Mandy locked her legs under the bench and undid her belt. She held tight hanging off the wooden latticework, moving hand over hand. At least chopping wood and toting feed bags had given her strong arms. Finally, Mandy got herself standing on the underside of the catwalk, and she looked down through one of the portals. They had come to a stop above the driveway, behind the Bronco. “Here goes nothing,” Mandy muttered, hanging off the edge of the catwalk and letting herself drop.


Noah came to her immediately rubbing his cheek against her side. Mandy petted him down his back a few times. “Sorry, buddy. Maybe this is stressing you out.”


“Ba-a-ah,” he agreed.


“Okay. Let’s see what we can do.” Mandy crouched down to turn the wheel that locked the portal, and after a few spins it fell open, almost pulling Mandy through. “Yikes!” Mandy leaned over to look down, and then she muttered the word under her breath. People in the movies jump from that high, and maybe she could if she really had to, but it was a long way. Mandy stood up and paced around. Mandy looked at the block of glowing metal at the center of the walkways that connected to all of the linkages, wondering which peddle she could push by hand to connect to the right section of metal and make the saucer turn over or go down to the ground, She tried her phone, but when her call went through, she heard Matt’s voice. He could not hear Mandy.


Mandy crouched in front of the hatch again, cupping her hands around her mouth. “Miss Danowski! Miss Danowski.” She called as loudly as she could. The wind shifted and Mandy heard the sound system in the little house below them, “Burkenstock rock,” no doubt. (The Beatles, Joan Biaz etc., her teacher’s favorite music genre.)


Mandy flew her drone carefully, mindful to keep it line of sight to her phone. After she rammed the front door a few times, she got to use the speaker feature for her first time: “Miss Danowski, it’s Mandy Solem. I’m above you in a piece of farm equipment that broke down. Could I trouble you to ask my father for help?” After Mandy gave her the directions, her teacher hurried off in her Bronco. Mandy was glad her teacher came from the city and did not know much about farm equipment.


Finally, Miss Danowski’s Bronco came back down the drive followed by the big truck that her family used to haul firewood and gather hay. The doors opened. Stepping out, Mandy’s father looked up at her with a hand flat above his eyes. Then he climbed onto the back of the tuck and Matt helped him set up his tallest step ladder, sliding the bottoms of the legs around on the truck to get it under the hatch.


With a roll of rope over his shoulder, Father climbed up. Below him, Matt stood next to the ladder, holding it tight. Mandy started to reach a leg through the hatch to climb down, but Father gestured with a finger. “Stay there, Mandy.” He climbed up another step and the top of his head entered the saucer. “Hi, Noah,” he said, stroking Zack’s pet when he came near. “Look at you. The tip broke off your horn.”


“It did?” Mandy had not noticed.


Father tied his rope around the hatch hinge and let the rest of it drop to hang alongside the ladder. He looked at Mandy for a moment before he started his downward climb. “Give us a minute,” he said over his shoulder. When he got off the bottom step, Matt folded the center braces, and the two of them laid the ladder down flat on the truck. Then they pulled the saucer down to the truck bed with the rope and tied it there. Mandy heard Father talk a moment with Miss Danowski about what the round floating piece of farm equipment did. Then he got into the truck with Matt and started the motor. Noah scurried about anxiously.


Legally, the saucer constituted a wide load, but the widest part sat high enough to clear all the fence posts between there and home. At the farmyard, Father and Matt untied the load and pulled it off the truck to hover over grass. “Okay. Jump down now Mandy,” Father called up to her. “Not you, Noah. Stay.”


Noah scurried about anxiously, and Mandy jumped to the ground. When she stood up, everybody was there — Mother, Father, Matt, Mark, Zack’s parents and his grandfather. Mandy found it hard to look at any of them, especially Zack. When she saw Noah’s saucer harnesses in Zack’s arm her heart fell. What was she thinking?


Father shook his head at her and then he tied the saucer down. Matt slid the folded ladder up into the saucer, leaning it against the catwalk up inside it. Then Mother climbed up.


Father took the harness set from Zack and made a general announcement. “This will take some focus to get it right. Zack, Mark will help you get Noah into his harness, and Amos and Mark and I will each fasten up a strap.”


Mark went to the ladder. “We can do it,” he said cheerfully.


“It’s going to get tricky,” Father told him. “We can drag this thing all over the south forty, but, the way the saucer works with gravity, we can’t turn it over manually. Noah has to do it with the peddles. And you’ll have to hold him upside down to get him into position.” He looked at Zack again. “Will he let you do that?”


Zack took his hat off. “I think he will.” Grossddadi standing near him nodded.


“Okay. Let’s do it.” Father started toward the ladder, but his wife came down it and stood in front of him.


“Before you go in there, I have something to say.”


“Okay.”


Mother turned to face Mandy. “I know you already feel bad. But you have shown total disrespect for a privilege even Tom Swift never had. And what about poor Noah?”


“Ba-a-ah.” He looked down at them from the hatch, considering the ladder.


“No, stay Noah. Mandy, look at him staring at you.”


Mandy looked, and then she hung her head.


“You see that. He loves you. Can you see that?”


Mandy rubbed her eyes. “Yes.”


“And he trusts you. Just like I want to trust you.” She shook her head slowly. “Young lady you give me no choice, ya know. You’re grounded! Go up to your room.”


“Sorry Noah. Sorry Zack.” Mandy had to go inside and let them sort it out. Had to go upstairs and cry.


Long painful weeks went by. Mandy had to go to bed by nine. At least with start of fall come near, the sun and the wipperwill let her be. And with the moon off shining some place on the other side of the planet, she had nothing to blame for keeping her awake. The last time they saucered up, Mandy thought the sadness might go away for good.


But since Denice Anderson’s announcement on the bus, raising a hand with a question or any other unnecessary class participation looked like looking for trouble. She steered clear of Miss Danowski in case she had something to straighten Mandy out about, like everybody else. Mostly Mandy felt ashamed she lied to her hallway sci-fi friend.


Things did not feel any too fine at home, either. Already they had to bring in the firewood they cut last winter. Mandy and her brothers visited so many backwoods of the family farm, Matt in the truck, stacking against the side-gates, Mark and Mandy handing up armloads from wood piles they had stacked around the land. If they saw the round white “puffball” mushrooms, they had to root around and get them all. Mother sold them at the farmers’ market along with her jams and jellies.


Mandy’s family supplied face-cords of seasoned firewood to customers in town, stacked to an exact size, loose enough that a squirrel can run through a space, tight enough that the cat can’t chase it through. Mandy had to let the boys deliver it alone, stay behind to clean the chicken coops, shovel the barn and fun stuff like that. She was grounded. No going home with a friend after school, like anybody would have her. No phone. No drone. At the end of the day she did not feel that happy with her life. This was not the first night Mandy just lay there with her face buried in her pillow. So depressed.


“Ting” Mandy heard something at her window, a bat maybe. Too late for a bird. Then more loudly she heard a “Clack.” She went to her window, and Zack waved up at her from the yard. She felt annoyed, but she climbed out on the roof in her nightgown to see what he wanted.


“What are you doing here? You could break a window doing that.”


He took his hat off and held it to his chest, thick long hair combed. “I missed you.” He smiled as if he had something weird to say, but he held back. “I missed you.”


“Awe shucks. Me?” Mandy did the sad puppy dog. Then she nodded solemnly. “I missed you, too.”


“How things go for you?” he asked, inarticulated by the moment.


“Ooh. Okay, I guess.” Mandy sat on the roof, hanging her legs over the gutter. “No. Things go rotten for me.”


“They do?” He took the news hard, putting his hat back on and clutching his chin.


“Denice Anderson made fun of me on the bus. And now kids look away when they go by me in the hall.” She thought a bit more. “Oh yeah. And my biology lab-partner treats me like I’m useless as tits on a boar.”


“That’s pretty useless,” Zack commiserated. “I’m sorry. Sounds like you hurt.” Zack shook his head. Then his expression changed. “I have some news.”


“Ooh?” Noticing herself sounding like her mom, Mandy went for it all the way. “I want to know, doncha know?”


“‘Doncha?’ And someday you will go to college.”


“Ya. Doncha know?”


“So deerich, Mandy.”


“Ya. I am silly.”


“You’re getting happier.”


“I am. It’s all your fault. What’s the news?”


“Grossdaddi told me to tell you we have a work to do.”


”Does that mean what I think it means?”


“Ya. Your mom will let you do it.” He looked down. “But you’re still grounded.”


“Really?” Mandy stood up and jumped for joy, and she noticed the Milky Way, wide and white, like most people will never see it. “More circles?”


“Nein. Something else.” Zack furrowed his brow. “He sounded worried.”


“Your grossdaddi. He’s pretty smart.” Mandy sat down again, hanging her legs off the edge. “But how did he know enough to make a flying saucer?”


“He didn’t.”


“Then…”


“An alien landed his saucer in the meadow. Not like Mars Attacks. A nice alien. Half his saucer was missing.”


Mandy’s eyes widened in amazement. “Was he in a battle with evil aliens?”


“No.” Zack smiled. “Nobody told him how tall Wisconsin hills can get.”


“Oh.” Mandy smiled, too, also proud of her state.


“He broke one of Grossdaddi’s rocks by holding his hand a special way over one of the lines. A sheet of metal split out of it that can make strong siding for a saucer, and the metal has the power to project gravitational fields.”


Mandy wrinkled her forehead. “An unknown element?” she asked, wondering if Zack would catch her meaning.


“No. It’s an…” Zack paused for a minute, preparing himself to say the word. “,,,an agglomeration of metals with a special quality none of them have alone.” Zack’s face showed a hint of pride. “You can’t make that combination. It has to happen naturally with super-extraordinary heat and pressure.” He shrugged. “It’s rare.”


Mandy’s eyes narrowed. “How rare?”


“Our farm is the only place in this solar system.”


“Wow!”


“I know.” Zack tipped his hat back. “Grossdaddi fixed the saucer with wood framing and pounded metal out on it to furbish it anew. The alien offered to pay him with gold.”


“How much?”


“We shall never know. Grossdaddi asked to learn how to split the rocks to make his own flying saucers as payment.”


“Grossdaddi is smart!”


“But he can never learn to operate a saucer. The alien said humans cannot stay with one thought long enough.”


“Oh?”


“But they figured a way to make it work.”


“Noah!”


“Ya. Noah. I knew that he was well trained when I got him.” Zack took off his hat and reached behind his neck to grasp a leather cord, pulling it up over his head. A round piece of metal at the end of it popped out of his shirt, glowing with a subtle light. “This is a piece of saucerium for you to keep with you.”


He stepped forward and reached it up to Mandy, touching her fingers. She held it in her hand, and the metal felt comforting in her palm. Dots of light began to float around it. “What the…”


“Put it away for now. Lightning bugs always come to it in the summer, and even though it be late in the year, there they are.” He smiled. “Not just Noah. All animals like it.”


Mandy put the cord around her neck and dropped the pendent behind her nightgown, cupping it with her hand through the fabric. “Thank you.”


“I should go now.”


“Oh. Okay.” Mandy stood and blew her friend a kiss, something she had never done before, to anybody. “It’s so good to see you.”


“That girl who was mean to you. She rides the bus?”


“Yes. But as soon as she turns sixteen, she’ll be driving her own car. You watch.”


“Mm.” Zack nodded. “I won’t get a buggy until I’m eighteen.”


“Well.” Mandy smiled. “A flying saucer should do for you in the meantime.”


“It will do for the both of us. Sleep well, Mandy.”


Sitting on the bus, keeping her eyes to herself, Mandy pulled the metal pendant out of her blouse and looked at it more closely. Smoothed and shaped by the peen of a hammer, it resembled a saucer. 


It was a warm morning, high forties, and seeing Zack and hearing the news had cheered her up. But Mandy knew she still had another intolerable day ahead of her to endure. She soaked up the good feeling from the pendent to help her through the slop that inevitably lay ahead.


Mandy kept her eyes on the pendent when the bus stopped for Denice Anderson, and she feared the worst when the important cheerleader stopped by her seat.


“What is that?” Denice asked, a wide-eyed look on her face.


“Ah…” Mandy looked up at her, suddenly looking unsure in her expensive outfit. “It’s a… a good luck charm.” Mandy held it up for her to see.


“Can I touch it?”


“Uh. Okay.”


“It feels…” Denice looked at Mandy. “…nice.”


“Yeah. It does.”


Denice was still looking at Mandy. “I have treated you so mean.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry.”


“Wow.” Mandy returned her gaze. “Thank you for saying that.”


“It feels good to say it. I’ve always known that you were a good person, Mandy. I guess I was jealous. Daddy knocks himself out trying to make things organic like yours does.” She bent down and gave Mandy a little hug, and then she started back down the aisle. “I’ve been mean to my horse, too,” Mandy heard her saying. “And I’m mean to Robert Sanchez. Oh. There he is. Roberto, I have to say something to you.”


Lordy. Mandy looked down at her pendent. Totally unexpected, the conversation had a feeling of rightness to it. And now, of all things, she liked Denise. Mandy looked up and noticed all the faces looking at her, looking friendly. WT…


Things got even nuttier when the bus pulled up in line with the others in front of the school. Mandy always walked across the grass, not the walk, on her way to the front steps. She liked the feel of it under her feet. And that’s what the saucer landed on, right in front of her, spinning briefly to make a lawn circle.


Zack flung the hatch open and climbed out onto the glowing metal. He stood at the edge with his hands reaching down. “Come with me, Mandy. We have a work to do.”


Mandy looked around at all the smiling people. Miss Danowski pulling into the side drive made eye contact with her, and she waved. “Go on!” somebody said. Mandy reached up and grasped Zack’s hands. His strong muscles lifted her off her feet, and many hands from the crowd made the work lighter.


Once Mandy got belted in, it took a while to catch her breath. She just lived through the big moment in a high school movie. And she loved every minute of it. Mandy stood and looked back at Noah. He and his tail looked happy! “Ba-a-ah,” she said to him.


“Ba-a-ah!”


Mandy looked down at the center striped state highway, the only way to get to these parts before the interstate came through down by Tomah. Before long they would come to County X by the general store and turn south. But instead they angled southeast right there and approached her farm from behind. As they came down toward the woods, Mandy could see her barn and her house just a short-ways off. Mandy sat down and buckled up before they dropped through a small opening in the trees, landing in front of a building she recognized.


Many times over the years, she had asked Father about the long short barn, windowless and padlocked on the road that went into the woods from behind the farmyard.


Today, when they landed in front of it the long wooden doors had been rolled open, and Mandy saw three other flying saucers parked inside. Matt and Mark had a ladder against one and their goat stood atop it. Zack’s parents had just leaned a ladder against one and the tan goat Amos used in the hills stood watching them. Zack’s mother smiled and gave Mandy a little wave. In her long blue dress and her white bonnet, she looked vibrant. Jumping down from Zack’s saucer, Mandy walked to where her parents and her father’s goat, Isaac, busied themselves about the third craft.


“Welcome to our private airport,” said Father. 


Then she got a good look at her mother. Mandy was in such a good mood, she almost teased her about the Princess Leia battle uniform. Mandy was glad she did not.


“Mandy Marie Solem,” she said. “Let’s get things straight right from the start.”


“Yes Mother.”


“You are here because we need your help. If you do one thing that does not help…” She gestured with her thumb. “Back on the ground. Do you understand?”


“Yes Mother.”


“Good.” She smiled. “How do you like my Carrie Fisher suit.”


“It’s so cool!”


“I know. Isn’t it?” She struck a pose. 


“Ya. The braid makes it, you know.”


“It does, doesn’t it. Don’t forget to compliment your father. He’s Hans Solo.”


“Oh Yeah. Now I see it.”


“You didn’t see it?”


“Dad’s blond. I… Hi Father. I mean, hi Hans Solo.”


“Thank you.” Father smiled, but he had a serious look to follow it up. He handed her one of the safety harnesses he kept to work on high roofs. “Put this on. It has a short lead. If you use it, tie it right.”


She took the red set of straps from him. “Okay. What for?”


“You might not even need it. But if you do, you’ll figure it out.”


Mandy felt a bump on her rear. “Noah!” When she turned around, he looked so happy. Mandy got down on her knees and hugged his excitedly wiggling body, and Noah stopped wiggling. He just relaxed into Mandy’s arms. She leaned back. “Your horn is all better.”


Mother stepped in and gave the goat a few strokes. “It’s longer now.”


“Is that bad?”


“I’m trying to figure it out.” She looked at Mandy thoughtfully. “It’s the left one. Ordinarily, I’d say that’s his sensitive side. Except it’s so close to his brain, ya know, maybe this is the logical horn.”


Mandy stood up. “Oh… well…”


“Just joshin’ ya!” She smirked. “Doncha know?”


Mandy giggled. “I donch.”


“Friends and family,” said Levi Burkholder. “Or should I just say family?” He smiled. “Gather around. “Okay, now. Thank you.” He looked at Mandy. “Welcome back. Put that harness on before you forget.”


Okay. Mandy stepped into the safety-garb and pulled it up, fastening it in front with a click. She liked the way it looked with her red blouse.


“Mandy, I told you that making crop circles is an act of God’s mercy.”


“Yes.” Mandy looked at everybody else looking at her, and that felt fine. “I remember.”


“Zack will explain it, but now it comes time for us to mete God’s strictness.” He nodded at her. “This is important. Do the very best you can, now.” A murmur of voices expressed agreement.


“I will.” Mandy had a lump in her throat, and she could hardly get the words out. But she meant them.


“Okay, now. Amos, Michel, do you have any instructions.”


“Nein.”


“Well, not to beat a dead horse, we’ve been over it so many times,” said Michael. “We know that large formations of drones spray an advanced polencide along fence-lines of organic farms, but we have no idea when they will do it next.” He patted his goat. “By the way he’s been acting, Isaac thinks it will happen today.”


Mandy raised her hand. “Do the drones take turns spraying a stretch of fence-line, then back away to let the next drone in.”


“That’s right, Mandy.” He looked at her questioningly.


Mandy did not notice his look. She had her phone out, looking something up.


“Okay,” Father said. “Then let’s get ready to launch.”


Nobody heard the old Ford Bronco coming up from the farmyard until it pulled up behind Father’s pick up. Miss Danowski unfolded her tall body from her car, wearing a pair of Osh-Gosh overalls and a western shirt with the snaps. And she looked good, too, speaking to the large gathering quite bravely. “Hello everybody,” she said. (Having sat through her classes, Mandy could tell she her teacher was a skosh nervous.) “You have quite a few swamp gas accumulating machines,” she said, pointing at the saucers with a knowing look.


“Uh. It’s the season,” Mr. Solem said awkwardly.


“Wouldn’t marsh gas happen more in the Summer?”


Mandy’s Father scratched his chin. “Well…”


“Oh please! You’re using the marsh gas story all wrong. I googled it.” Her voice took on a higher, stressed tone. “The authorities told people in the sixties that the saucers were swamp gas. Nobody ever said the flying saucers were farm equipment collecting swamp gas.”


“Farm news doesn’t get played in the cities,” Father managed to say. He had noticed her accent, so the overalls had not fool him. 


Miss Danowski looked close to tears. “Please! Level with me.” She pointed. “Those are flying saucers. I would so, so, so much love to go up in one.” She wiped her eyes


Father put his hands in front of himself, readying to say something firm yet apologetic.


“Did you say you googled it?” asked Levi, who up until this point had stood apart and back from the conversation.


Mrs. Danowski looked at him, and Mandy saw her relax in an instant. Who wouldn’t feel better talking to Grossddadi? “Yes. I googled it. With my phone.”


“That’s good.” He nodded. “Gut to keep learning.”


She smiled. “Always.” 


“We can take you up, doncha know,” said Levi. He walked to the end of the saucer-barn, and put his frame against a door, sliding it open on its squeaky wheels. “We’ll take mine out for a spin, if that will suit you” He pointed at a more simply shaped saucer, coated with dust. “You would complete my team.”


Miss Danowski came over to get a closer look. “That would suit me just fine.” She shook his hand. “I’m Marjorie.”


He took his hat off with the other hand. “And I be Levi. Michael, can I enjoin upon you to take Amos and get my little friend Jules. I’ll stay here and take a broom to my sky-buggy. Oh, and another safety harness.”


“My pleasure,” father said. “Many hands make the work lighter.” 


As he and Amos fixed to get into his truck, Mandy looked up from her phone. “Father! Could you bring the can of stove polish and a rag?”


“Uh. You need it right now?”


“Please! It’s in the tool shed right by the safety harnesses.”


He smiled and shook his head. “Okay. Easy enough.” He looked at Amos. “Women. Right?” Amos chuckled, but he diplomatically got into the truck without a word, and they drove around the Bronco and down the gravel roadway. 


Mandy held her phone up to her mother. “I know when the drones will spray.” 
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