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The middle of July was breaking heat index records across the region almost daily.  A swath of warm, humid air had refused to relinquish its stubborn position over the area.  Luckily, tonight was the last night of it as the Jet Stream shifted and brought much needed relief pulling milder Canadian air down from the north.  The displacement of the miserable weather could not have been timed more perfectly.

Peak Entertainment LLC had arrived to set up at the county fairgrounds having traveled from Athens Georgia in less than twenty-four hours after breaking down their equipment at a previous carnival.  The summer months were typically busiest for the company.  Most of their rides had been shipped by rail.  The remainder sat out on trailers.

Dallas Rayburn always travelled a day ahead of his employer.  It had been that way since he started working for Peak Entertainment.  Sitting on a bed inside a damp, dirty motel room he listened to a final storm pass outside.  The pouring rain eventually gave way to large single drops that crashed onto the roof from overhanging tree limbs in the back of the property behind the row of buildings.  Several large cloudy puddles had formed on the gravel parking lot.  Above him, a single mosquito floated in the air precariously next to the spinning blades of a ceiling fan.  He scrolled through the local news on his phone.  Satisfied with his search results, he closed his eyes and laid back down.  His family was safe for the moment.  Tomorrow would come soon enough, and with it the opportunity to reunite.
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Hannah Darby had awoken to sounds of a creaking cupboard door out in the kitchen.  Jax, her faithful sleep companion stretched out to his full length.  The back claws of the animal were exposed momentarily until they retracted.  He yawned baring large upper canines before closing his mouth.
She knelt down on the floor beside her bed.  Face to face with the feline, Jax squinted, closing his blue eyes and he purred loudly.  Hannah ran her hand back and forth over his fur before stopping at the animal’s neck to scratch it.  The smell of strong coffee drifted down the hallway and into her room.  Nana Bug, as Hannah liked to call her grandmother, was up early on a Saturday morning.
She walked down to the kitchen with Jax at her heels.  June Darby was staring out the window sipping from her favorite mug.  “Morning Nana Bug.”
“Well, good morning kiddo.  I see you dragged the cat in.”
Hannah stopped to check behind her.  Jax curled his tail around her ankle.  “Isn’t that supposed to be the other way around?”
“Not in his case.”
“Oh Nana, are you ever gonna love Jax?”
“He’s all yours, sweetie.”
“Mom says your hopeless when it comes to him.”
June Darby chuckled.  “She did?”
Hannah sounded disappointed.  “Even after you guys had him fixed.”
“It’s nothing personal. I just never had pets growing up.”
“So being your first.  You really couldn’t ask for anyone better.”
June changed the subject. “Your mom still asleep?”
“Must be. I didn’t hear anything when I went by her room.” replied Hannah.
“Probably worked late.”
“She’s been doing that a lot.”
“At least she’s able to spend more time with you during the day.”
“I’m glad it’s the weekend.”
“Think we all are, especially your mom.  Are you looking forward to your friend Lori spending a few days with us?” asked June.
“It’s all we’ve talked about.  What time is it?”
June glanced over at the digital clock on the stove.  “A little after seven, why?”
“I should eat breakfast soon then get ready.”
“When is she getting dropped off?”
“Couple of hours.”
“You’re right. Get going kiddo.  There’s still some cereal left.  We need to do some shopping later on today.”
“Mom said we’re going to the fairgrounds tonight.”
“I haven’t been there since...well...”
“When grandpa was still alive.”
“We used to go every summer and take your mom.  She and your grandpa would spend most of their time in the bumper cars back then.”
“What about you?”
“Me, oh I liked just about all em, Except for that damn funhouse, gave me the creeps. I wouldn’t even go in it when grandpa and I first dated.”
“That scary?” inquired Hannah.
“I thought the Ferris wheel was bad when it got stuck at the top.  But that thing gave me nightmares for days.”
“Did grandpa go in it?”
“At first, but he stayed with me after when my friends all went.”
“Does the Ferris wheel always get stuck?”
“Not often.  Your grandpa kissed me the first time it happened.”
“Eeww Nana Bug.”
“He tried playing coy leading up to it, but I knew better after that.”
“Boys at school, smell bad sometimes.”
“Gets worse when they’re much older.  I have the senior center to thank for that.”
“You don’t like going there, Nana Bug?”
“Lunch is cheap.”
“Oh, that reminds me Nana, we have to upload your latest cooking video and recipe.”
“How’s our channel doing?” asked June.
“You’re getting more likes and followers.”
“I need to work on my recipe book.”
“Do you think you’ll have it ready soon?”
“I have to add a few more to it, then it should get published.”
“We going to put some water on for Mom’s tea?” asked Hannah.
“Let her sleep yet.  Why don’t you eat and get ready, then you can check on her.”
A voice sounded from the hallway.  “I’m up” said Willow.
“Late night?” asked June.
She yawned adjusting her hair tie as she entered the kitchen.  “Not too bad.”
“We’re still going tonight, aren’t we?” asked Hannah.
“Been looking forward to it.  When’s Lori coming over?”
Hannah poured herself a bowl of cereal and added some milk.  She then filled the tea kettle and placed it on one of the stove’s burners.  “Soon, I’ve got to get ready.”
“Is your room clean?” asked Willow.
“Mom, really.”
“Parental reflex.  Just thought I’d ask.”
“Yes, it’s clean.”
“Laundry?” inquired Willow.
“Everything is all set.”
“Good, I’m sure you’ll be a good hostess.”
“Are you going to ride the bumper cars tonight?” asked Hannah.
“How did you...?”
June Darby took another sip of her coffee and winked at Willow.
“It’s been a long time.  If they still have em I might try?  You and Lori thinking about it?”
Hannah hesitated for a second.  “We were actually talking about the funhouse.”
June set her mug down on the table.  “Sorry Nana Bug.”
“More power to you, kiddo.  I’ll wait outside.” said June.
“Wait a second, you want to go? asked Willow.”
“Well, I’m certainly not going to sit in this house all alone while you three are out having a good time.”

“Okay, I’m just a little surprised.” said Willow.

“Just don’t expect me to go inside the...”

“I know.  I haven’t forgotten.”

There was a strange buzzing sound coming above house outside the kitchen window.

“What’s that noise?” asked Willow.

“My Amazon delivery.” said June.

“Sounds like our UPS driver needs a tune up.”

June looked like the cat that ate the proverbial canary.  She could barely contain her excitement.  “It’s not coming by ground.”

Hannah started to inch toward the hallway.  “Is that what I think it is, Nana Bug?”

“Our first drone delivery.  Come on.”

Hannah opened the front door and walked out onto the porch followed by Willow and June.  A light thump sounded over on the driveway.  The drone flashed intermittent green lights and soared up into the sky where it disappeared.
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The employees of Peak Entertainment had started at first light, like always.  Each assigned group familiar with their tasks, working in unison.  Machinery was unfolded and assembled.

Dallas Rayburn was already at the rail yard.  His boss, Ray Gentry, put him in charge of logistics shortly after a promotion.  It provided him the unsupervised access that he needed.  As long as everything ran smoothly, he rarely heard from Ray.  Although he had been promoted, Dallas retained his position in charge of one ride for the traveling carnival.  He had a meticulous approach in making sure that it functioned properly.  It always needed to work the way he wanted it to.

He had started in the business at a local traveling carnival down south.  They had paid him cash under the table at the time because he was a minor.   Because of his age, the wage was also considerably less than the others.  Dallas desperately needed work at the time and sold himself as a quick learner.  His charm landed him the job immediately.

Some of his current coworkers were envious of the elevated position with Peak Entertainment as most of them had been with the company much longer than Dallas.  To them, he was sort of a ghost.  Their line of work saw plenty of transients.  Many had stories that gave them a timeline of history in life.  Dallas Rayburn shared little with those around them, including where he grew up.  He often appeared irritated by newbies when they asked him.

Dallas climbed onto a rail car holding a flashlight, careful not to slip because of the moisture leftover from the rain.  He shined it top to bottom over every square foot inspecting the ride for any apparent signs of damage from the trip out of Georgia.  After several minutes of careful examination, he was satisfied and climbed back down.   One last area needed to be checked.  It was on the far side of the car.  He was about to make his way around when he heard footsteps traversing the thick heavy gravel followed by a deep, gruff voice.

“Hey, you can’t be here.” 

He turned around and shined his light up at the man’s face.  He was wearing a light blue shirt with a red patch on the shoulder.  It bore the insignia of a security company.  Dallas pulled out his identification and handed it to the man.

“I was sent here to inspect our equipment, it’s my job.”

The security guard was in his thirties with a thin wiry build.  He had brown curly hair and several wrinkles across a serious brow.  Static from a radio sounded near his belt.

He handed the ID back over.  “You make it a habit of doing this in the dark?”

“We start early.  I’ve been waiting for it since midnight.  All of this is going to the fairgrounds.  If I’m late, my boss isn’t going to be happy.”

“Where’d you guys come from?” asked the guard.

“Georgia, Athens if you want to be specific about it.”

“Hold on.”

The man took out his cellphone instead of his radio and texted out a quick message.  Dallas stood in front of him with his arms crossed in front of his chest.  A sound immediately came from the phone.  The man read it.  “Ok, you’re all set.  But next time, check in with someone here before you just come walking on the property.”

“Well, it’ll be next year because...”

“Never mind.  Just finish up what you need to do here.  Now I’ve gotta check the whole damn yard because that thermal imaging camera caught you in this sector.”

“It’ll be just a couple of minutes.”

“Knock yourself out.”

He navigated his way to a section of the ride in the very back.  Everything seemed to be in order as far as he could tell.  There was nothing worse than to be rushed.  Dallas couldn’t afford any mistakes.  His family was counting on him.  He came back and flashed the light in the guard’s face just to piss him off.  “All set.  See you next year.”

The security guard followed behind until Dallas reached the parking lot and left.  He went back over to the stretch of rail cars and checked around for a minute or so.  Shaking his head, he walked on.
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The chime of a doorbell echoed.  A car sat idling in the driveway.  Somewhere in the Darby home a voice called out.  “Hey kiddo.”

“Already there, Nana Bug.”

Hannah Darby opened her front door to greet Lori Tolliver.  They had attended the same elementary school since kindergarten.  Both were set to enter the eighth grade at Lear Middle at the end of summer.  The two had become best friends since being assigned to the same homeroom.  Their teachers often declared the two should have been twins because they were virtually inseparable.

Lori was a few inches taller than Hannah.  She had long straight dark hair and brown eyes.  Her skin had an olive tone that had been tanned deeply after a vacation with her family last week.  The bookbag that was on her shoulder appeared to be filled to capacity.  Lori tapped out a message to her mother sitting in the car.  She then turned and waved goodbye.  The car backed down the driveway into the street before taking off.

“You going to invite me in or stand there staring at me?” said Lori.

Hannah giggled.  “Such a smartass.”

“We have the house to ourselves or...?”

“No, the whole clan is here.” replied Hannah.

Only a few seconds passed before Willow and June stood near the door to welcome their daughter’s guest.

“You don’t stop growing, do you?” chuckled June.

“She has gotten taller.  Are you playing any sports next year?” asked Willow.

“Mom and Dad want me to play volleyball.”

“Awkward.  Sounds like a question on Family Feud.  Things you might say at a reunion.” quipped Hannah.

“She’s right.  Why don’t you get settled then we can have lunch in a little bit.” said June.

Lori and Hannah disappeared down the hall and into her room closing the door behind them.

Willow turned to June.  “This is probably the summer where I start losing cool points, isn’t it?”

“Happens to the best of us.  Don’t worry, you get them back.”

“How long?” asked Willow.

“About twenty-years.  Some cases, even longer.”

“I wasn’t that bad, was I?”

June rolled her eyes.  “No, not at all.”

“Thanks, mom.”

“She’s a lot like you.  Some ways that will be good, and others...”

“Guess we cross those bridges when get to them.” 

June hugged Willow.  “We’ll all be just fine.”
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Lori sat on the edge of Hannah’s bed.  Jax had gotten up from a deep snoring session to investigate the stranger who sat next to him.  She extended her hand for him to smell before he turned his nose up and jumped down on the floor next to Hannah.

“Jax and your grandma?” asked Lori.

The feline leaned against Hannah with his bodyweight, purring deeply.  “Same as always.”

“He doesn’t really like anyone else, does he?”  asked Lori.

“I think animals have a sense about them.”

“What, with people?”

“Yeah, ever since we found him on our porch.  Nana Bug didn’t want him inside.  But I told her I’d take care of him.  He was so wet and cold.  I dried him off and wrapped him in a warm blanket.  Slept on my bed and that was it.  Never leaves me when I’m home.  Right Jax?”

Hannah held up an open hand waving it back and forth.  His eyes became huge and his body swayed back and forth before he jumped at her.  He rolled over on his back where she put her hand over his face then offered an index finger.  Jax held it between his teeth with his paws wrapped around her hand.

Lori laughed.  “Doesn’t that hurt?”

“No, he knows I trust him.  He’s never bit me.  You can see he’s not even using his claws.”

“Most cats aren’t like that.”

“Nope.”

“Your mom and grandma...”

“Are weird sometimes.”

“No, not at all.  We watched some of your grandma’s cooking videos.  My mom even tried one of her recipes.”

“Which one?”

“The jambalaya.”

“How was it?”

“Really good.  She’s actually quite funny.  My mom said she doesn’t have a filter.  But that’s what makes her so genuine.”

“Still swears way too much.  She loves Gordon Ramsay.”

“You’re lucky to have a grandma that’s cool like that.  Plus, your mom’s like a national hero or something.”

“She doesn’t really say anything about it.  But I saw her in action.”

“The fort?” asked Lori.

“It was like a movie.  When you see something like that, and it’s your own mom doing those things...”

“That had to be...”

“Scary as hell, she could have been killed.  Sometimes, I wish she had a normal job.”

“Boring, you should hear my parents talk about their day when we do have dinner together.”

“Everybody’s family is different, I guess.”

“Yeah.  Hey, who’s the one throwing shade all over your grandma’s channel?  I mean every video she posts, they’re like the first one to comment on it.”

“The Nail Goddess.”

“So, who is that?” asked Lori.

“You know the Nail Spa in the mall.”

“Them?”

“Well, someone from there, anyways.” said Hannah.

“How’d that all start?”

“Nana Bug went in there to get a manicure.  Knowing her, she complained about everything, including the price.  They told her don’t come back.  But I can.”

Lori sounded surprised.  “You?”

“Yeah, it’s twisted.  They think I’m this teenage slash tweener influencer.”

“You’re kidding?” asked Lori.

“No, sometimes they’ll even do mine for free.  I’ll post the experience when I’m done.”

“How come I’ve never seen it?”

“Exactly, because it’s under a different username and profile.”

Lori appeared puzzled. “They don’t know you two are related?”

“Nope.”

Lori gave her a sideways look.  “Who are you?”

“Stop it.  I did it because my mom tried to find every excuse under the sun not to pay for it.  She said I was too young.”

“A little overprotective, maybe.” 

“The whole cop thing, it spills over into the parenting.  You know, watch who you’re talking to online and all that.  Took forever to get my own cellphone.”

“Oh my gosh, you should see my parents.  That phone is like an electronic leash.  They track everything with it.”

“Seriously?” asked Hannah.

“The thing is, I’ve heard them talk when they think I can’t hear them.  They did some crazy shit and are sort of thankful there weren’t cellphones with cameras back in the day.”

“Makes it kind of unfair, doesn’t it?”

Lori set her phone down beside her.  “Only if you post it.”

There was a quiet knock on their door.  Willow was standing outside in the hallway.  “You girls hungry?  We’re thinking about going downtown for lunch, then the store before
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