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To understand Alexander, you must first understand his time.

It was an age when the universe had been opened for us. We knew how to look at objects a thousand light years away, and map the molecules that gave them form; we knew how things were put together and how they could be taken apart; we knew how the universe began and how it was likely to end. We knew how to reason, and how to discover, and how to add new pages to our increasing store of information.

It was also an age when ignorance was enshrined over knowledge. Every local newspaper contained a horoscope. World leaders consulted astrologers; psychic hotlines made millions; and a United States Senator gained ten points in the polls by claiming to have been in contact with Ancient Aztecs. We knew what comets were, where they came from, and what they didn’t foretell … but in a compound in San Diego, thirty-seven intelligent, college-educated people took poison because they believed that a comet called Hale-Boppwould take them to heaven if they did.

In Alexander’s age, we had knowledge … and we had delusion. And we preferred the delusion.

You cannot understand Alexander Drier’s life without understanding that.

You cannot understand his final gesture without understanding that.

Of course, Alexander’s time is still our time.Which is why some of you are most interested in reading about a high-ranking governmentcoverup of alien experiments on pregnant human women.

I can’t help what you want. I knew that going in.

But that’s not what happened.

SPACE BABY SPEAKS FIRST WORDS AT BIRTH!

Warns of Threat From  Space, Parents Say

The first tabloid reporter arrived in town one day after the birth, the first delegation from the networks right behind him. Not long after it hit the web, the pilgrims showed up. They came in motor homes, in vans, on motorcycles, and on foot: the four-manSweethaven Sheriff’s Office had to import a couple of dozen state police just to keep the kooks and the loonies and the just plain curious at bay.Most just wanted a glimpse of the child. A few–thankfully, very few–had darker things in mind; gene-splicing their mythologies, they arrived with rifles and pamphlets and hate-filled eyes, muttering black fantasies about an Antichrist seeded from the nonexistent Dark Side of the Moon.

I didn’t get to meet him until his tenth birthday, but I can only imagine how frightening a time it must have been: Alexander’s parents and the rest of the immediate family barricading themselves behind drawn curtains, looking out upon the steadily increasing madness of a crowd that seemed to represent all the rest of the world.

Alexander’s mother, Faye, was so serene about the whole thing that she seemed to be in denial. She just held the baby and sang to him, making almost no reference to the mad scene just beyond the driveway.

“It’s funny,” she said at one point. “We don’t know him, really. We don’t know whether he’ll be good or bad, smart or dumb, brave or afraid … the kind of things he’ll be interested in or the kind of things that’ll bore him silly. He’s a stranger to us.An alien, for real.”

Mark Drier winced as he glanced at the window. The blinds were drawn, but he could still see the crowds, growing larger every hour; some of them chanting, some of them singing, some of them shouting in rage. “Better not let them hear you say that.”

Many years later, telling me the story, Alexander’s Uncle George shook his head with awe as he remembered what Faye said at that moment: “Them? Who cares about them? They’ll go away.”

She was right, of course; the crowds began to diminish as soon as even the dimmest pilgrims began to realize that they weren’t about to get beamed aboard any orbital crockery. And the tabloids went after fresher stories the first time a Sheen misbehaved inHollywood. But her prophecy couldn’t have seemed likely to Mark Drier that morning … not with the house being monitored by ten TV networks, the phone unplugged to keep it from ringing off the hook, and Grandma having a quiet mental breakdown in the bedroom upstairs. At the moment, he knew only that nothing would ever be all right again.

Alexander wasn’t deformed, at least, not in the sense that I’m deformed. He had two of everything he needed two of and one of everything he needed one of. And it was all functional. It all worked. He was even beautiful, in the sense that all healthy babies are beautiful. But his head was unusually large: it mushroomed above the temples, bulging up and out like a sack stuffed with more than it was designed to hold. (The doctors had feared water on the brain, but it just happened to be the shape of the kid’s head; the only problem it caused was in delivery, and that had been handled by thecaesarian .) His eyes were about three times larger, proportionally, than the norm for a baby of that size; and they were all black, with no whites showing at all. His nose, as if to compensate, was unusually small, little more than a nostrilled wrinkle in thecenter of his face. His mouth was a slit with thin, pursed lips. His ears were little round buds with holes. His hands were odd too: there were five fingers and a thumb on each, with the fingers all disproportionately long.

Still, that, by itself, wasn’t the problem. At least, not as Mark Drier saw it. He was not a weak man. He could have dealt with birth defects.

The problem was that everybody inAmericahad already seen that face. They’d seen it staring at them from movie posters, from bestselling books, from artist’s renditions on the covers of supermarket tabloids. It was a face so frequently depicted in the mass media that even people who refused to subscribe recognized it as a well-known inhabitant of our shared popular culture: the face described by the growing subculture of folks who claimed to have been abducted and experimented upon–usually in the form of anal probes–by creatures from outer space.

It was, in short, the face of a Roswell Alien.

Mark Drier peered out through the curtains again. The view out there was just as disturbing. Even as he watched, a flyspecked yellowschoolbus crammed with doughy, pasty-faced adults pulled up at the curb.

An inordinate number of the faces at the windows had open mouths. He couldn’t quite tell whether they were shouting, or just chronic mouth-breathers. Their expressions were both ecstatic and dull: like sheep having a party. He shuddered. “I don’t know, Faye. That’s a mob. We may have to start planning escape routes, in case they rush us.”

“They won’t,” Faye said placidly.

“They’ll do what they want,” Mark said. “Don’t you see? Some of them came all the way across the country! They’re not going to let a front yard and a few closed doors stop them now!”

She considered that. “Then we’ll just have to go outside and tell them they’re disturbing the baby.”

“And what makes you think they’ll listen to that?”

“If they think he’s a space baby, capable of shootingdeathrays from his fingers, they just might. But I don’t think it’ll be a problem. They’ll get tired. They’ll feel silly. They’ll go home. And they’ll leave us to the business of being a family.” She smiled, and touched noses with the baby. “It’ll work out. He’s beautiful.”

Nobody said anything to that.

Then Faye looked at them, and in a voice filled with soft sweet steel, a voice that damned them for not responding, repeated, “He’s beautiful.”

The gathered Uncles and Aunts hastened to assure Faye that they agreed. Mark joined in last–reluctantly, and unpersuasively, and with what must have been shame for not being able to feel it the way she did.

SPACE BABY FORETOLD IN BIBLE!

Will He Start World War Three? 

I’m going to have to take a break to ward off the expectations of an unfortunately large percentage of the people reading this account of Alexander’s life.

Alexander was not an alien. He was not a half-human, half-alien. He was not the result of genetic manipulation by aliens who wanted an emissary on Earth. He was not the spawn of a UFO abduction his mother repressed. He learned to speak at about the same rate all children do. And he wasn’t the harbinger of a message from space, though come to think of it that eventually turned out to be a little closer to the truth. He was a boy: one who may have been a little different from the rest of us, but one whose genetic birthright, however bent, was still entirely Homo sapiens . He came out the way he did because of an extremely rare, but identifiable and very well-documented genetic condition that affected hisfetal development, subtly distorting his body in ways that mirrored the by-then well-established folklore of the UFO conspiracy buffs. A search of medical literature was able to find six other cases within the past three centuries: even photos of one poor boy from the early 1900swho spent most of his short life in a freak show inSouth America. Of course, in today’s media-conscious age, there was no way that the malady in question would continue to go unnamed, and so Alexander got thehonor of being immortalized in the medical textbooks before he was even old enough to recognize his mother’s face.

Drier’s Syndrome, they called it: and if there was any upside to the public’s insistence on believing that the child was somehow a visitor from outer space, it was the degree to which that rescued him from a lifetime of being known as the kid with the disfiguring disease.

But he was human, all right.Gloriously human. There will not, at any point in this narrative, be a surprise revelation that he was ever, wholly or in part, anything but.

So those ofyou who followed the various events of Alexander’s life in the kind of newspapers that run front-page headlines about miraculous chocolate diets, can go indulge your little fantasies elsewhere.

Because that’s not what happened.

SPACE BABY TURNS TOYS INTO GOLD!

Parents Now Wealthy, Friends Say

Alexander occupied such an important part of my life that I find it hard to feel anything but contempt for anybody who had trouble loving him. I suppose that’s the main reason I’ve always been so hard on his father: why I still automatically think of him as a cold and distant man, unable to forgive his son for being less than normal. I’m also aware that it’s the way some biographers have portrayed him–some of them, God help me, even using interviews with me as a primary source.

But it wasn’t like that. In the lonely, hysterical days immediately following Alexander’s birth, Mark Drier was a frightened man, desperately searching for the plan that would render everything all right–and who can’t be hated for coming up with the wrong idea when nobody, with the possible exception of Alexander’s mother, knew what the right idea was.

He found her in the upstairs den, which was the brightest room in the house: a perfect place for a young mother to breastfeed her baby. The baby was, like all babies, trusting, hungry, squirming, and needful. I’d like to think that as Mark looked at his child that day, he felt not instinctive revulsion, but also the awe fit for all new life abroad in the world. He may even have felt the joy of fatherhood. But he was a practical man, and love must always make room for practicality … especially with buses of UFO-Abduction Faithful still converging on town from every direction.

Again: I wasn’t there. I can’t re-create the conversation precisely. But I know the people. And it happened something like this:

Mark said, “We’re going to need money.”

Faye smiled. “Well, we knew that going in, hon.”

His hands curled into fists. “Please.Babe. I’m not talking about Diapers and Dip-Tetmoney. I’m talking about independent wealth. I’m talking about guard dogs and chain-link fencing: the kind of money capable of keeping out thewackos for the rest of our lives.”

“We can handle thewackos ,” she said softly. “They’ll get bored. Didn’t you hear what Sheriff Dooley said? Some of them are going home already.”

Mark shook his head.”Some of them, maybe. Maybe even most of them–if they behave the way mobs usually don’t.But all of them?At home and in school and for the rest of his life? How do we stop some especially dangerous nut,who may be just getting the idea today, from coming after our boy with a gun maybe fifteen years from now? Do you honestly think that everybody who’s run out of money or vacation time, and has to go back home to East Calabash or whatever, is just going to forget this kid they were so sure came from outer space? Be real! They’ll be back when you least expect them–and if not them, then somebody else. We can’t live an ordinary life that way. Hell, I won’t be able to hold onto my job as it is–we can’t expect me to just go on selling hardware when every yahoo in the country’s going to flock to my store to see if I have antennae hidden under my hairline. We need money, babe. If only to protect us from what he’s going to bring.”

Faye remained as perfectly serene as before, but there was an edge to it now: awillful defiance of the places this conversation was headed. “So what do you suggest?”

He was unable to meet her eyes. “The Enquirer ’s willing to pay us five million for an exclusive interview–as long as we tell them what they want to hear.”

“That your son’s a creature from outer space.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Mark pleaded. “I hate the bastards. But I can’t think of any other way. And if they’ll be saying it anyway … we might as well get paid for it, so we can get the boy what he needs.”

“Chain-link fence,” she said, without raising her voice. “Guard dogs.Isolation from other children.”

“Safety,” he countered.

She considered that for several seconds, glancing from the earnest face of her husband to the oddly-shaped head of her child. She’d been raised on a small family farm. She’d seen her parents struggling through droughts; she’d lived through foreclosures and years of lean, grinding poverty. She’d even had to quit the university after only two years, when her student loans were cut. She knew what it meant to need money and not have it. Nobody can say how much the idea tempted her; nobody would have blamed her for going along with it.

But then she said, “No.”

“Come on, Faye. Be realistic–”

“I am being realistic. I’m refusing to lie.”

“It’s a white lie.”

“It’s a cruel lie,” she snapped. “He’s our child.Our human child. And it’s our job as his parents to stand up for what he is, not for what some trash newspapers want him to be. I want him to grow up knowing we defended him!” She took the now-sleeping child from her breast, handed him to her husband, and for the first time, spat out her anger, “You want realistic? Call him by name. I haven’t heard you do that yet.

You want realistic, call him by name!”

FACE OF SPACE BABY FOUNDON MOON!

Is He Reincarnation of Ancient LunarPharoah ?

Alexander was lucky, in some ways. Some places would have put the kid in a museum and charged visitors admission to see him–and if you think that’s overstating the situation, kindly look up the case of the DionneQuints . But that’s not what happened.

 

Sweethavencame to see the hordes of morbidly curious as invaders–uncouth, unwanted barbarians who parked on lawns, peered in windows, and dropped their garbage in the streets. What’s more, they came to see the Driers as hometown heroes being victimized by outsiders. There may have been a few voices raised against the child, at first (most of them taking refuge in the fiction that he was brain-damaged, and that he’d have been better off in an institution anyway), but as the months went on, and most of the nine hundred people ofSweethaven got to see him up close, even that faded away to silence, replaced by the determination to protect him at all costs.

Mark Drier did not lose his job at the hardware store; he had to miss a lot of time at first, whenever the Nuts and the Media got too obnoxious, but his boss covered for him, and paid him full wages even when Mark couldn’t make it in more than one or two days at a time.

Nobody denounced Alexander from the pulpit. At least, not inSweethaven : there were some churches down south that preached about him as if he had 666 stamped on his head, butSweethaven’s Reverend WallaceVukcevich assured his flock that he’d seen the boy and that he seemed a perfectly fine baby, odd looks and all.

In the early months, there were two, and only two, acts of serious violence directed against the Drier family. One time, a mentally disturbed woman fromBoca Raton,Florida, pulled out a gun and started shooting at the house–but she got off exactly one very wild shot before being wrestled to the ground. It didn’t even hit the house. Another time, when Faye was taking Alexander to the doctor for a routine examination, a car filled with tabloid reporters deliberately sideswiped the car so they could force her to stop and get a close-up picture of the baby. The good people ofSweethaven took both incidents very personally. TheBoca Ratonwoman was charged with Attempted Murder, Illegal Possession of a Firearm, Reckless Endangerment, Trespassing, and everything else the local courts could think of; she got the maximum penalty on every count and was awarded a long string of consecutive sentences. The reporters would have been lucky to get off with just that: this was only a few years after the similar incident that caused Princess Diana’s death in France, and the small mob of local boys on the scene had a pretty poor opinion of the kind of louts capable of taking that kind of risk with the life of a baby. The tabloid stringers spent almost as much time in the hospital as they later did in jail.

As ugly and upsetting as both incidents were, they only served to cement the town’s resolve: Alexander may have been one strange-looking kid, but he was one of theirs … a feeling that only grew as he developed a personality, and turned out to be pretty normal after all. He was a child. He learned to smile, to giggle, to say his first words, to crawl, to walk, to manipulate his parents with well-placed tantrums …

and that most human of all skills, to ask questions.

Which brings us to the moment he’d later describe as his earliest memory.

Like most of the rest of us, he saw it on television.

He’d watched TV before, of course. His Mommy was not above occasionally using it as a babysitter.

He liked cartoons. He didn’t understand why grownups watched the things they watched, which mostly seemed to be other grownups bantering in living rooms. He certainly didn’t understand the attention his Mommy and Daddy and Uncle and Aunt gave the program on TV now, which was mostly a bunch of serious-looking people speaking in grim, measured tones. Why was this fascinating enough to keep the grownups from playing with him?

“The arrogance of it,” Mark Drier said. “The infernal … gall.”

 

“It’s just symbolic,” Uncle George said. “They’re not actually erasing the accomplishment.”

“Oh, come on, George! They’re doing worse! They’re pissing on it! They’re telling the whole world that the whole thing was nothing more than a big joke!”

Alexander, who was too young to understand any of this, who was indeed frustrated by his family’s helpless fascination for something beyond his comprehension, merely wandered from one relative to another, trying to interest them in more enjoyable activities … until the network commentary switched over to the live feed, and something truly interesting showed up on-screen.

It was a strange-looking man in a chubby suit, with a big box on his back and a gleaming mirror instead of a face. There was somethingirresistablypuppetlike about the way the man bounced up and down when he walked: something that struck the young Alexander as both comical and graceful at the same time.

Alexander struggled free of his Mommy’s lap, toddled over to the TV, and pointed a single questing finger at the funny man.”Whodat ?”

“Get away from the screen, son,” Mark said. “We’re trying to watch.”

Alexander complied as much as his curiosity would allow him, backing up all of two inches.”Whodat , Daddy?Whodat ?”

“Alex, why won’t you listen to me? We’re trying to watch. Be nice.”

“You could answer his question,” Faye said. She was, by this point, hypersensitive to slights of her son, especially where her husband was concerned: especially in light of the little subliminal flinch that sometimes passed across Mark’s face when Alexander fixed those oversized black eyes on his. She didn’t give Mark a chance to redeem himself, but instead turned to Alexander and said, “That’s an astronaut, honey.”

Alexander blinked doubtfully, and repeated the unfamiliar word, “As’not?”

Faye repeated it with exaggerated care, “As-tro-naut. That’s what we call somebody who goes to outer space. That man on the TV is walking on the Moon.”

Alexander knew what the Moon was. He saw it in the sky all the time, both day and night, and his Mommy had taught him what it was called. But up until this moment, it had neveroccured to him that it was more than a pale round ball just out of reach … that it was an actual place, so far away that there had to be a special name for the people who went there. He stabbed his finger at the astronaut’s helmet.”

Dat?”

“That’s his space suit. He needs that to breathe.”

Alexander later told me how his toddler mind processed this information. He thought astronauts wore their space suits all the time, even when they weren’t on the Moon, even when they were home in bed, even when they were in the bathtub. It didn’t make much sense to him.

Mark Drier said something that couldn’t have been any help endearing him to his wife, “He’s too young, hon. He can’t possibly understand this.”

Despite his confusion about the spacesuits, Alexander resented that. He understood more than his Mommy and Daddy gave him credit for. Like most toddlers, his comprehension vocabulary was already far ahead of his deceptively primitivespeech, and he’d used it to figure out a lot of things they couldn’t even begin to guess he knew: among them that his Daddy was a very sad man.

Then the astronaut on TV hopped over a small rock in his path, both rising and falling with unnatural slowness, and Alexander found himself smiling. He turned toward his mother. “I godere ? Ibeast -not?”

The assembled grownups met each other’s eyes.

And Mark Drier said, “No. You won’t.”

“Datmanast -not.”

“Yeah … well … it’s different for him.”

Alexander asked the dreaded Next Question always asked by children, “Why?”

Mark Drier silently appealed to one relative after another, imploring them to rescue him.”Because …

nobody has the wrong idea about where he comes from.”

“That does it,” Faye said.

She rose from her easy chair, picked up her son, and carried him from the room, leaving Mark enveloped by a silence echoing with all the words that would have emerged from a perfect man’s mouth.

SPACE BOY DRAWS CIRCLES IN SANDBOX!

UFO Scientists Note Uncanny Similarities To Crop Circles InEurope!

The young Alexander couldn’t understand why something as wondrous as an astronaut made the grownups around him so upset.

He was too young to know that he’d been watching the live coverage of the First Saudi Expedition to the Moon.

In the wake of the Third Gulf War, the Saudis, flush with their apparent invincibility, had grown rich enough and fanatical enough and crazy enough to sink an obscene amount of petrodollars into their very own space program–mostly staffed, in a particularly cruel irony, by unemployed veterans of the moribund Japanese and United States space programs. Like Projects Mercury through Apollo, and the Golden Dawn expeditions sponsored by the late emperor, this particular project took the better part of a decade to achieve its stated goal: and though there’d been some who said that the Saudis would change their minds before they got that far, the day had finally come, and the rest of the world could do little but watch as the Saudis did just what they’d said they would do.

Many Islamic factions had never liked the idea of a Western Moon. The Saudis had therefore taken the position that Armstrong,Aldrin , and those who followed them had profaned it with their presence. The entire purpose of their space program was to remove, and destroy, everything that the Americans and the Japanese had left behind during their various missions–starting withTranquility Base, which they now dismantled before a television audience of two billion people.

Reactions to this varied, depending upon where in the world you were. In some parts of the world, anything that humiliatedAmericawas reason to cheer. In others, it was considered a sad victory of barbarians. Even Americans weren’t united in their reaction. Some wept for triumphs long-gone. Some were so outraged by the slap in the face they advocated military action against the Saudis. Some thought the whole space program a waste of money better spent elsewhere, and applauded the symbolic burial of Kennedy’s folly.

All too many people simply didn’t care–it was too far away, and had nothing to do with their lives. Their vote was heard in the form of over ten thousand phone calls to the TV networks, protesting not the desecration ofTranquility Base but thepreemption of theirfavorite sitcoms. Most of those were of the opinion that the landing on the Moon had been a hoax anyway. The Japanese, and the Saudis, had simply leased parts ofArizonato film their sequels.

I know how I reacted. I was eight years older than Alexander. I cursed at the set with all the rage of a boy who considered the desecration a personal assault, thinking the world a place ruled only by madmen and fools.

I still believe that.

As for Alexander, he never did make it to the Moon. The universe didn’t have anything that obvious in mind for him. I didn’t make it there, either. It was a world that would never be part of our futures, either shared or separate. But I do look at it sometimes: still just as mysterious, still just as bright in the night sky. And I wonder, in light of everything that’s happened since, if the Saudis succeeded only in keeping the dream alive for us.

NEW SPACE BOY SHOCKER: MIRRORS DON’T REFLECT HIM!

Will Parents Still Deny His Origin?

The year Alexander turned four, the science scores ofAmerica’s high school students hit an all-time low.

The President of theUnited Stateswas caught making major policy decisions on Tarot readings. The newest cult to claim one million converts preached poverty, abstinence, and the worship of the planet Jupiter. And two different prime-time newscasts began devoting five minutes of each program to the astrological readings of singers and movie stars.

I still have a copy of the reading one of those shows gave for the Space Boy himself. “This is a time of growth and learning. Expect major changes in the coming year. But don’t forget to depend on those close to you.”

A brilliantly prescient horoscope for any four-year-old child.

It wasn’t surprising they got around to him. He was, after all, still a frequent topic of the tabloids, and even the comparatively respectable media ran updates on the various milestones of his life. The Driers had even allowed Life magazine to do aphotospread of him attending the birthday party of one of his little friends–the theory being that pictures of Alexander with pink cake smeared on his chin were the only possible antidote for stories claiming that his real parents were the ancient astronauts personally responsible for the Pyramid ofCheops . Alas, they only helped to keep him in the public eye–and though the good people ofSweethaven kept direct intrusion to a minimum, coverage of Alexander’s life was still so ubiquitous that the Driers actually put their TV set in storage to save him from being traumatized by accidental exposure to Space Boy shtick.

No, he had to suffer different traumas entirely.

Take the night he spent one full hour making faces in the mirror. It wasn’t one of hisfavorite games–not because he hated his face, as he hadn’t been raised to have such a poisonous feeling, but because his smoothmasklike features simply weren’t very good at the comical art of grinning. Alexander smiling looked a lot like Alexander frowning, and Alexander calm looked a lot like Alexander angry: there were subtle differences which his family could read, but anybody else had to rely on context or body language.

Genuinely funny faces were so hard to make that even Alexander, who was at this point just beginning to get a grasp of how truly odd he looked, knew he just wasn’t very good at making them.

Today was different, though. Today he was practicing a trick he’d discovered not very long before: i.e.

making the world appear to jump side to side by opening and closing each eye in turn. The phenomenon, which also has application in astronomy, is known as parallax, and every child with two functional eyes takes a turn being fascinated by it. He was most enthralled by the way it looked in the mirror–the way his whole head flickered back and forth, just like a bouncing ball …

Somebody at the door said, “Alex.”

Alexander jumped before he saw who it was. “Oh.Daddy.”

Many years later, he’d have to grope for the words to describe his childhood feelings for Mark Drier.

There was love involved, of course; Mark had been a good and gentle man, who might have been a fine father for a less unusual son. He’d certainly tried to be a fine father to Alexander, saying the things he was supposed to say, doing the things he was supposed to do,never being deliberately cruel. But he was also a man whose affection seemed forced, a man who couldn’t quite conquer that little subliminal flinch he demonstrated whenever his son entered a room … a man who had very little to say to Alexander and by this point not much more to say to Faye.

Without ever being struck, without ever being abused, Alexander couldn’t help being always just a little bit afraid of him.

And his father knew it, “Sorry. Did I scare you?”

“Maybe a little bit,” Alexander said self-consciously. “I was making faces.”

Mark flashed a little wan smile at that.”Any good ones?”

“Not really. I think maybe I need a moustache.”

Another wan smile.”I think maybe I could use one, too.” He held the expression for all of ten seconds before seeming to remember something that pained him–then gathered up his strength, and with a joviality that rang false, said, “Hey, Sport? I know it’s near your bedtime, but how’d you like to take a walk with your old man?Just for a few minutes?”

Alexander glanced at the window beside the shower stall. The little sliver of sky visible between the mostly drawn curtains was a shade of purple-blue not very far removed from black; it would not be long before the heavens got the news that the sun was gone for another day. He spoke with caution: “It’s dark.”

“That’s okay. We won’t be going far.”

“Is Mom coming?”

“Not tonight,” Mark Drier said. “But don’t worry. She already knows we’re going.”

 

He took Alexander downstairs, zipped him up in his jacket, took his hand, and walked him into the backyard. They had a big backyard. They were at the edge of town, just south of the hills, on a slope that was the first of a long bumpy ride to the horizon. Their property was entirely surrounded by chain-link fence, not high enough to keep away determined intruders, but enough to discourage the merely curious. Alexander had seen folks with cameras scramble over once or twice; he’d also seen his Dad chase them away, shouting words that Alexander himself was not permitted to speak. But there hadn’t been an incident like that since his last birthday.

Mark unlocked the back gate and walked Alexander to the top of the first hill, home of a jutting slab of rock that the boy was allowed to climb only when his parents were watching. It was a big rock for a kid Alexander’s age, almost as tall as his Dad. Mark didn’t give him a chance to climb it–just picked him up and put him there, before climbing the rock himself and taking his place by Alexander’s side.

They sat without speaking for the several minutes it took the last light of day to surrender to the blackness of night. Mark said nothing because he was a smoker, and a sedentary man, who did not climb hills easily; his ragged breaths burst from him like little explosions. Alexander said nothing because his father was holding his hand, which was in and of itself such an unusual thing that he was scared to disturb it with the sound of his own voice.

Time passed. Mark’s breathing slowed to normal.

The stars came out.

It was a clear night over a very small town, and the lights burning down below were not enough to force many stars into hiding. Some of them shone like pinprick flames. And as the night grew darker above Sweethaven , and Alexander searched his father’s face for the reason they’d hiked all the way up here, Mark seemed less and less a recognizable presence and more and more a man-shaped shadow eclipsing the lights in the sky above him.

Forever came and went before Mark spoke.”You cold?”

“No,” Alexander said.

“Tired?”

How could Alexander be tired, when all this was going on? “No.”

“Good,” Mark said, still without looking at him.

More time passed. So much time that Alexander thought they were supposed to sit here, holding hands, all the way to morning.

Then Mark’s profile shifted slightly, and he spoke in a strange, faraway voice that didn’t sound like he knew who he was talking to. “You know … I used to love the stars. Not astronomy; I was never any good at that. But once upon a time, when I was a kid, I used to pitch a tent on a hilltop not far from here.

I didn’t sleep in the tent unless it was raining, though. When it was a nice, clear night, like tonight, I laid out my sleeping bag and slept in the open … just looking up at the constellations. Some of those nights, time just seemed to stop.” He hesitated, glanced at his son, and turned his gaze back to the sky.

“Sometimes I wish it did.”

 

“You can wish on stars,” Alexander said knowledgably.

“I’ve heard that. But by the time somebody told me I was too old to believe it.” He sighed. “It took me a long time to learn that even if you do wish on stars, you don’t always get what you want from them.”

Alexander said, “You can still wish.”

“That’s right. You can.”

And because Mark seemed even sadder now than he’d ever managed to seem before, Alexander came right out and asked, “What do you wish, Daddy?”

The shadow in the shape of Alexander’s father shifted, no longer a profile turned up but a black oval looking down at the boy. Alexander didn’t have enough light to see his expression; the oval contained nothing but darkness. In the silence, Alexander was terribly afraid that he’d said something wrong.

Then Mark squeezed his hand extra tight. “We better get you back to the house. It’s getting late, and your mother’s going to want to tuck you back in.”

Alexander could only be relieved that the strange interlude was over. “Sure.” He allowed his father to help him down from the rock, even though he knew he could climb down by himself, and followed him back to the house.

Something else happened late that night, long after he went to bed. Though somewhere deep within the land of sleep, he realized he was not alone. He opened his great black eyes a slit and looked across the pitch-black room to a shape barely visible in the doorway. It was his father, standing with slumped shoulders, one arm braced against the doorframe. Alexander shouldn’t have been able to see him at all, since the hall was dark, too, but there was just enough ambient light coming from elsewhere in the house to render Mark Drier’s outline crisp and sharp. Too sleepy to get up, Alexander fell back to sleep before it occurred to him to wonder just what his father wanted now. When he opened his eyes again, still surrounded by darkness, the doorway was empty.

The divorce was uncontested. Mark Drier moved toSan Francisco, where he got a one-room apartment and a job behind the counter in a souvenir shop on Fisherman’s Wharf. He didn’t aspire to anything else, he didn’t marry again, and he didn’t get a phone. The few times he received visits from journalists desiring inside gossip about his son, he simply ejected them, always silently, and never with unnecessary force.

Father and Son didn’t see each other again for almost two decades.

SPACE BOY GOES TO SCHOOL!

Teaches Classmates Orbital Mechanics

The year Alexander Drier entered first grade, the Jupiter Cult boasted over three million members nationwide. A couple with a million-dollar home inTexaswas driven to personal bankruptcy by the wife’s seven-digit debt to the Home Astrology Network. Three colleges offered their first courses in UFO

abductions during the twentieth century. Psychic surgeons opened successful clinics inNew York,Los Angeles,Denverand Chicago–curing nobody but building a sizeable clientele among inoperable cancer patients who had nothing left to lose. And a certain bestselling book, written by the kind of writer who specializes in such things, declared that photographs of the stone face on Mars taken over the past ten years proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that its lips were moving. He claimed that the government was trying to prevent the rock formation from delivering its truly momentous message to humanity–his chief proof an allegation that there were no deaf lip-readers working at NASA.

I own a crayon drawing Alexander made at about this age. His mother gave it to me–no big sacrifice on her part, since she saved all his drawings, and had hundreds of them. It’s about as impressive as you’d expect from a drawing made by a six-year-old: stick figures, lollipop trees, lopsided houses, garishcolor that refuses to accept the authority of the lines meant to hold it in check. Faye Drier stands at one side of the picture, with exaggeratedcurlycue hair that seems to be made out of wildly askewSlinkies . She is clearly smiling, clearly a figure meant to be seen with love. The rest of Alexander’s extended family is also in the picture, though harder to identify. The bald man with the tie is probably Uncle George. The woman standing next to him, a smaller version ofFaye, would then have to be Aunt Jude. Aunt Wendy, who lived on the east coast now but visited at least twice a year, stands next to her, identifiable by her big hoop earrings. Then there’s a blob ofcolor that must have been intended to represent Alexander’s dog,Arnold.

…

…and next to Arnold, Alexander himself, the whole reason the drawing is so important. Because, once you take his limited drafting skills into account, it’s an accurate drawing. It shows a boy with a big round head that seems too large for his body, and big long fingers disproportionately long for their hands, and big black eyes shaped like almonds.

In the picture, he’s smiling. That’s important. Alexander wasn’t very good at smiling; his facial muscles weren’t really built for it. He couldn’t maintain the expression for long. But in the drawing he’s smiling, and waving: like forall the world a still from one of those old-time Spielberg movies.

The picture’s important because it shows that Alexander, at that age, already understood just how different he looked. He just wasn’t self-conscious about it, that’s all.

Not even the day Faye brought him to his first day at the local elementary school–a small brick building midway betweenSweethaven and Monarch, a somewhat larger town that sat fifteen miles up the road.

Sweethavenand Monarch shared the school between them, in order to make the classes large enough to support a teacher for every grade. That was still an average of only ten or eleven children per class. Six of the kids in Alexander’s class were natives of Monarch and three of those would now be meeting the Space Boy for the very first time.

On the school’s insistence, Alexander was ushered in half an hour late, after his teacher, Mrs.

Hirschman, had a chance to deliver her little speech about what to expect. The speech included the standard warning that he might look a little scary, but he shouldn’t be treated any differently than anybody else. As a result, the five children who knew Alexander fromSweethaven , and the three children from Monarch who had met him already, were now reminded to consider him odd, and the three children who’d never seen him before watched his entrance with the awed fascination they would have awarded a strange andcolorful new species of bug.

As he took his seat, the girl in the desk next to him, Sally Watkins, said the first thing that came to mind.

“He looks like a spaceman.”

Mrs. Hirschman was scandalized. “Sally! That’s rude!”

“That’s okay,” Alexander said. “I do look like a spaceman.”

“That may be true, but we don’t like to make fun of the way people look in this class.”

 

“But everybody says it… .”

Mrs. Hirschman now definitely had the look of a woman who feared losing control. “It’s still not a subject we’re going to discuss here. Is that clear?”

Alexander hesitated. “Okay. Sure.”

“Thank you, Alexander.”

She turned her back, to write something on the blackboard.

He simply followed her with his big black eyes, bemused by her reaction, and wondering just what he’d said to get her so upset.

He looked around at his classmates to see what they thought–and was startled to find several of them staring at him with expressions ranging from loathing to morbid fascination. Those who were looked away quickly as soon as he made eye contact, afraid to admit their interest, scared that he’d notice them as they’d noticed him. He’d seen such reactions before (notably from his dad, and by at most a couple of other people inSweethaven ), but he was treated so normally by his mom and the rest of his family that he’d just written that off as something that strangers happened to do.

Now, looking at the faces of his classmates, it occurred to him for the very first time that this was the way some people looked at boys who looked like spacemen.

It’s a tribute to the Drier family and the people ofSweethaven that Alexander, a remarkably bright kid, didn’t have enough experiential data to reach this seemingly obvious conclusion until he was almost six.

But it still hurt. In this, the first moment where he really had a taste of what it meant to be a freak, he felt so tremendously self-conscious that he actually considered bolting from the room in tears.

Then he noticed Sally Watkins, the little girl who’d called him a spaceman, sticking out her tongue at him.

He blinked, unsure how to react.

She looked away, then turned back, and stuck out her tongue again.

Experimentally, because it was the only response that seemed to make sense, he stuck out his own tongue in kind.

She crossed her eyes.

And he felt better.

Popularity, it seemed, was not going to be a serious problem.

SPACE BOY’S SECRETMISSIONONEARTH!

Veni,  Vidi  ,  Vici

In a particularly frightening nationwide poll, astrology became the only “science” seventy percent of Americans could identify by name. A certain national news magazine ran a cover story about the prophecies ofNostradamus , and how they’d all come true,sorta . There was another evolution debate in the Department of Education, withDarwinevicted from over half the nation’s schools and creationism installed as the officially recognized curriculum. Reports of UFO abductions reached an all-time high, to the point where they were reportedly taking place out in the open, on crowded city streets, with nobody ever managing to get one on film.

Somehow, Alexander learned. He was so anxious to get back into Mrs.Hirchman’s good graces that he paid attention to her boring lectures and did all his homework, and before long he realized he was enjoying it.

There was a problem with a couple of local adults who objected to having their kid go to the same school as Alexander. They actually picketed the school, declaring it, “OFF LIMITS TO ALIENS.” It wasugly, and stupid … but it also died down once the idiots in question realized that nobody was going to buy it. Alexander was the local celebrity. He was the reason the world knewSweethaven and Monarch existed. They were proud of him. Plus the owners and employees of the half dozen businesses in town owed their increased sales to him, and they knew it.

Time passed.

When Alexander was eight he surprised his mother by announcing that he wanted to become a spaceman. Faye deserves credit for immediately understanding what he meant. “Maybe you better say

‘astronaut,’ dear.”

That seemed reasonable enough to him. “Astronaut,” he agreed.

Uncle George, who was listening, said, “You know, son, that’s a pretty hard thing to want to grow up to be.”

“Why?” Alexander wanted to know.

“Because, right now, there aren’t any astronauts.”

“There are the Israelis.”

Uncle George shook his head. “They’ll quit soon. That always happens. We got tired and quit. The Russians got tired and quit. The Japanese got tired and quit. The Saudis got tired and quit. Pretty soon the Israelis will get tired too. I don’t know if anybody will still be doing it by the time you grow up.”

Alexander was at the stage of life where historical precedent didn’t mean a damn thing to him. “That’s okay. I’m still going to be an astronaut.”

“How?”Uncle George wanted to know. “Yougonna build a rocket ship in your backyard?”

Alexander shrugged.”If I have to.”

“And where are you going to go?”

“Venus. Saturn. Pluto. One of those places.”

“Pluto,” Uncle George repeated dubiously.

 

“It’s cold there,” Alexander said. “It’s cold and Mercury’s hot. But I’ll go anywhere they want to send me. It doesn’t matter where as long as I get to go.”

Faye, who was digging up a clog in the sink, grunted, “And as long as you also get to come back.”

“Well, duh,” Alexander said.

Much later, when the boy was watching Gilligan, Uncle George took Faye aside to bring up a concern last expressed by Mark Drier during the Saudi moon landing. “Listen, are you sure it’s a good idea to encourage him to talk about that kind of thing? Let the wrong person hear him talking about going off into space, and they’ll turn it into E.T. wanting to go home.”

Faye said, “I don’t care what they turn it into. I care what my son turns it into.”

“Oh, come on–”

“No, you come on. He’s eight years old. Are you going to tell him not to dream?”

“He can dream all he wants,” Uncle George said. “But you have to teach him to keep some things secret.

He has too many people listening to him … some of whom would love to hear him talk about wanting to be an astronaut. Don’t you see that they could twist that into anything? Don’t you understand that he’s gotten to the age where we’re going to have to keep a tight rein on the kind of things that come out of his mouth?”

Faye sighed. “I’m not going to keep him gagged, George.”

“It’s not as simple as that–”

“I’m sorry,” Faye said. “But it’s as simple, or as complicated, as my son and I choose to make it.”

SPACE BOY’S PLOT TO HYPNOTIZE THE WORLD ON TV!

Don’t Watch His Eyes, Experts Warn

When Alexander was ten, he was interviewed on TV. He’d actually appeared on television any number of times before that–starting with hisbirth, and continuing throughout his childhood, whenever enterprising newspeople went back toSweethaven for regular updates. But that was just news footage. This was a fully authorized, in-depth interview, promoted on prime time and aired on the highest-rated, most influential TV news magazine of its time. It was considered a coup by all involved–not only by the network and thenewspeople , but also by Faye and Alexander Drier.

This was because Faye’s refusal to exploit her son’s notoriety had prevented the Driers from earning any of the millions that might have been raised by Space Boy merchandise. In supporting him, she’d been helped not only by regular checks from Alexander’s absent father, but also by her family, which had helped her maintain their home, and by her community, which had determinedly kept her employed and protected from the worst of the UFO-abduction crazies. But that hadn’t provided for much more than necessities, birthdays, and Christmases. And when Alexander, whose interest in astronautics had not faded, and whose bedroom was now overflowing with Saturn V models, Armstrong andAldrin posters, and models of the solar system, announced that the one birthday present he wanted more than any other was a day at the Smithsonian Air and Space Museum in Washington, Faye had felt her back forced against a wall.

 

And so she finally let it be known that she was amenable to an interview. As long as whoever performed the interview did it in Washington, providing security and travel expenses for herself, Alexander, one of Alexander’s school friends (he chose Sally Watkins), the parents of the child he chose, and two relatives to be named later. So many news organizations leaped on this offer that she’d needed almost two weeks just to decide which one was least likely to provide unpleasant surprises; she chose the one she did, despite its decades-old confrontational stance toward corrupt businessmen and politicians, because it was also a fairlyhonorable enterprise that could be trusted to take it easier on a kid.

As a result, Alexander enjoyed several firsts: his first trip outsideWyoming, his first airplane flight, his first journey among strangers whose reactions to him could not be safely predicted, his first time speaking for himself on television … and one other thing, which he wouldn’t find out until two days after the interview aired.

From all accounts, he acquitted himself admirably.

There was the incident on the connecting flight toPhiladelphia, when a fifteen-year-old kid across the aisle elbowed his sister and said: “Hey, look. We’ve been abducted.”

“Shut up!” the sister hissed. “You’re awful!”

Instead of ignoring them, Alexander leaned over and responded in a spooky voice that carried throughout that entire section of the plane: “Actually, he’s right. And we’re not really landing in Philadelphia…Bwah -ha-ha-ha-ha!”

That made a hit. So did his unannounced appearance at the Air andSpaceMuseum, where he found himself attracting more attention than any of the exhibits. He might have ignored the people who gathered around him to gawk. He might have gotten frightened and asked them to leave him alone. He did neither.

Instead, armed with his own intense interest in the subject, he became a tour guide: pointing out the Apollo capsule, the Space Shuttle, Skylab, and everything else he recognized from his own reading, explaining what they were and where they had gone in a loud, clear voice that communicated more enthusiasm than factual accuracy. (He was, after all, a ten-year-old.) Midway through his presentation, a local news team arrived and filmed him describing how astronauts went to the bathroom in space–scooping the interview show he was slated to do in three days, but capturing for the very first time on national television his declaration that he was going to be an astronaut himself.

There was more. He went toArlington, the Lincoln Memorial, the Vietnam Memorial, theClintonMuseum

,the Memorial for the Victims of the Toxic Spill inHonolulu. He spent one sad morning in theNational HolocaustMuseum, silently moving from one exhibit to another, speaking only when he encountered the Nazis’ own footage of a dwarf executed for his deformities. Alexander’s response upon realizing just how doomed his own life could have been (an angry “Were all these people stupid, or what?”) made the news that night. The local anchorman joked about comments from an alien visitor. I remember wanting to kill him.

Alexander’s live interview turned out to be more than a way to cadge a free trip toWashington; it was also a masterstroke of public relations on the part of his mother. Because it was the last thing the UFO

fanatics had expected: nothing more than a friendly conversation with a bright, articulate ten-year-old.

Alexander talked about hisfavorite teachers at school, what TV shows he liked, the things he’d seen in Washington, even his dinner with the President (breaking up the host by taking that opportunity to wave at the camera and say “Hi”.)

At one point the conversation turned to how Alexander got along with other kids.

 

Q: Do your friends make a big deal about you being famous?”

A: Sometimes.

Q: Does it change the way they treat you?

A: I don’t know. I’ve never been any different, so I don’t have any other experience to compare with.

Q: Well, let’s put it this way. When you play Star Trek , do they always make you play the alien?

A: No. We take turns.

Q: Do you play Kirk?

A: Sometimes. But everybody says I look more likePicard .

By the first commercial break, most people who’d tuned in to see the Space Boy were already realizing that this was just a smart and likeable kid. Unfortunately, most was not all, and polls revealed that there were still twenty million Americans more convinced of his extraterrestrial origins than ever before.

Part of that may have had something to do with the third segment, which turned out to be Alexander’s eulogy for the space program. He talked about John Glenn and he talked about the walk on the Moon and he talked about the space shuttle and he talked about wanting to be an astronaut and he talked about how everybody told him that wouldn’t happen and he talked about how he wanted to make sure it happened anyway. He talked about the planets and what they were like and which ones he’d like to visit if he only got a chance. He was, as it happens, particularly enthused about Mars, and he said he’d rather go there than just about anywhere else.

The final segment culminated in the moment of self-description that defined Alexander for millions of Americans:

Q: Do you really think you’ll be an astronaut when you grow up?

A: One way or another.

Q: What does that mean?

A: It means that I’ll do whatever I have toto make it happen.

Q: And then you’ll really be the boy from space.

A: No. I’ll never be the boy from space. I’ll be …  (groping for a phrase) … the astronaut from Wyoming.

I was on the phone to the studio thirty seconds later.

WHAT WAS SPACEBOY’S REALMISSIONINWASHINGTON?

Congressional Leaders Refuse to Comment

Two days later, the Driers were surprised in their hotel suite by their networkliason , Ms. Wallace. The woman’s manner was so hesitant that Faye Drier, who answered the door, immediately assumed that something terrible had happened back home.

“Oh, no,” Ms. Wallacecolored . “I’m sorry. It’s just … well, it turns out that there’s something else we’d like to ask Alexander to do for us… .”

Faye was on guard at once. “The deal was for one interview. Not two.”

 

“I know, and we appreciate that … but this isn’t about an interview. We don’t even need him to appear on TV again. It’s … well, it’s somewhat special …” The woman peered over Faye’s shoulder, saw the pajama -clad Alexander emerge from his bedroom, and spoke more quickly, “We would have told you before, but we got almost five thousand phone calls during the broadcast … and, well, it took a while before this one was reported to somebody with authority to make a decision … “

Faye, still suspecting the worst, unchained the door and ushered the poor woman in.Ms. Wallace sat on the couch, said hi to Alexander, looked at her hands, and went on: “The call came froman … unfortunate young man inGeorgetown. That’s a residentialneighborhood here… “

“I know,” Alexander said.

“Well, we checked this out very carefully, and he’s real. His name’s Colin Forsythe. He’s … well, an almost complete shut-in.Severe muscular dystrophy, can’t walk, can’t do much with his arms. He was five years old before his parents and his doctors realized he wasn’t
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