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LOGAN


I look at the lines I’ve just written, read them again, then again. I don’t like them. Walt Whitman and Robert Frost probably never wrote such horrible poems. Maybe if I add one more couplet to the one I have, it won’t be so bad. I tap the eraser of my pencil against my chin, something I always do when I think. Studying the early night, I look for clues, searching for something that will move me. It’s a hot, still night in late May, the first weekend of summer vacation. Off to my left, somewhere in the pecan grove, a cricket is singing. It’ll have to do.


Sitting on the grass beneath a full moon,

I think about you, hope to see you soon.

A lonely cricket sings a lonely song;

I know he’ll be singing it all night long.



The lines stare back at me. I murmur them to myself, not bold enough to shout them to the stars. They’re soooo bad. I don’t understand it. Every line has the same number of syllables. The rhymes are real and aren’t corny, like when I once rhymed “short stack” and “six-pack.” That was back in freshman year, though. That’s when my Robert Frost kick began, all because of one silly report about how landscape is a metaphor for human things. It felt like some sort of magic language that poets spoke. I thought maybe I could do it—make the metaphors, make the magic. Like crickets can be hearts singing or something. I don’t know. By this time, as a high school junior ready for my senior year, I should be able to do something better than the words staring back at me from the lined paper of my composition notebook.

Somewhere behind the barn a cow lows. No way I’m adding that to my future trash can ball. Nobody wants to read about contented cows standing around at night. Maybe that’s my problem. All I know are dairy cows, pecan trees, and farm machinery. And fishing. And hunting. But those are things every farm boy in Cherokee County, Oklahoma, knows. No magic. Nothing special.

I close my notebook. The problem is that I can’t write about being lonely and longing for somebody because I’m really not. Sure, it’d be nice to have a steady girl, I guess. Maybe. I don’t know, though. Me and my best friend, David Thompson, used to hang out all the time, fishing in the morning and hunting at night. David got a girlfriend, Yesenia, and I hardly ever see him. He goes to a lot of movies up in Tahlequah now.

I lie back on the old blanket I spread on the lawn and stare up at the stars. Thunder, my bloodhound, takes that as a sign that I need his attention. He burrows his nose in my armpit, then runs his snout under my arm until my hand comes to rest on the back of his head. I scratch behind his ear, but I’m not really into it.

Maybe there’s something wrong with me. I mean, really. Here I am lying on a blanket just out of sight of the house where my parents and sisters are sleeping, staring up at the stars because I can’t write poetry. Poetry! It seems almost ridiculous. My best friend has a girlfriend, and all I really feel is jealous that I never get to see him anymore.

“Wow. Thunder, am I weird or what?”

His only answer is a snort, which is pretty appropriate given the question. Then he looks at me with those sad brown eyes. There’s not another dog in the world that looks as sad as a bloodhound. I laugh at him a little, then bring my other hand over to grab the skin behind his face in both hands and push it backward, pulling out some of the wrinkles. He patiently stares at me, waiting for this old and silly game to be over.

Last summer at this time, David would have been over here spending the evening with me. We’d play video games and eat popcorn (and anything else that we could sneak) and talk about fishing and hunting and girls. But David doesn’t have to talk about girls anymore. He has a girlfriend.

“Remember when David pulled that snapping turtle out of the river?” I ask Thunder, who continues to ignore me. That had been a good day last summer. We drove my pickup truck over to the Illinois River and had our lines in the water way before the sun came up. At about dawn the fish started biting and we pulled out channel catfish and sand bass for a while, then the day got hot and the fish stopped biting. But David swore he could still catch something.

“You won’t catch anything until it cools off,” I told him.

Still, he kept casting his line. Finally he put a regular old earthworm on the hook, set the weight so the worm would go deep, and threw it in and sat down beside me and our lunch. He was halfway through a ham-and-cheese sandwich when his line jerked.

“Ha! Told ya!” He jumped up and started reeling. Ah, but he was too proud. He kept turning around and taunting me and didn’t even look to see what was on his line when it came out of the water. “Who said I couldn’t get another fish?”

Then he reached for his line. When his hand touched that turtle’s belly, the thing let go of the worm. The hook never set. The turtle fell to the ground. Snapping turtles can be aggressive, and pretty fast for turtles. It went after David’s foot.

I laugh out loud remembering David dancing around on that ledge a few feet above the water until he finally got a good angle and kicked the turtle back into the river. “That was a good day,” I tell Thunder.

Another cow lows. I check out Thunder, who has perked up. That cow isn’t simply making a contented noise in the night. Another cow, a little farther away, moos. Thunder jerks his head out of my hands and jumps to his feet. His nose twitches as he scents the air. Zeus, our cranky old bull, bellows a challenge, then comes the sound of many hoofed feet running.

“Coyote!” I yell, rolling to a sitting position, then jumping up. It’s not magic, but it’s something. “Let’s get him, boy.”

Thunder barks once. Behind us, Galahad and Daisy answer him. A second later Galahad streaks past us, running for the northeast corner of the fence. A mostly blue heeler mix, he’s younger than Thunder, and not the smartest dog I’ve ever seen. Daisy is old and no longer interested in nighttime activities that don’t involve table scraps. I’m sure she’s settled herself back down on the porch, but is listening. Thunder looks back at me, then after Galahad, then back at me again.

“Go on,” I tell him. “Get him!”

Thunder takes off and I follow at a trot. My dog slips under the bottom strand of barbed-wire fence. With the help of the thick corner post, I vault over the top, out of the yard, and into the hilly cow pasture. The cattle are still running and Zeus is still bellowing. Galahad’s short, sharp barks come back to me from the darkness ahead. He’s already vanished into the thick night of the trees beyond the barn.

Then there’s another sound. It’s not a roar, really. No way it’s a cow, or even our angry bull. It’s not a coyote, either. I slow down as I pass the backside of our milking barn.

Panther?

No, I don’t think so … the sound’s not high enough in pitch, though I’ve never actually heard a real panther. The most likely animal is a black bear. In the back of my mind I remember a report saying the black bear population here in the Ozark Mountains has been on the rise.

For a moment I think about going back to the house for a rifle, but the sound of a screaming calf stops me. Blackness nestles under the trees some thirty yards from where I’m standing. Something’s got one of our calves. No way I want to face off against a bear without a gun, but it’s not like it’ll be a grizzly bear. You can scare away black bears pretty easy. And I’ll have Thunder and dummy Galahad with me. I take off running into the dark.

The sound of panicked hooves is moving northwest, out of the trees and into the grass pasture. The calf still bleats. A cow, no doubt the calf’s mother, moos frantically. Galahad’s barks are constant and fierce. Then Thunder opens up with his deep voice, baying to let me know he’s trailing something. I follow the sound of his voice into the dense forest of sycamores, oaks, maples, and other trees, watching for roots and rocks, whooping to encourage Thunder.

“Get him, Thunder!” I yell. “I’m coming.”

In my pocket, my cell phone bursts out with a snatch of Toby Keith. I pause long enough to dig the phone out, then keep running.

“Logan?” Dad’s voice asks. “What’s going on? You’re not coon hunting around the cattle again, are you?”

“No, Dad,” I say, panting. “There’s something out here. Do you hear that calf?” I hold the phone in front of me for a second, then press it back to my ear. “Sounds like a bear or something.”

“Get back here, Logan,” he warns. I can hear Mom beside him, asking what’s going on.

“I can’t, Dad. It’s got one of our calves. Can you bring a gun?” Thunder’s baying turns into a serious of deep, frightened barks. That’s not good. “Thunder’s found it.”

The calf’s screaming stops suddenly. That’s really not good. Then the predator makes another sound. It’s almost a howl, like a coyote or a wolf, but different. It sounds … almost human.

“Holy crap, Dad! Did you hear that?”

“Logan, you get back to the house right now,” he orders.

But it’s too late.

Oh God, it’s too late.

I see Thunder first. He’s standing between two trees, the hair all along his back standing straight up, his tail out stiff behind him as he looks ahead of him. Galahad is running in half circles around a tiny clearing in the woods, barking, barking, barking at something in the deep shadows.

The Holstein calf is elevated, its shoulders about four feet off the ground. The white hair on it seems to glow in the darkness, making its black spots even blacker. Its black eyes are so wide, the white rims are visible. The calf’s mouth is open and it’s bleating in fear, its long pink tongue protruding and curling up at the tip. The clearing smells of fresh cow poop and pee.

I can’t quite see what is holding the calf. It’s huge, though, and dark. Starlight reflects in moist black eyes. The eyes. I swear they are at least seven feet off the ground. I’m six feet, and they are way higher than my head. The thing’s eyes are shifting from Thunder to Galahad and back again when I walk up, but then they fix themselves on me. From the darkness under the eyes comes a low, angry growl. Teeth flash in the moonlight. Could that be a man? That can’t be a man. Could it?

“Holy crap,” I murmur. “Holy crap. Holy crap.”

Involuntarily, I back up a step. It doesn’t seem far enough away. Five thousand miles doesn’t seem far enough away.

The dogs are still barking. Thunder crouches low. He growls and barks. Galahad keeps running from place to place, lunging forward, retreating, repositioning, barking with every breath.

And the calf is screaming again.

The white pattern on the calf’s face disappears as something covers it up. Then, even over the dogs, I can hear the sharp crack of the calf’s neck breaking. The screams stop. I look again at the Holstein calf’s head, and for a moment in the moonlight I see what looks like hands.

Not a bear! My mind screams this brilliant realization over and over.

“Galahad!” I call. “Thunder! Come on!” I back away another step, my eyes fixed on the blacker-than-black shape in the shadows of the trees. The calf is quiet. Dead quiet. The shadow shifts, bending over the calf’s neck. There is a ripping, tearing, wet sound. The blood runs off the calf, onto the ground, and then I can smell the copper of it.

“Oh my God. God help me,” I whisper to the night.

The thing shifts again. The calf dangles by its head for a moment, then is caught up, and much of it disappears into the shadows. There is more of that tearing sound.

The calf’s head flies out of the shadows and rolls to a stop inches from my boots.

I almost pee a little.

Then I can only hear the sounds of heavy feet running away, old leaves crunching, and tree branches whipping back into place as the giant dark shape pushes through them.

Behind me, Dad yells my name.

Galahad starts after the thing. I try to yell at him, but there’s no sound. I lick my lips and try again. “Galahad! Come back here!” Thunder takes a step forward, but I stop him. “No, Thunder.”

The calf’s big, dead, scared eyes look up at me, asking me why. Why am I dead? What killed me? Will my mother ever stop calling for me? I can’t go with her anymore.

“Logan.” A hand falls on my shoulder. I jump forward and scream. My foot hits the severed head and it trips me. I fall onto the hard ground, twisting around to see what’s behind me, sure it’s the monster, but it’s only my dad.

My dad.

He’s wearing his work boots, unlaced, and his pale-blue pajamas. He’s carrying a pump shotgun in the crook of his right arm.

I don’t know if I should cry or laugh or scream or what.

Dad looks from me to the head I tripped over, then to Thunder, then to the clearing, where Galahad is sniffing at the pool of blood in the grass beneath where that thing was eating. “Galahad! Come here,” Dad snaps, and the dog obeys. Galahad doesn’t really obey anyone else.

“Was it a bear?” Dad asks me.

I suddenly realize I’m lying down, defenseless, and that thing might not be too far away. I jump up and look behind me, toward the place where the thing disappeared. “No. It wasn’t a bear.”

“Panther? You shouldn’t have gone after it alone, especially without a gun. Logan, we’ve talked about this. There are dangerous animals out here sometimes.”

Now I do laugh. I can’t help it. It’s a scary laugh, though, and I’m really worried I won’t be able to stop. Finally Dad’s voice cuts it off. “Logan!” he commands. One more laugh escapes, a twisted, frightened thing. His hand squeezes my shoulder. “What is wrong with you?”

“Can we go home?” I ask.

Dad looks back at the head, then at the pool of blood. “I guess so. I’ll get the sheriff out here in the morning, let him call the state wildlife people.”

“It wasn’t a panther, either, Dad,” I say as we start walking downhill, toward home.

“Not a bear or a panther? What was it?”

“I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “A hungry shadow with wet eyes and big teeth.”
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CHRYSTAL


Dead cows.

Instead of hanging out at Moosehead Lake with Zoe and the rest of my friends … Instead of getting tan and working to pay for gas money and new strings for my bass … Instead of being in New York City with Mom and Husband #3, also known as Bill, jamming up a storm with a bass legend … Instead of all these things, I am sitting on an unending stretch of interstate in a car that smells like my dad’s cinnamon gum because of dead cows and some crazy boy’s imagination.

“So many dead cows,” Dad murmurs as he maneuvers the station wagon around a piece of blown-out tire that lies flat and dead-looking in our lane. His voice loses its murmur and gets all excited. “Not just regular animal bites either … but mauled. Incredibly vicious. Chrystal! It’s amazing. You should see the photos. A calf’s head was ripped clean off its body.”

His eyes go all big the way they always do when he’s excited about something that’s absolutely weird-slash-disgusting.

He says, “Really. You should have a look. The folder is in the back.”

“No, thanks.” I peek over my shoulder at the manila folder he got at Walmart. I already know what will be in it: photos, copies of articles from newspapers or that he compiled off the Internet, addresses and phone numbers of witnesses. And it’s all there because of some dead cows.

We’re in Oklahoma to do some weird paranormal, cryptozoological research. He’s big into that, which is something I try not to share with people. He’s even got a blog called Strange Maine. My dad is a cryptozoologist, which means that he studies things people don’t believe in: werewolves, bigfeet, bat boys, vampires. It’s sort of cute the way his raspy dad voice will get all excited and he’ll point as he drives, talking, talking, talking, but I am not supposed to be here. I am supposed to be in New York. I want to be in New York. I want to be practicing bass with real mentors.

My dad is not the world’s weirdest person, and he is not the world’s skinniest person, but I think the combination of weird and skinny make him seem like he should be the star of a British science-fiction television show instead of a kindergarten teacher/Bigfoot enthusiast in Maine.

It wasn’t until fifth grade that I realized quite how weird he was. That was when I did my mammal report on Bigfoot. I got a zero because the teacher said Bigfoot wasn’t real. And I said, “But we have Bigfoot hair and a footprint in our house.” Everyone laughed. The teacher called me a liar. Then I did some back tucks at recess and everyone forgot to make fun of me.

Gymnastics is good like that. So is the guitar. Sometimes when you have skills—even minimal skills like doing a back tuck—that other people don’t have, they forget that you and your dad are just on the other side of normal. My bass skills were going to be insane, because I was heading to New York City, specifically Manhattan, to hang out with Mom this summer and work on my music and check out the indie scene and it was going to be amazing.

But that ended up being a nonstarter.

And here we are.

Like I said, Dad teaches kindergarten. When people ask me what he does in the summer, I tell them he’s an amateur animal behaviorist and that usually stops the questions. It’s lying, but I think it’s the kind that God forgives pretty quickly, not the kind that keeps you in the eternal fires of hell, which is basically where we are right now.

Hell.

Also known as Oklahoma.

Honestly, I’m sure Oklahoma is a fine place when it’s not early summer and when you aren’t stuck in a Subaru station wagon with the heat rippling into the car in waves you can almost touch with your fingers as your dad babbles on and on and on about werewolves. Yes, werewolves.

“A werewolf is also called a lycanthrope, from the Greek λυκάνθρωπος: λύκος, as in lukos, “wolf,” and άνθρωπος, anthrōpos, ‘man,’” he says. “How fascinating is that, Chrystal?”

He guns the Subaru around a truck full of cows. They are adorable, actually. I wave at them. I hope they don’t die via Bigfoot or other means. I hope they don’t feel as powerless in their summer as I do in mine.

“It’s fascinating, Dad.” I pull my leg up so that I can inspect my toes. I took my flip-flops off states ago. “Are we almost there?”

“That we are, my little helper! I know you’re disappointed that your mom and Bill went to Europe, but I’m excited to have you with me.” He reaches over and rubs my hair. “It’s an adventure, right?”

“Right.”

I must not sound too excited because he goes, “Try not to be too disappointed, dear one. It’ll hurt your old man’s ego.”

“Sorry.” Guilt pushes into my chest. It’s not his fault Mom and Bill ditched me for Europe, and it’s not really even Dad’s fault that he’s so into weird. So I give him my best happy face and say, “I love you, old man, but you probably shouldn’t call me ‘dear one.’ It makes you sound silly.”

We can’t pass, so we’re stuck behind another cow truck for a while.

“Good, I love you too.” He smiles back. “Silly is a good thing. I noticed you have a tattoo on your ankle. Isn’t it illegal for minors to get tattoos in Maine without parental written permission?”

I suck in my lips, lift my eyebrows, and try to look innocent. “It’s a lollipop, though.”

“You are a sucker for lollipops!”

“Ha!” I punch his arm and then we sort of just drive more. I watch the cows’ faces. They are all so alike, stuck there staring at a landscape of green trees and rolling hills. “You know, ‘Boredom is the root of all evil—the despairing refusal to be oneself.’”

“You are still on the Kierkegaard kick, aren’t you?”

“Yep. All Søren Kierkegaard. All dead philosopher. All the time.”

“‘The task must be made difficult, for only the difficult inspires the noble-hearted,’” Dad quotes at me, as if I don’t know it by heart.

I let that one settle for a second. “Is that why you do this? Search for weird things that don’t exist. Because it’s difficult?”

“Partly.” He turns his head to look at me. For a second there is a strange, almost sad look in his eyes, but he blinks it away and then there is only a hint of mischief. “And partly because being bored is the root of all evil. Don’t want to become evil.”

“You couldn’t ever.” I turn away and reach out toward the cows. The wind whips my hand backward and pushes my hair toward my dad, who has finally had enough, and guns the Subaru in front of the cow truck. It’s a bit close, so the cow truck driver blows his horn. I jump. My dad laughs.

“I’m refraining from giving him the finger,” he says.

I’ve turned around. “He didn’t hold back at all.”

“Two-fisted one-finger salute? Did that fellow give me the two-fisted salute?”

“Totally.” I wave at the truck driver in a way that I hope seems apologetic and not obnoxious. Then I sit back in my seat, readjusting my seat belt and starting the examination of my toes again. I’m a bit obsessed with my toes when I’m bored. Weird runs in the family, I guess. I give it up and grab my bass from the backseat. I will practice even without a mentor until I can get one.

Dad said if we have any summer left after this case, he’ll bring me to New York himself. He hates New York and its “teeming humanity,” so this is a big deal. Unlike Mom, Dad keeps his promises and he doesn’t forget me. He’s weird, but not that kind of weird.

A couple years ago, Mom forgot to pick me up from school and bring me to a bass lesson. She was still living in the state then. I texted her and texted her and finally got a ride with Zoe’s mom. My mom picked me up from Zoe’s, and as soon as I climbed into the car she looked at me all bright eyed.

“I have met the most interesting man,” she said.

“That’s why you forgot me?” My voice was tiny and angry. I belted myself into the car and hugged my bass in front of me. Usually I put it in the backseat, but not that day.

“Oh, honey. Mommy didn’t forget about you, but he was just so interesting.” She looked at me then, finally, and I guess she realized how shattered I was because she said, “Don’t worry. You come first with Mommy. Always.”

She lied.

I strum the memory away, and as we loop and climb and coast down green slopes on the hilly highway, Dad starts again. “I like to think about how many places in this world have Bigfoot myths. There’s…”

From the way he’s going on and on, I think I’m going to be inspecting my toes a lot this summer.



We have to slow down for a truck loaded with logs that’s going, like, twenty miles per hour around a sharp curve in the highway.

“I thought Oklahoma was all prairie,” I say as I text my friend Zoe another positive affirmation about her character and how no, she should not go out with the guy who does the go-karts at Seacoast Fun Park. When I’m done, I add to my dad’s conversation further. “You know, just flat and covered in waving strands of golden wheat. Like in the song.”

“That’s the western part of the state,” Dad says. “The east is pretty much all like this, according to what I read. We’re still in the Ozark Mountain range.”

“I wonder if they drive faster in the flat part of the state.”

He laughs at me. I finally put my bass safely away and reach for the manila folder behind me.

“I knew you’d succumb to curiosity,” he says.

“Succumb to boredom is more like it,” I retort as I open the folder.

The first page is not mutilated cows, thank God; it’s just facts about Cherokee County, Oklahoma. There’s a mere forty-two thousand people in the entire county: half are white; a third are Native American. It doesn’t say what nation, but I’m assuming Cherokee, hence the name.

“Not a lot of people here, Dad,” I say. “I think the werewolves would get bored. All the bigfeet, too.”

“Funny.” He smiles. “The horse who starred on Mister Ed is from here. That’s something.”

I must give him a blank look because his face turns into disappointed-dad mode.

“You have no idea who Mister Ed is, do you?”

“Nope.”

“I’ve totally failed as a father.” He groans and turns down the radio. “How about Robert J. Conley or Jackson Narcomey or Hastings Shade or Sonny Sixkiller?”

“Nope. Nope. Nope and … nope.” I flip to a new page. It’s a contact list.

“Wilson Rawls?”

“He wrote Where the Red Fern Grows.” I act incredibly triumphant about knowing this because I know Dad will love it.

“Finally,” he says, all pretend-exasperated-father.

“That was the saddest book ever. We read it in fourth grade. Why do they only make you read sad books in school? Someone always has to die.”

“Not in kindergarten,” he says proudly.

I nod and start perusing the new page, which is a newspaper article. “True. It’s The Cat in the Hat and Fancy Nancy all the time in kindergarten. You know, it’s never too early to teach those developing minds that life is full of tragedy and horror. Give them some Stephen King. Some Hamlet.”

He laughs and scruffs up my hair.

“Dad?”

“Yeah.” He switches into the fast lane of the two-lane highway again. This time it’s to go around a big green tractor. A guy is driving a tractor on the highway! I resist the urge to text this info to my friends.

Instead, I ask, “All your stuff. This is mostly all about Bigfoot. I thought you said this was a werewolf sighting.”

“Well, not technically. I have a theory about Bigfoot and werewolves and it’s really pretty interesting, but it’s not an accepted theory at all, Chrystal. I’m still developing it, you know? And anyway, once we start investigating I would rather if you didn’t say ‘werewolf’ to anyone. I think it will spook them and maybe undermine our credibility.”

“Dad…”

“What?”

“‘We start investigating’?” Seriously?

He gives me his best win-you-over smile, which is half four-year-old boy, half Cookie Monster. “I don’t want you to just hang out in the hotel room playing your bass the whole time, Chrystal. That’s not social. When you were little, you loved helping me. Remember when we looked for Gourd Head in Brazil?”

Gourd Head is a humanoid cryptic that is supposedly about three feet tall. He has been spotted in Brazil, where they call him negro d’agua, which means “black man of the waters.” His head is super-big and looks like a gourd and he has webbed hands and feet. Needless to say, we didn’t find him.

“You liked Brazil,” my dad offers. “We had fun there.”

“Dad. I was five and you dangled me over the side of the boat as bait.”

“No, I did not.”

“You totally did.”

“It was because you liked to be dangled over the side of the boat. You thought it was fun.”

I don’t respond. It’s not really the best social policy to spend the summer looking for monsters with your dad. Plus, it usually means intruding on people’s lives, or even worse, talking to stuffy professors.

Finally he says, “I’ll pay you if you help.”

I smile because I need money for gas and strings and a new amp. Seriously, what choice do I have, anyway? “Deal. Plus, with my mad skills, we might get to New York sooner.”

“Right.” He pulls off the highway and onto an exit ramp, which is a minor miracle because we’ve been traveling for-freaking-ever, and says, “But only if it doesn’t get too dangerous. If it gets too dangerous, all bets are off.”

“No dangling me over the side of the boat for bait this time,” I tease.

His face loses all its jokey dadness and becomes deadly serious. “No way in hell.”

“No way in Oklahoma,” I rephrase. He doesn’t get the joke.








 

3

LOGAN


“I don’t know,” I repeat. “I never saw anything like it.”

Dad. Mom. The sheriff. The lean, weather-beaten guy from the Oklahoma Department of Wildlife Conservation. A reporter for the Tahlequah, then the Tulsa, newspapers. I told them all the same thing over the course of a week. Now I have to say it again to Mrs. McKee, Mom’s friend from church.

“Did you read about it in the Tulsa paper?” I ask.

“No, Logan, I saw it in one of the supermarket papers,” she answers, her voice full of awe. “The ones that go all across the country.”

This makes no sense. “What?”

“The National Enquirer, I think it was. Maybe Weekly World News,” she confides. “‘Boy Sees Bigfoot Eating Cow,’ the headline said. The paper said your dogs saved your life. Is that true?”

“Not exactly, Mrs. McKee,” I tell her. I can’t believe this. They’ll be saying I partied with Elvis on a UFO next. Mom finally comes out of the bathroom, her head wrapped in a fluffy pink towel, so I hand the phone off and go to my room.

The notebook with the horrible rhymes about the moon and crickets is in the drawer of my night table. After church, I take it out and flop down on my bed, opening to the page after the poem, the page where I wrote down everything that happened that night. I’ve read it several times since seeing the thing the papers want to call Bigfoot. I couldn’t sleep at the time. I was awake all that night, afraid I’d hear that horrible yelling howl again. So, I wrote. I don’t think I could ever forget the details, but I wanted to write them down anyway. It’s nothing like a poem. It’s details with no meaning. Words that make no sense. I want sense. I want to understand what happened, what that was, why I saw it.

I haven’t heard the monster again. It sounds so babyish to say “the monster,” like what I saw is a boogeyman hiding in my closet. But, like I keep telling people, I don’t know what it is. Could it be Bigfoot, like Mrs. McKee said the tabloid paper called it? The sheriff and the wildlife guy didn’t suggest that. None of the reporters had, either. I never called it Bigfoot, and I didn’t even talk to a reporter from the National Enquirer, or whatever paper it was. I should probably go into town and get a copy of it to see what it says. I kept saying I didn’t know what it was, but people in town had jumped on the Bigfoot wagon right off, too. Could it have been? Or was it just some large dude hopped up on roids, pulling off calves’ heads for kicks or his YouTube channel or something.

Eight days have gone by since that night. We haven’t heard the thing, and no more of our cattle have been killed. Everything has been very peaceful, except for the reporters and people calling because they read about me in the papers. My family is acting like everything is normal, even though reporters randomly call. We do chores. We sleep. We eat together. Life goes on, even though there are monsters.

I read my description of the monster again. It was extra dark that night because of the cloud cover. In the woods. Maybe it was just a bear. A bear in the dark, seen by a farm kid who has a good imagination and a knack for bad poetry. Maybe I’m just obsessing about it because it’s like a good poem. I know it exists, but I can’t make it. I can’t understand it. I can’t … Maybe it’s just me imagining away my humdrum life where every Sunday we go to church and have roast beef for dinner. Who knows?

Bears can stand on their hind legs.

They can.

The whole thing is just crazy. I start to close the notebook, but then see the poem again. I try reading it aloud, just in case it doesn’t sound so bad. It’s horrible. The theme and scheme aren’t so different from, say, Robert Louis Stevenson’s “Summer Sun,” but while his lines shimmer with brilliance, mine seem to give off rays of garbage stink. It’s almost enough to make me wish Mrs. Walker had never praised a poem I wrote in her creative writing class a couple years ago. It was supposed to be a blow-off class, an easy A, not a class that would lead to frustration years later.

“The poem you judged to be the best in class is…” Mrs. Walker had really drawn it out for effect. Our poems had been typed and posted around her room for a week, and all her students got time to put a mark on the one they liked the best. I remember how nervous I was, waiting, watching her eyes twinkle behind her thick glasses. Then she said it. “‘Moonlight Dancer’ by Logan Jennings.”

The class had clapped half-heartedly as Mrs. Walker handed me my prize, a denim-covered journal, like a real hardcover book, with blank lined pages. That journal is in my underwear drawer, its pages reserved for final drafts.

My winning entry wasn’t very good, but I was one of the few students to take the assignment, and the contest, seriously. I wrote about an imaginary girl and gave it a Lord of the Rings kind of feel. I remember the first couple stanzas. Idly, I copy them into this notebook, under the thing about the crickets.


In a meadow in the forest of my mind,

Among winter flowers of unknown kind,

A spritely maiden dances all alone

In fragrant evening, all alone.

Flashing feet—my graceful elf—

She dances there, dances for herself.

Her laughter blinds me to my way.

When she sees me, she will not stay.

Won’t you dance for me?

Won’t you stay with me,

Tonight?



And do what? There was something in the poem about dancing together under the stars. My friends harassed me for a while over that poem, teasing me for getting in touch with my sensitive side. More than one had asked friends to ask me if I’d written it about them. I was flattered at first. Until I found out they hoped I didn’t write it about them.

Why write poetry, anyway? Girls? Money? Nobody makes any money at poetry. Yeah, I’ve checked that out. Even poets who have won Pulitzer Prizes and been named poet laureate of their states don’t usually make a living at it. They’re professors or something. But it’s not the money. Can anyone really write for money? Doesn’t it have to be for love? Or at least the need to say something? I feel like I have something to say, but I just can’t get it out.

Or maybe I just don’t know what it is I have to say yet. Maybe that’s why everything I do write seems so forced. So bad. So very, very bad.

I put the notebook away and go downstairs. In Tahlequah, David and Yesenia are probably snuggled together in a movie theater, watching a romantic comedy. On the Jennings farm, however, Saturday night is game night and it’s my turn to choose. My sisters, fifteen-year-old Kelsey and ten-year-old Katie, are already sitting at the dining table, munching popcorn as I go to the coat closet, where the games are stored on a high shelf.

“You just watch,” I hear Kelsey tell Katie. “He always gets the same one.”

“I want to play Sorry!,” Katie calls to me.

“Sorry, Katie,” I say as I pull Risk out of the closet. Ha! I made a pun.

“Not Risk again!” she wails. “Why do we always have to play that war game? I hate Risk!”

“Katie,” Mom calls from the kitchen where she’s frosting cupcakes. “I told you, it’s Logan’s turn to pick. You picked Sorry! last week.”

“I picked Life the time before,” she pouts. “I don’t always pick the same game every time, like he does.”

“If you don’t want to play, you can go on to bed,” Mom answers.

For a minute I think Katie might go. Ultimately, I think it’s the popcorn and the promise of chocolate cupcakes that keep her at the table.

“We can team up against him,” Kelsey whispers. Big surprise there. They always do that anyway, and I still win.

I spread out the board and distribute the plastic cases of colored numbers that represent armies. Within fifteen minutes I’ve captured all of Australia. A couple turns later I’ve amassed a big enough force to launch my invasion of Asia.

“Here he comes again,” Dad says as he passes me the red attack dice. He winks. I wink back.

“Ew! Logan tooted!” Katie crinkles up her nose. “That’s nasty.”

“I did not, Katie,” I protest. I’m not above claiming it when it’s my crime, but the noxious odor did not come from me.

“Dad?” Kelsey eyes him.

“Not me!” He holds up his hands in mock surrender while Kelsey makes sort-of-fake and sort-of-real gagging noises.

I shake the three cubes in my hand, ready to announce my attack on India. It’s right when I’m rolling the dice that the noise happens. We freeze. The dice land by the board. The sound gets louder. It’s a roaring—something primal and horrifying and coming from south of our house, in the direction of the 720 Road. My mom’s face loses all its color. Katie immediately starts crying. Dad stands up and grabs the rifle by the front door, but he doesn’t go outside. Kelsey whispers, “It’s in our driveway.”

Dad yanks the door open. I’m right at his heels, but nothing’s out there—nothing but darkness and smells.



About four years ago a tornado ripped through our town. Dad and Mom yanked us all out of bed once the warning siren sounded, and hauled us into the basement. It was dark. It sounded like a train was roaring down the road outside our house. Not just any train—but something nuclear. David had been sleeping over, so he was there too, and when it was all over and our house was still standing, I noticed he had wet his pajama bottoms. His face was a horrified mix of embarrassment and fear. I threw a pillow at him. I’d been clutching that pillow because I was so scared. Anyway, I threw that pillow at him and he grabbed it and held it in front of the stain on his pajama pants. My dad left the house to go help with the cleanup and my mom and the girls went to bed. I snuck downstairs and washed David’s pj’s. We never said a word about it to anyone, and not to each other, either, except when we put the washer on and David whispered, “That was the worst thing that ever happened to me.”

I wish I could say the same. I wish that would be the worst thing that happens to any of us, but I somehow doubt it, you know? That howling makes me doubt everything.



“Sure, it’s a great idea, Ronnie, but you’re not the first one to come up with it,” Sam Davis, owner of the feedstore in Forest Road, says to my dad. Forest Road is a few miles south of Tahlequah, the county seat and it’s the closest town to our farm, and it’s barely a town. Basically, there’s a post office, the feedstore, the Baptist church almost everyone around here goes to, Gus’s Grocery—which is really a convenience store with one gas pump beside it—and a little beauty salon run by Mr. Davis’s daughter. The feedstore is the closest thing we have to a hardware store.

Dad sighs deeply. I can feel his disappointment.

“Nothing?” He leans against the counter, then seems to think better of it. He straightens up and rubs a hand over his eyes.

“I have two lights left. Shop lights you clip to a workbench,” Mr. Davis answers, rubbing the gray stubble on his dark face. “They take a regular bulb. Everything I had that was bigger, and it wasn’t much, was snapped up within twenty minutes of opening the store this morning. And posts to mount them on? Shoot, I could have retired if I’d had enough of them.”

“I guess we could go to Tahlequah,” Dad says. I stand away from them a bit, looking out the window of the front door, not really watching anything.

“That’s what lots of people are doing,” Mr. Davis says. “If it was me, I’d head for Wagoner. Maybe Fort Gibson. One of those mega stores, Lowe’s or Home Depot.”

“That’ll take hours of daylight,” Dad argues.

“I’m sorry, Ronnie. Really, I am,” Mr. Davis says. He’s an older guy, probably in his sixties, bald but with gray stubble on his cheeks no matter the time of day. The patriarch of one of the area’s only black families, he always wears pin-striped bib overalls with a chewed pencil in the bib and a tape measure clipped to his right hip pocket. Mr. Davis is the only person I know who calls my dad Ronnie. To most people, Dad is RJ Jennings, but Mr. Davis has been calling him Ronnie since Dad was a little boy.

“Well, give me what you’ve got,” Dad says. “It’s a start.”

Mr. Davis ambles toward the back of his small store. Outside, a red Ford F-250 crunches over the gravel drive and stops beside Dad’s black F-350 diesel. David and his dad get out and come in. Mr. Thompson, wearing a battered straw cowboy hat, nods at me then goes to shake hands with Dad.

“Hey,” David says. “You hear that thing last night?”

“Yeah,” I say. Dad and Mr. Thompson are having the same conversation. “I guess everyone around here heard it this time.”

“Nobody’s gonna think you’re a weirdo anymore. That’s for sure,” David says.

“You thought that?”

“Nah. You don’t make stuff up. Not like that, anyway. You just make it up for your poetry.” He grins at me. “Hey, you know that one you wrote? The one about how a tree smells wet after it rains?”

“Yeah.”

“I thought of that the other night when we had that little bit of rain. Me and Yesenia were in her yard and I was pushing her on the tire swing. I said the lines I could remember and she really liked it.”

“She did?” I ask. Somebody liked my poem? “Does she want to read the rest of it?”

“Well, man, I didn’t tell her you wrote it. She just thought I made it up, so I let her think that. Is that cool? You okay with that?” His face is earnest, hopeful.

“I’m your Cyrano?” I say, joking, but not really feeling it.

“What’s that?” he asks.

“Oh, he was an ugly guy who wrote poems to help his friend get a girl.”

“Oh. Yeah, I guess. You’re not mad, are you?”

“No,” I tell him. I guess I’m really not. At least he remembered a little of what I wrote, and when he recited it, the audience liked it. “So, how much did she like it?”

David glances over at our fathers, then says real low, “Third base.”

I laugh, but don’t say any more. Mr. Davis returns from the back of his store with the lights in cardboard boxes. He calls out, “Hello there, Billy!” to Mr. Thompson. “I hope you’re not here for lights, posts, extension cords, or .30-.30 shells.”

“Well, I was,” Mr. Thompson drawls. “RJ here done told me you’re cleaned out.”

“Yep. Whatever you folks up north heard musta scared the bejesus outta everybody,” Mr. Davis says, then looks at me and David by the door. “Excuse me,” he says. “Anyway, everybody up your way is wanting to put lights around their houses today.”

“What was it?” Mr. Thompson asks. “Anybody see anything?”

“Nope,” Mr. Davis answers. “That young feller over there’s the only one to have seen it.” He points at me. “We all read the papers. Whatever it was killed Ray Cheever’s bull calf last night. The bull was pretty near nine months old. It wasn’t a little thing anymore. Bo Sanders and Jed Fields both have stock missing. Bo’s been missing a couple goats for close to two weeks now.”

The thing is: animals have been going missing for a long time, way before this. Nobody thought anything of it. Coyotes can run stock way out into the hills, wear out a cow, a goat, sometimes even a horse, and then, when their prey goes down, they’ll kill it. Bears get a few, and some get shot for wandering into remote areas where people are growing pot. Nobody’d thought much of a missing calf here and there. But maybe …

“What’d it sound like to you, RJ?” Mr. Thompson asks Dad.

“I don’t know,” Dad answers. “Sounded … I don’t even know. Almost like a man trying to sound like a bear but not doing a real good job of it.”

“Yeah.” Mr. Thompson nods. “That’s about it.”

“What kind of setup are you planning to do around your place?” Dad asks.

“Gonna put up some lights around the house and barn. The chicken house is already pretty well lit because of the coyotes and varmints,” Mr. Thompson answers. “I just got the four head of cattle I can run into the little pasture by the road. I figured a half dozen of those halogen lights, just mounted on the sides of the barn, and some of those motion-sensing lights on the house. How about you?”

“I’d like to set posts around my west pasture, light up the whole thing, but it seems like that’s not going to happen,” Dad says. “I’ve got a hundred and fifty head of cattle. I guess I’ll still run them in there after the evening milking, put up all the lights I can find, and me and Logan’ll have to watch over them at night.”

Mr. Thompson emits a low whistle. “Stay outside with that thing loose? No, thank you.”

“Has it got any of your chickens yet?” Dad asks.

“Thank God, no.”

“When it does, you’ll probably think different,” Dad promises.

David bumps my arm and motions for me to follow him outside. I’d rather stay and see how the men decide to handle the situation, but I follow my friend out to the gravel parking lot. “You and your dad are going to stay out all night waiting on that thing?”

“Sounds like it.”

“You scared?”

“Yeah.” No use lying about that.

“What did it look like, man?”

“I told you,” I say, but I describe it again anyway.

“Do you think it was Bigfoot, like the papers say?”

“I don’t know.” I’ve seen shows on TV where people went hunting Bigfoot. I think again about what they said about the creature. “This thing seemed, I don’t know, smarter than Bigfoot. But that means it wasn’t a bear. I want it to be a bear.”

“It’s messed up,” David says, then reaches into his back pocket and brings out his Skoal can. He offers it to me and I shake my head.

“I thought Yesenia made you stop dipping,” I say.

“Yeah, well, I just don’t do it around her.”

“Oh.” I’d never really thought of David as someone who’d lie, but I guess love makes people do strange things.

Dad and Mr. Thompson come out of the store, Dad carrying his boxed lights that he puts in the backseat of our truck.

Mr. Thompson calls out to David. “I’m going back for the trailer, then going to Wagoner to see if I can get the stuff we need and the posts and lights RJ wants. I want you to go with Logan and his dad and help them dig holes for the posts.”

“Sure, Dad,” David says. I can tell he’s not thrilled with the idea. He’s never minded hard work, but I bet he had plans with Yesenia today.

“How’d you feel about staying the night, helping watch their place? I thought maybe you could help tonight, then your brothers can take turns.”

“Yeah, sure,” David agrees, and now he really sounds disappointed.



Digging the post holes isn’t so bad. Dad has a drill for the tractor because we’re always fixing fences. We have about fifty holes drilled by the time Mr. Thompson shows up with a trailer loaded down with ten-foot posts, high-pressure sodium lamps, and bright-orange extension cords. Me, Dad, and David break for lunch while Mr. Thompson finishes drilling post holes around the pasture. We don’t usually put the cattle in this pasture because it’s where we grow alfalfa that we bail as hay to feed them in the winter, but this is an emergency. After lunch, we break into two teams, with me and David mounting the light fixtures to the posts so Dad and Mr. Thompson can plant them in the ground. We begin on the side of the pasture facing the woods, but by dinnertime we haven’t even finished that side of the rectangle. Still, it’s a pretty impressive line of fresh posts linked together by shiny new extension cords.

“This’ll have to do for now,” Dad says. He sends me to bring the gas-powered generator out, and I come back on our Kawasaki four-wheeler, pulling the generator on its trailer. Within a few minutes the lights are glowing amber.

“Mom and the girls did the milking this evening,” Dad tells me.
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