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As soon as we drove past the big sign for Yellowstone National Park, I knew. 

I must have made a sound, like maybe a tiny Eep! because my dad looked over at me and grinned. “Stinks, doesn’t it, Ben? It’s the geysers, you know. I’m surprised you don’t remember.” 

Oh, I remembered geysers all right. I’d seen them when I was a lot younger and my dad and I camped near Yellowstone Lake. And when we’d planned this trip back to Yellowstone—a whole week in a frontier cabin during spring break—I’d looked at pictures, watched videos, and basically pretty much couldn’t wait to get here.

But now ...? My heart did a back flip, two cartwheels, and a forward roll and began to pound so hard I wondered if it might jump out of my chest and take off out of the park on its own.

I pulled the front of my purple Phoenix Suns jacket up over my nose and tried to take shallow breaths. The stink was bad, but it wasn’t the stink that was making my hair stand on end and goosebumps rise up all down my arms. 

The problem was that when I smelled that sulfurous stench, I knew without a doubt that somewhere in Yellowstone was at least one huge dragon, and probably several, or even a bunch of huge dragons. Maybe a whole nest of them somewhere or other, hiding and breathing out their terrible bad breath.

I stared out the window, my heart thundering away and my jacket pressed tightly against my nostrils. My eyes had begun to water.

“That’s really getting to you, isn’t it?” Dad asked. “We aren’t even very near the geyser basin yet. Must be the wind is blowing in the right direction, or maybe you’re extra sensitive, because I don’t smell anything bad.”

Naturally. Nothing about dragons was ever bad for anyone else, because no one else could see dragons. 

But me? Even when I was a really little kid, I spied them everywhere. At first, they seemed kind of funny, and I thought everyone could see what I was seeing. I figured out that was wrong pretty fast, but when I tried to talk about dragons, people gave me weird looks or said I was making it up, so I decided dragon-seeing was something I just had to put up with—dragons appearing out of nowhere with a Pop! Fortunately, they usually disappeared right away with another Pop! so all I had to do was wait for a moment and everything would be fine.

Except for the time when a dragon showed up at my house back home in Phoenix, Arizona, and that was a whole different story.  

That dragon did not disappear like all the others, and it made me shudder to picture her big blue body curled up in the rock garden, her scales glimmering in the moonlight. Later on, during that same adventure, I got lost in the dragon’s jungle and almost didn’t make it out. There was a giant brown dragon munching little yellow dragons like corn chips, and it came within one chomp of getting me, too. After that experience, my opinion about dragons changed big time. 

Like, who wants to be nose to tonsils with a giant dragon, its teeth an inch from your head, surrounded by a cloud of dreadful stink? 

The rangers could say whatever they wanted about geysers being a vent in the earth's surface where water and steam came up from volcanoes.

But what else shoots out smoke and steam and smells like a zillion rotten eggs? 


Dragons.


I wanted this Yellowstone vacation with my dad to be easy and fun. I wanted us to take hikes together and look at the animals (not dragon-type animals) and maybe even go kayaking or something. Now it was our first day in Yellowstone and it was already getting ruined by dragons. It made me want to throw a tantrum the size of Old Faithful. 
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"C'mon, Ben," said my dad. “Let’s do something.” He was standing at the window of our cabin, looking out at the sky, which was a clear, turquoise blue. "We could take the car over to the trailhead and then hike to the hot springs. It's pretty warm for springtime in Yellowstone, and we should take advantage of it. It'll get us all tuned up for a longer hike tomorrow." 

I thought of the hot springs and all that steam and heat coming out of the ground, and then I thought of dragon breath—smoke and sparks and flame—and I wondered if I might throw up. Hiking ... dragons hiding in the trees. Hot springs ... dragons hiding under the ground. 

Nope. It didn’t sound good.

"Do we have to go hiking?" I asked. "My ankle hurts a lot."

"Your ankle hurts?" Dad turned around and stared at me in surprise. "When did that start?"

"In the airport," I said. I hated that I was telling a tall tale, because tall tales were fibs, and I was trying super hard to stop telling tall tales. But this seemed like an emergency. 

My dad frowned. "How bad is it?"

I flexed my ankle. "Pretty bad. Maybe we should just go fishing."

"Fishing?"

"Or maybe drive around and look for buffalo or something, but not hike. And not go to the hot springs. Or to the geysers." 

My dad set his coffee cup down on the windowsill. "Let me take a look at your ankle." He walked over to the table where I was sitting eating a grilled cheese sandwich and put his hands on the back of my chair.

I moved my foot out of reach and turned to look up at him. "It'll probably be fine pretty soon," I said. "It's maybe just sprained or something." 

"You sprained it during our plane flight?" Dad frowned again. 

"I guess so." I stood up and carried my plate to the sink, trying to limp a little. I wondered if I was doing it right. How did a person limp if his right foot hurt? Did you sort of stomp when you put your left foot down, or—

"Ben," said my dad, and I could tell by his tone of voice that my limping wasn't very good. 

I set down my plate and turned to look at him. "What?"

Dad had a really sad expression, and that made me feel sad, too—probably even sadder than my dad looked. 

"Is anything the matter?" Dad asked.

"No! Nothing!"

"You sure?"

"I'm sure! My ankle just hurts. Can't we do something besides hiking?"

"Of course we can," Dad answered, but he was still giving me sort of a funny look. 

"Would fishing be okay?" Water ... no dragons.

My dad sighed again. "Unfortunately, it's too early. The fishing season doesn't start for a couple of months." He picked up his coffee cup and took a drink. "But we can take a drive."

A drive. That sounded pretty safe. "Is that all right?" I asked.

"Yes, it's fine." But I could tell by his voice he was just saying it to make me happy, and he didn't understand why I didn’t want to go hiking any more. 

I had really looked forward to hiking together. Or at least I had when I didn’t know there would be dragons all over the place. I imagined coming around the corner on a trail and seeing a big, scaly face looming over us, orange eyes glowing, horrible stinky breath burning our faces, teeth ... I shivered. 

I noticed my dad watching me with a funny look on his face, so I faked a sneeze to cover up the shiver. It didn't sound at all like a sneeze, though. I knew he could tell I was doing my tall tale thing. That was pretty discouraging. 

How do you say to your dad that you don't want to go hiking in case you get eaten by a dragon? Do you try to convince him it's mountain lions you’re worried about, or do you avoid the ‘getting eaten' part and pretend maybe you’re afraid of poison ivy? Does poison ivy grow when there is still snow on the ground? My dad would know. 

I felt very depressed all of a sudden. My dad knows a lot of stuff, but he doesn't know about dragons. I sighed. But it turned out I didn't have to come up with any other excuses after all, because Dad shrugged and smiled. 

"Okay, buddy," he said. "Let's go for a drive." 
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