“It’s getting hot in here. Who left the window open again?”
By Katherine Matthews

	One summer evening, after a raucous dinner with his wife and four teenage sons, Mr. Popperson looked forward to reading his newspaper in the inviting comfort of his favorite chair. With his wife off to her book club and his four teenagers out doing whatever teenagers do nowadays, Mr. Popperson had the entire house to himself. This pleased him greatly because what he wished for, more than anything else, was an hour or two of precious quiet.
	He plucked his wife’s scratchy needlepoint pillow, stitched with “Cleanliness is next to…impossible,” off the chair, sat down, and opened his paper. At that moment, Buddy the beagle started barking. The dim-witted dog barked at everything—joggers, mail carriers, streetlamps, squirrels and garbage cans—but saved his most ferocious attacks for Mrs. Grumpkin’s concrete lawn goose.
	Mr. Popperson resisted the urge to administer a swift kick to his wife’s beloved beagle.
	Suddenly, he felt a draft of warm air. How could this be? The air-conditioning was on full-blast.
	“#%@! What is so dang difficult about keeping the windows closed?” Mr. Popperson grunted. Why did he always have to be the one to shut the window, close the cabinet, pick up the sock and wash the dish?
	He put down his paper and turned around to find Buddy barking at a giant scaly dragon.
	Mr. Popperson shrieked. The beast’s glowing green skin and long sinuous body reminded Mr. Popperson of a swollen garden hose. The nostrils glowed like two embers in a Weber grill and exuded a trail of smoke smelling like crisp bacon.
	Buddy squeezed out another round of barking like some furry, flea-infested AK-47.
	The dragon opened his fearsome jaws and swallowed the beserk beagle whole.
	“Now see here, Dragon!” Mr. Popperson yelled, appalled. Then he paused. The house was quiet. Completely, deliciously quiet. No frenzied barking shattered the silence.
	Mr. Popperson stared at the Dragon, who stared back with huge slitted reptilian eyes, black with bright yellow centers, like someone had left a closet door open a crack in a dark room. 
	Just then, Mrs. Popperson’s shrieking voice rang out from the front hall. “I’m home!” Moving with lightning speed, the dragon slithered into the hall and devoured her in a single bite.
	“That’s my wife you just ate!” sputtered Mr. Popperson, rather horrified. But then he paused. The house was, once again, silent. No one was making needling comments about his weight, his old-fashioned suits or his nonexistent sense of humor.
	A wonderful, terrible idea occurred to him. But first he had to know a few things about the beast.
	“Dragon,” said Mr. Popperson. “Tell me. Are you a messy creature? Do you, for instance, take off your dirty socks and leave them on the floor?” Mr. Popperson’s sons did this quite often, to the point where he wondered if they had extra limbs that he knew nothing about.
	The Dragon held up his dragon foot. His sharp gold claws gleamed. No, the Dragon seemed to be saying, I don’t wear socks.
	“And that means you don’t wear shoes either!” said Mr. Popperson, excitedly. Over the years, he had tripped over enough sneakers, boots and flip-flops to start his own Famous Footwear franchise.
	“But what about wet towels? What do you do with your wet towels?” Mr. Popperson’s teenagers pointedly ignored the bathroom racks. Instead, they draped their towels on doorknobs and chair backs and newel posts. Or simply left them lumped on the floor until the towels began to emit an odor that Mr, Popperson though of as Eau de Mildew.
	The Dragon leaned closer to Mr. Popperson and expelled a gentle, warm, bacon-scented breath. Don’t worry, I dry my own towels, the Dragon seemed to be telling him.
	Mr. Popperson warmed to his interrogation. The Dragon might be the answer to all his problems. But he still had a few more questions”
	“Do you toss your gum wrappers on the floor?”
	“Do you drink Red Bull and stay up all night playing Call of Duty 2?”
	“Do you make macaroni and cheese and refuse to clean the pot so that the sauce coagulates into a cheesy epoxy that cannot be removed until the pan is soaked for five days?”
	The Dragon shook his great scaly head in answer to each question, No.
	Mr. Popperson rubbed his hands together, feeling happier than he had felt in twenty years.
	He struck a deal with the Dragon.
	That night, as each of Mr. Popperson’s four teenagers came home, the Dragon ate them. Gulp, gulp, gulp, gulp. Mr. Popperson managed to get through his entire paper without interruption. He cleaned the kitchen and, when he returned an hour later, the kitchen was still tidy. Mr. Popperson was overjoyed. He knew that he should have felt guilty, but he didn’t.
	Over the next few days, Mr. Popperson cleaned the house from attic to basement. Pretty soon, there were no candy wrappers or dirty socks or flip-flops littering the floor. No one ever left a drawer open or a cabinet ajar. No dirty dishes sat in the sink.
	For his part, the Dragon ate anyone who came to the front door to intrude upon Mr. Popperson’s solitude. Mail carriers, neighbors, Boy Scouts selling popcorn, Girl Scouts selling cookies and the guy from Greener Pastures Lawn Care. All went down the Dragon’s gullet.
	Pretty soon, the door bell stopped ringing. Mr. Popperson was entirely alone, with the exception of the silent Dragon. Despite his perfect home, Mr. Popperson became sadder and sadder. One night, when he was feeling particularly lonely, he left his bed, with its crisp sheets and perfect hospital corners, to sleep in the front hall next to the Dragon.
	However, without a steady stream of people to consume, the Dragon had grown rather peckish. And he was, after all, a Dragon.
	So, when morning came to the neat-as-a-pin house, there was no more Mr. Popperson. Just the dragon, who, if he could have spoken, would have most certainly warned Mr. Popperson, “When you lie down with dragons, you get up with…well, you usually don’t get up at all.”
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