He looked at me for a long time. "Well, that's all right, son. That's all right. It's for us adults to worry about anyway. You just go on tell your Ma that I'm still interested. She'll know what I'm talking about."
"Okay, sir," I said meekly. "I'll do that."
"That's right," he said, flashing me another one of his Rocky J. Squirrel smiles. "You be a good boy and tell her that. Hey, how old are you?"
"Seventeen. Almost eighteen, sir."
"Oh, that's plenty old enough. You wanna hear a joke?"
"Well, I've got my chores—"
"How many Mexicans does it take to screw in a light bulb?"
"I don't know, sir."
"Ten! But the first nine got electrocuted when they tried to put their peckers in the socket!"
He had barely finished the sentence and he was already breaking into guffaws of laughter. He bent over and slapped his knee, wheezing so hard his face turned red. I tried to laugh, but what came out sounded more like a cough. With his head still bent down, he looked up at me. "Get it? They thought to screw meant to screw! 'Cause that's what . . . they . . know . . . " He squeezed out the last few words before he lost the ability to speak in another fit of laughter.
As he continued to laugh, I saw over his shoulder a bit of white emerging from the stalks. It was one of those moments when you know exactly what's about to happen—and pretty much how awful it's going to be—and yet you're powerless to stop it. Uncle Ed was sobering up, rubbing his eyes and saying "oh, boy, screw, oh boy" over and over, and there came Ma out of the corn, her boots and most of her legs smothered in mud, her robe now looking like a piece of abstract art—brown specks on a white canvas. She took no more than two or three steps before jerking to a halt, looking at Uncle Ed. Her pale face went pink up from the cheeks on down her neck.
"Get off!" she cried.
Uncle Ed jumped as if he had been shot in the back. For just a second, I saw an expression of utter rage on his face before it was quickly replaced with the feigned politeness you get from car salesmen and bible thumpers. He turned, extending his arms as if awaiting a hug.
"Margaret!" he exclaimed. "My, how it's good to see you."
Each of Ma's bulging cheeks looked like ripe tomatoes. "Get off! Get off right now!"
"Now, Margaret—"
"Off!" She charged forward, arms pumping from side to side as if they were powering her body. "You get your filth off my land!"
Because of the angle, I could only see part of Uncle Ed's face, but I was sure I saw fear there. He took a step toward his truck, maybe to climb inside, but ended up leaning over the front tire as Ma cornered him. Her shaved head was speckled with mud. There was a fly perched on her neck that wasn't moving.
"You!" she cried, pointing a finger in his face. "You know you're not supposed to be here! Gary said you was to keep off and he meant it."
Uncle Ed was leaning so far back I thought he was going to fall onto the hood. "Now, Margaret, all that bad blood is behind us. I'm trying to do something nice—"
"Nice!" Ma shouted, spittle flying out of her mouth onto Uncle Ed's shirt. "You're trying to steal my husband's land. Steal it right out from under him! Dead or no, he wouldn't have it. The poison is in you, in you deep. You bring disease and foulness with you. Look at this weather! It's a harbinger of your filth. Filth!"
She spat the last word in his face. He twitched as if she had poked him with a cattle prod, stood absolutely still for a few seconds, then wiped his face with the sleeve of his shirt. Slowly, he slid away, not looking at Ma once, and eased his way around the side mirror to the driver side door. Ma watched him the way she watched me or the other kids when we'd just been told to go to our rooms.
He opened the door, started to climb inside, then looked at Ma. "I'm only asking for what's rightfully mine, and I'm trying to help you in the pro—"
"FILTH!" Ma shouted. "FILTH AND VILENESS!"
Uncle Ed leaped into his truck and slammed the door. I saw mostly whites in his eyes as he fumbled with the key and finally started the engine. Revving the truck, he looked out over the wheel, and just for a moment I thought he was going to mow Ma down. Then he put the car in gear, looked over his shoulder, and peeled away, his tires spitting mud up onto Ma as high as her waist.
She didn't move. When he had the car spun around, he shouted through his open passenger side window.
"You best sell now while the selling's good! Might not be any takers 'fore too long, the way you're running the place!" He shifted into first, squealed forward a few feet, then stopped again. "And get that pot hole out by your mailbox fixed! Damn thing will kill somebody!"
With that, his truck rattled away. Ma watched him go until he had reached the end of our drive, then, muttering to herself, walked past me without so much as a glance. It wasn't more than ten seconds later that the rain started up again—a filthy, vile rain that left me cold to the bone.
When I was sure that Uncle Ed was gone, I walked to the end of our drive. It only took a few seconds for the rain to soak my overalls and my hair, but I didn't care. I had to know. When I saw the pothole right there in the middle of the road, and its unmistakable shape, my heart began to pound.
Three feet long. Two feet wide. Three toes, the one in the middle the largest.
The mud was soft, and it only took a moment to use the side of my boot to make the track disappear.
I didn't tell Ma or Harriet about the second track. Harriet stayed in her room with the door locked, surfacing only for infrequent meals, and wouldn't talk again about Pa. Uncle Ed mailed us a long, typewritten letter two days later that sent Ma into a screaming rage. Usually, I managed to get to the mail before she did, but there were days when she saw the mail truck while she was out wandering, and if she did, she went straight for the box. She thrust the letter at me while I was milking one of our cows.
"See this!" she cried. "See this! The man won't leave us alone!"
Her robe was partially open, exposing the tops of her breasts. I had stolen the robe away from her room while she slept the previous night, so at least it was somewhat clean again. I wiped my hands on my pants and took the letter from her. The barn smelled of manure and hay, and the inside was dimly lit by the three fluorescent lamps still working. In the next stall, our horse, Ginny, whinnied. I read the letter quickly. It was nothing new. Just Uncle Ed going on and on about how the farm needed to stay with the brothers, that Ma was running it into the ground, and with interest rates low this was the best time to sell. I handed it back to her.
"Your Pa would be so mad if he saw this," Ma said. "He'd give that man a piece of his mind."
I knew Pa would do no such thing, but I nodded. The truth was, I was getting more nervous about October. I didn't know how I would manage to run the combines by myself, let alone do everything else. We had never made a lot of money from our small production, and with one bad harvest we'd lose everything. I knew it. I had been paying the bills and signing Ma's name.
I didn't want to sell to Uncle Ed no matter what, but something had to be done. Between the farm chores, making meals for the family, and keeping up around the house, I was surviving on four hours sleep a night.
"Ma," I said. "We need to get some help if we're going to do the harvest."
She shook her head. "Can't have no one else on this farm but family. The future is clear."
"But if I don't get help, I can't do it."
"The land will provide."
"It's not the land I'm worried about. It's me."
She smiled. "You're a strong boy. Almost a man. You'll get it done. Your father would be proud."
She turned and walked away, the letter crumpled in her fist. I wanted to strangle her. Later, when Ashley was over helping me with dinner, which she did a couple times a week, she said something that surprised me.
"Maybe you should try to get your brother to help out again," she said.
I paused stirring the sauce, which smelled of mushrooms and garlic, and looked at her to see if she was serious. She was looking down into the pot of boiling noodles, and the steam enveloped her face. She wore a Pearl Jam T-shirt and cut-off jeans, her hair pulled back into a pony tail and tied with a rubber band.
"I thought you said—" I began.
"I know," she said. "But you need help and he's your best bet. Lay the guilt trip on him. It's not fair that he can be in college while you work your tail off here."
"He won't answer the phone."
"Then drive out there."
"Huh? I can't leave Ma and—"
"It'll only take you a couple of hours. You can go tomorrow afternoon. I'll get off early from the store and watch the place for you."
I knew her real reason for me to get Chuck was to try to free me up to go to California, but I didn't say so. I didn't see how that was going to happen. Even with my brother's help, it would still take two of us to run the farm. I also knew that if she really wanted me to join her, she would have just let the farm go under, which meant she was putting my need to save the place above her own interests.
I kissed her on the cheek, a cheek moist from the steam, and she looked at me in surprise.
"What's that for?" she asked.
"For being the best girlfriend a guy can have," I replied.
So the next day, with the skies again clear and blue, I took to the road in Pa's old '79 Thunderbird. It was white with a black top, a top he had replaced after a nasty hailstorm back in the eighties. Flat and rectangular, the car looked like a rather thick playing card, but it drove well. I worked my way north along the smaller web of highways, hit I-80, and then two hours later rolled into Iowa City. The University of Iowa was downtown, and I parked at a pay meter in front of the Iowa Memorial Union, which looked out over the Iowa River. There were plenty of students walking about, which surprised me, because it was summer.
The whole thing was crazy. I didn't even have an address. But I found a student directory, and as luck would have it, Charles L. Dellanger was in there, and even luckier, he was living in Stanley Residence Hall on campus. I walked the short distance to the hall and walked inside as someone was leaving. Just like that, I was standing in front of his second floor room.
He flung the door open on the third knock, shirtless and wearing orange Bermuda shorts. A silver peace symbol on a leather strap hung around his neck. He was taller and skinner than me, plus his once red hair had been bleached blond. He had let it grow to his shoulders in the nine months since I had seen him last. He was also paler than I remembered. No more farmer tan.
"Holy shit," he said.
I smelled marijuana smoke wafting out of his room. The only reason I knew the smell was that Ashley and I had tried it once—tried it and hated it. Behind him I saw that his computer was on, and that there were sticky notes all over the monitor. The shades were closed, only a lamp clipped to his headboard lighting the room. On the rumpled bed on the other side of the room were stacks of comic books. Green Lantern, by the looks of them. He had been collecting them forever.
"Can I come in?" I asked.
"What do you want?"
Chuck was always one to get right to the point. I swallowed, realizing this was most likely not going to go well.
"I just want to talk," I said.
"'Bout what?"
"Just stuff. Can I come in?"
"Well, I was kinda busy."
"Bagging comics and smoking pot?" I said sarcastically. I wondered if his scholarship would be revoked if they knew he was buying weed with the money.
He looked at me, squinting as if there was something on the end of my nose. "I'm taking a break. So sue me. But I got a lot of studying to do."
"Chuck, I came a long way."
"I go by Charlie now."
"Fine, Charlie—"
"My girlfriend likes it better. Says it sounds sexier. Like Charlie Sheen."
"That's great. Think I can have just a few minutes of your time?"
He sighed and walked away from the door, which I realized was the only invitation I was going to get. I followed, closing the door behind me. You could actually see the mist in the air. He launched himself onto his narrow bed, one bare foot draped over the side, and proceeded to leaf through one of his comics. Posters of Superman, Wonder Woman, and the Green Lantern covered the walls. A microwave sat on the small refrigerator in the corner, an empty popcorn bag on the floor next to it.
I look a seat in the swivel chair in front of the computer. "Look, I'll get right to the point," I said. "I need you to come home and help with the farm."
He turned a page. "Uh huh."
"I can't do it by myself. We need you."
"What about the hired hands?
"Ma fired them."
He snorted. "Figures."
"I can't reason with her."
"Big surprise."
"That's why we need you. Harriet needs you. Ma needs you."
His jaw tensed. He flipped a few more pages in silence, then picked up a clear plastic bag from a box on the floor and slipped the comic inside. Finally, he looked at me. There was rage in his eyes for a moment, then it slipped away and he looked sad.
"You came all the way out here to beg for my help?" he asked.
"I don't know what other choice I have."
"Sure you do. You can leave just like I did."
I shook my head. "I can't do that."
"Why not?"
I felt my own rage and resentment bubbling to the surface. "Because I actually care what happens to Ma and Harriet."
"Ah, they'll be fine. Listen, you can't let her drag you down, man. You've got to get out of there. I got out and I ain't ever going back no matter what. When the farm goes under, she'll be forced to come to grips with reality. Until then it's crazy day everyday on the Dellanger farm. Trust me. You leave and you'll be doing her a favor."
I sat there and stewed in my anger. I hated the casual way he talked about our family's problems. I hated how he called me "man" as if he was some kind of New Age hippie. I hated that he didn't have the foggiest notion of what it meant to actually be responsible.
I realized that nothing I said would change his mind about coming back, and that my being there was a mistake.
"Okay," I said, rising, "thanks, then. I best be getting back."
"Back to shoveling cow shit, huh? What a life."
He laughed. He didn't even get up to let me out, just sat there smirking at me with his fingers clasped over his chest. When I was at the door, he spoke again.
"Hey, man," he said.
"Yeah?"
"Look, no hard feelings, you know? I mean, you're my brother, but we've all got to do what's in our best interest. If Pa had done that, he'd still be alive today. Seriously. He should've put Ma in a home. Sold the farm and done something he really wanted to do. A million things. But he did nothing. He just let life happen to him because he was too scared to make something happen on his own, and then all of Ma's crazy shit just wore him down and killed him. Don't be like that, Jerry."
I wished he was standing so I could punch him the face. Instead, I turned and walked out.
When I was ten, I wanted a Gameboy real bad. It was November, nearly Thanksgiving, and Pa was out working the combine. It was late for harvest, but that happened sometimes. Ma was out doing grocery shopping with little Harriet. Chuck was at school. I was supposed to be in bed with the flu. I was sneaking around in the basement, looking for Christmas presents, when I found Pa's Dinosaur Diaries.
The dusty steps creaked under my bare feet. My thin cotton pajamas did little in fending off the cool air. My nose was plugged, my forehead warm, and I had been on and off the toilet most of the morning. I searched by the weak daylight slanting in from the high windows, afraid that if I turned on the overhead lights Pa would see them and know I was down here. The two freezers hummed. I searched the workbench area first, didn't find anything, then moved to Pa's reading corner. It was a nook created by three pine bookshelves, and they were packed with all his dinosaur books—hundreds of them, some shiny new, some with old library stickers on them. A metal desk sat in the center, a reading lamp with a movable arm clipped to one of the shelves.
The corner was too far away from the windows to see much, so I risked turning on the lamp. Pa had expressly forbid us from being around his desk without him, so my heart was pounding hard. I searched the drawers, didn't find anything, and then on a whim decided to search behind the books.
I didn't find a Gameboy. But I did find a black book with a soft leather cover on the bottom right shelf, behind a four-volume Time Life set on dinosaurs. Curious, I pulled out the book. The leather was lightly pebbled. I thought it was a bible at first, but when I opened it, I saw lined pages filled with Pa's tiny, compact handwriting:
Third sun after full moon — Hunted brontosaurus today. Mate stayed to guard eggs. She will not leave the eggs. It rained hard and long.
Eight sun after full moon — More rain. Colder, and the sore from the fight with the Stegosaurus will not heal. Fed on a half-eaten Allosaurus carcass. The meat was rotting. It was not a good day, but I am strong and will survive.
The book went on for page after page like that until a third a way to the end, where the pages were blank. I was only brave enough to look at it for a few minutes before putting it back where I found it, and I was afraid for weeks that Pa would know I had touched it. He never said anything about it, though now and then he looked at me in a strange way that made me think he knew.
I never found the presents, but I did get a Gameboy that Christmas.
Ashley cried when I told her what happened with Chuck. The way she carried on, you'd think I'd died or something.
Three days later, another track appeared, this one behind the barn. Ma found it first and went into hysterics, then spent the next day- and-a-half locked in her room. Two days after that, we found another, this one by the house, and after that they showed up every day or so. Always the same T-Rex track. Always just one. I stopped trying to cover them up. I also stopped trying to convince myself it was just somebody's prank.
They were starting to make me afraid.
The other thing that showed up more often were Uncle Ed's letters, each one more desperate-sounding than the last. I didn't get to read all of them—Ma tore up plenty of them unopened—but the ones I did were comical in their reasoning. We should sell him the land because it was right. We should sell him the land because we were Americans and Americans would help each other out. We had to think of his family, especially his two sons (he didn't mention his daughter). They deserved it as their inheritance. Also included were pictures cut out from travel magazines, of tropical locales around the world. Hawaii. Tahiti. Puerto Vallarta. Scrawled on these pictures in black marker were comments like "Great this time of year!" or "I think you'd enjoy visiting this one!" The image of Uncle Ed sitting at his kitchen table and using a pair of scissors to neatly cut out the pictures made me laugh. Then it made me mad.
His price kept going up until it was nearly double what he first offered, far over market value. It was a lot money. Enough to put Ma in some type of home. Enough to put Harriet in a boarding school. Enough to at least give me a running start at college. But I never seriously considered encouraging Ma to sell it to him. That's when I realized that maybe I didn't really want to sell it, that it wouldn't matter if it was Uncle Ed or somebody else, and even though I sensed it was true, it was tough to swallow.
I hated farming. I hated every minute of it. I had always hated it, probably hated it as much as my brother hated it, and I could never see that changing.
I was also afraid of doing anything else.
Two weeks after returning from seeing Chuck, I drove over to see Ashley. We were closing in on August, and the date of her departure was ten days away. I wasn't looking forward to what I had to do. I could have waited until the last minute, but that wouldn't have been fair. She deserved to have her mind clear of Iowa cobwebs when she arrived in California.
"You don't have to do this," she pleaded.
The sun was low in the sky but not yet down. She lived in a double-wide trailer behind their store, a store which sat on the edge of one of the many two-lane highways that crisscrossed Iowa. We sat in the T-Bird in their gravel driveway, a giant oak shielding us from the sun. We were facing the trailer, and I saw the flicker of the television through the closed kitchen blinds. Behind us, an eighteen wheeler rumbled past, stirring up waves of dust.
"I think I do," I said. I was trying my best to keep from choking up. Later. Just not now. If I did, she'd break down and then it would be much worse.
She squeezed my hand. Her fingers were small and cold, not at all like her fingers usually were. "We could write. I could come visit during the holidays. In a couple of years—"
"No," I said.
"But why?"
"Because you don't need to be thinking about me way out here in Iowa when you've got all those things to do in California. It's not right."
"But I love you."
I had to keep looking through the mud-streaked windshield at her trailer. If I looked at her, I would lose all ability to speak.
"I love you, too," I said. "Always will, Ash. But my place is here. Yours is there. And nothing's going to change that."
She started crying then, leaning into my shoulder, and I put my arm around her. In some ways I was glad because I didn't think I'd be able to keep up my brave face much longer. I had told her I loved her, but I said it in the matter-of-fact way you'd tell your favorite aunt you loved her. It didn't sum up at all how I really felt. She had been with me for years, staying by me when she had every reason to leave. I had imagined putting a ring on her finger lots of times. She meant everything to me. I would be completely lost without her.
And I knew if I told her that, she'd never go.
After Pa's funeral, when all the relatives were talking in low voices in the living room, I stole away into the basement and looked behind the Time Life set for Pa's Dinosaur Diary. There was nothing there. I searched everywhere—behind all the books, in the desk, even in the workshop area—but it wasn't to be found. When I was about to give up, I saw a crumpled sheet of paper with my father's handwriting on it in the tin garbage can. I pulled it out, smoothing the paper on the desk. It was about a third-filled with the same strange diary entries:
Seventh sun after full moon — Food is scarce. Mate is not well. It is hard to both hunt and look after the hatchlings. But I am strong. I am strong enough for all of us.
Twelfth sun after full moon — There is a great storm brewing on the horizon. I sense its approach. I sense it may be the end of me. I want to run. I want to
The entry stopped like that, in mid-sentence. But there were a couple more lines below, in bold, blocky lettering:
I AM A TYRONOSAURUS REX, THE STRONGEST OF ALL THE DINOSAURS. I AM BRAVE. I AM POWERFUL. AND THERE IS NOTHING LIFE CAN DO TO ME THAT I CANNOT ENDURE.
When I read the final line, I buried my head in my arms and cried. I cried for the man I knew, and for the man I knew he wished to be. I cried because he had torn out the page from his diary and thrown it away, and I had no idea why.
I had seen his placid face in a walnut casket, I had put my arm around my crying mother, I had watched his coffin being lowered into the ground, but that was the first time I truly realized he was gone.
"Jerry?"
I was so astonished to hear my sister's voice in the barn that I dropped the horse brush in the hay. Our dun snorted and fidgeted. Harriet leaned over the gate, a skeleton in t-shirt and jeans, the baseball cap on her head turned backwards. The circles under her eyes were so big they looked like the eye-black football players wore to deflect the sun. She had hardly said a word to me since that night she told me about playing chess with Pa, and she certainly hadn't been out of the house.
"Hey," I said. "Something the matter?"
"No, not really. I just need to tell you something. I should have told you before. I just . . . I didn't feel like it."
I walked over to her. "What is it?"
She swallowed. "Well, it's Pa. It's . . . It happened before I talked to you. We were playing, and I don't know why I said it, but I told him I was mad at him. I told him I was mad at him for leaving us."
"You did?"
She nodded. Her eyes were tearing up. "I shouldn't have done it. He said he was sorry, and that he loved me, but he couldn't change it. He said he wished he could have been stronger for us. I didn't say anything, and then he didn't show up again. He hasn't showed up since. Jesus, Jerry. He must think I hate him. I just . . . I just thought you should know."
She turned and walked back toward the house.
A few days after Ashley left for California, I woke in the middle of the night. I thought I heard something—a distant crackling, like fireworks over the hill. Moonlight streamed in from the window, so bright I could see the posters on my walls. The sheets were a tangled, sweaty mass wrapped around my legs. The curtains billowed in the breeze coming from the open window. I didn't hear anything, and then I realized how strange that was. The crickets were silent.
I was beginning to think I had dreamed the sound when it came again, far out in the fields, and this time it sent my pulse racing. I knew what it was. It was the sound of something crunching the cornstalks.
It came a third time. Then a fourth. Closer.
I slipped from bed, naked except for my boxers, and walked barefoot to the window. I looked out at the silvery fields, able to see all the way to the horizon. The crunch came again. This time I actually saw a gap appear in the stalks not too far out. There was nothing there to produce the gap, but it still had appeared.
I also saw something else. Ma stood at the edge of our drive, right where the fields began, her white robe glowing as if it had been painted with the moonlight. She stood still and silent, looking up at where I imagined the head of the T-Rex would be. Another crunch, another gap. Then the gaps were right by Ma, and still she didn't move.
She stood like that for a long time, then turned back toward the house. The sounds didn't come again.
The storm clouds blew in the next day, thick and ominous. The tracks were everywhere now, and there was no denying something was happening. I just wished I knew what it was.
Ma gathered up me and Harriet after dinner and told us she had something to say. We sat on the moss green couch in the family room and she paced back and forth in front of us. She clutched a stack of her drawings in each hand, and she waved them at us when she was talking. She said a whole bunch of stuff that made no sense to me, stuff about the planets and the signs all being right, and then she laid the bombshell on us.
"I talked to your father," she said, and for a moment she seemed absolutely lucid. "I talked to him last night and he told me it's time for you to leave. You need to leave to be safe. So I want you to pack your bags and take the car."
"Ma!" I exclaimed.
"I'm not leaving you," Harriet said.
"Don't argue with me, little girl," Ma said. "It must be done." She patted both our cheeks. "I'm sorry I couldn't be a better mama for you both. I wanted to, you know. I wanted everything to be so perfect. I thought it could be perfect, if you wanted it bad enough. And then your brother Harry died . . ." She trailed off, and her eyes took on a far-off look.
"Ma," I said, "we're not leaving. You need us here."
Her face darkened. The sane woman who had made a brief appearance was again gone, and she screamed at us. "You need to listen to your mother!"
When neither of us offered a reply, she tossed her stack of drawings into the air and stormed out of the room.
"I can't be responsible! You should go tonight!"
Her drawings wafted down to the floor like snowflakes. I expected more crazy swirls of color, but when I saw what she had drawn, I froze.
Every single one was a Tyrannosaurus rex.
They came the same night Ma told us to leave.
I lay in bed, listening to the distant rumble of thunder. The temperature had dropped, but it hadn't rained yet. The cool wind rustled my curtains, made goose bumps break out on my arms. I was thinking about getting up and closing the window when I heard a car or truck rumbling up our drive.
My breath lodged in my throat, I went to the window, and saw the gray van screech to a halt just inches from our porch. The license plate was obscured with mud. When I saw the two men in the front seats with pillowcases over their heads, big, jagged ovals cut out for the eyes, I froze. The clouds had smothered any moonlight or starlight, so the farm beyond the reach of our porch lights was a shapeless void.
They piled out of the van, a half dozen men. The pillowcases were various colors, everything from white to navy blue. It wasn't until I saw a flicker that I realized they were carrying torches. Soon all the torches were ablaze. Only one of them didn't have a torch, and the others watched silently as this man approached our house.
The creak of his foot on our porch finally snapped me back to my senses. My heart pounding, I rushed to Harriet's room and was about to bang on the door when it opened. She was dressed in shorts and a yellow tank-top, and by the alarmed look on her face I knew she had already seen what was outside.
"Come on," I said, running for Ma's room.
There were footsteps on the stairs. I heard thunder, and it was closer. I reached Ma's room, tried the knob, and found it locked. She never locked the door. I banged on it hard.
"Ma! We have to get out of here!"
The door didn't open.
"Ma!"
"Come on!" Harriet shouted behind me.
A small voice from within came back: "You kids go on. You're better off without me now."
"No!" I protested. "Ma, we're not leaving without you. You have to come."
Harriet screamed. I turned to see the man rounding the corner, his eyes bright white inside his dark pillowcase. By his size and shape, he could have been Uncle Ed, and I figured he was. I wished a lot of things in that moment. I wished I had bothered to move Pa's rifle up from the basement. I wished I had actually learned how to shoot a rifle. I wished I had worked harder to convince Ma to leave.
Hollering, I threw myself at the man and landed both my fists in his belly. He groaned and staggered back, but he didn't go down. He smelled like sweat and tobacco. I threw myself at him again and he grabbed my wrists and threw me against the wall. Harriet shrieked and launched herself at him, and he grabbed her and tossed her over his shoulder. With her pummeling his back, he turned and started back down the hall. I was on the carpet wheezing, and I grabbed at his ankle.
He kicked my hand away. "You best come with me if you know what's good for you," he said. He had dropped his voice, but I could still tell it was Uncle Ed.
"You bastard!" I said.
By the time I managed to stand, he was halfway down the stairs, Harriet screaming the whole way. I started after him, then thought about Ma still in her room, and stood there paralyzed.
"Come on, Ma! We have to go!"
I heard the downstairs door banging open. My sister cursed. I heard a slap, and then she was silent.
Not wanting to leave Ma, but not wanting to leave my sister with my asshole uncle, I stumbled down the stairs after him.
"Now!" I heard a man shout outside.
When I staggered onto the porch, I saw the men flinging their torches onto the house. I smelled gasoline. The man I assumed was Uncle Ed still had Harriet over his shoulder, but she was limp. I covered my head with my arms and leapt off the porch as the roof exploded in flames. At the same time, another peal of thunder rolled out over the farm.
I landed hard in the dirt. One of the men grabbed me and pinned me in his arms. I struggled, but he was much bigger than me, and I couldn't break his grip. The flames roared across the roof. All I could think about was Ma still inside.
"No!" I cried. "Ma! Ma!"
It started to drizzle. I wish I could say that the drizzle became a downpour, strong enough to put out the fire, but that's not what happened. That house was already so hot it was certain to burn to the ground, and there was little anyone could do to stop it. After tiring of struggling against my captor, I stood numbly and watched.
Then I heard another noise, a boom that was right upon us. I thought it was thunder at first, but it was too close and too loud. It came again, longer and deeper, and my captor loosened his grip. The sound was coming from the fields behind us.
It wasn't thunder. It was a roar.
All the men turned toward the fields and back-stepped toward the house. I wiped the water out of my eyes. I could only see the first few cornstalks, like bars in a gate. Everything beyond was murky darkness. Now there was another sound, and I recognized it immediately: it was the same sound from the night I saw Ma standing at the edge of the field, the sound of something heavy crunching down on the cornstalks. The men were now moving toward their van, none of them looking away from the approaching footsteps.
I saw Harriet had been left on the ground, unconscious, and I went to her and lifted her upright. She was as light as a broom.
"Wake up," I told her.
"Hmmh?" she said. Her eyelids fluttered.
"Come on, come on!"
The cornstalks next to us suddenly smashed to the ground, first one area, then another ten feet away. Harriet's eyes popped open. She jumped toward me, and I lost my balance and landed hard on my backside, her on top of me. Tracks—tracks I had gotten so used to seeing the past weeks—had appeared in the dirt. We looked up into the fine mist of rain. I saw nothing at first, but then the wind shifted, blowing smoke from the house right over us, and for a moment I saw the shape of the T-Rex's monstrous jaws in the shifting vapors.
The men must have seen it, too, because they ran for the van. Another track appeared, this one right next to us, and I felt the earth shake. The T-Rex roared, making my ears ring. I grabbed Harriet's head and pulled her down flat to the ground. Another track appeared up ahead, and then I felt the rush of air that must have been its tail passing over us. The tracks continued halfway to the house, then stopped.
The van squealed in reverse, doing a half circle, the tires already spinning in the other direction. I heard the T-Rex's booming steps, and this time they were moving toward the van. Again the thing passed through the smoke, and this time I saw its entire body. The huge, teeth-lined mouth. The puny arms. The massive, muscular legs. The legs appeared to move languidly, but because of the creature's size, it moved forward as fast as a galloping horse.
The dinosaur roared again.
The van was picking up speed, racing beyond the reach of our porch lights. The tracks appeared like bomb craters, each one coming faster. Another few seconds and the van would have gotten beyond the T-Rex's reach, but then there was a metallic boom and the van slid to the side like a croquet ball being struck by a mallet. The van rolled a dozen times before coming to a rest in the field, then burst into flames.
The house, totally consumed by the fire, was collapsing. The entire second floor was gone. I looked up and to my amazement saw Ma, her face and robe coated in soot, standing where her room would be. I ran toward the house, but couldn't get within three steps because the fierce heat pushed me back.
"Ma!"
The booms came again, the tracks now coming toward us, and my sister rushed into my arms. I thought that was it, the dinosaur was coming for us too, but the tracks veered at the last second toward the house. One footprint smashed through the porch, then another. The head appeared, wreathed in flames, stretching toward my mother. I was sure it was going to snap her up in its jaws, but instead it poised in front of her, and she climbed up onto its head.
Then she was lifted up and out of the fire. The thunderous steps came again, and the tracks moved off toward the cornfields. I watched as the dinosaur disappeared as it left the smoke, and then it seemed as if my mother rode an invisible magic carpet into the darkness. Soon the sounds of its footsteps receded, and with a final, distant roar, they were gone.
If you read the police report about what happened that night on the Dellanger farm, you'll see that it says that Ma burned up in the flames. No one ever found a body, but they claim that the gasoline-induced inferno consumed every last bit of her. My sister and I never contradicted them.
They also had a hard time piecing together exactly what caused the van to crash. Driver error is what it says in the report, although it seems hard to explain how driver error could cause the massive dent in the side of the van. But nobody seemed to want to work very hard to investigate, especially after it was obvious the men had deserved their deaths.
The fierce rainstorm that opened up that night also washed away a lot of things that might have raised questions, but there were still the unusual crushed areas in the cornfields. Nobody knew what to make of those. I told them I was learning how to make crop circles. That got them to laugh, and they never brought it up again. They seemed relieved to believe something.
I put the land on the market at a bargain basement price, and it only took a month to find a buyer—a farmer nearby who needed more food for his livestock. I also turned eighteen in the meantime, and the judge awarded me custody of Harriet. We are staying in a motel until the deal closes in a few days, a motel right off I-80, surrounded by oaks turning red and crimson.
The summer is gone. Fall is upon us. When the papers are signed, we'll hop in the T-Bird, everything we own packed into the back seat and trunk, and drive west until we reach the ocean. California is beckoning.
Even if things work out with Ashley, I have no illusions life will be easy. For some people, life is just hard. But whatever challenges lie ahead, I no longer fear them.
My father was a Tyrannosaurus rex, and he was strong in his own way. But I am only a man.
Yet I am brave.
And I am powerful.
And there is nothing life can do to me that I cannot endure.
Whipping around the sharp bends, tires squealing on wet asphalt, Simon pushed his little Miata close to eighty. The wall of pine trees on both sides, as well as the black sky above, created a dark tunnel into the hills. He was thinking about making it to the coast before midnight, early enough to squeeze in a few hands with the late night poker crowd at the casino, and he didn't see the motorcycle until he was almost on top of it. With no taillight, and with its rider clad in black, the bike emerged from the dreary gloom like a moth alighting on his windshield.
"Holy mother of—" he cried, stomping on his breaks.
The seat belt snapped taut against his chest. His car fishtailed, back tires screaming, front end coming inches from the bike's mud-caked license plate.
Up close, the Miata's headlights slashed through the rain and the dark, illuminating the man and his bike in vivid detail. The guy's glistening jacket bore a striking design: a white bear head in profile, glowing as if luminescent. It was the only thing on the rider that wasn't black; pants, boots, even the helmet melted with the stormy night, making the bear appear to hover over the road.
Simon didn't know much about motorcycles, but the bike was definitely too sleek and compact to be a Harley. It looked like it belonged on a racing track, not a highway.
Heart pounding, Simon eased off the biker. He would have thought the commotion would startle the guy, maybe caused him to swerve, but the biker's only reaction was to turn his head halfway around, just far enough that Simon's headlights appeared on the helmet's mirrored faceplate like a pair of hot ember eyes. The guy looked for a moment, then turned back to the road.
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