
        
            
                
            
        

    
      
         
         
         
         [image: Title page: Voyagers by Meg Charlton. Published by Harper.]

      
   
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For my father, Jim Charlton

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            So let us think of people as starting life with an experience they forget and ending it with one which they anticipate but
               cannot understand.
            

            —E. M. Forster
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         Privately, we called him Allen. There were many aliens, or figures interpreted as such, in our story. But those aliens, like
            our story, belonged to other people. Psychiatrists. Social workers. Journalists, ufologists, comedians, academics. We were
            famous, or infamous, depending upon how you looked at it. First for disappearing:
         

         
         
            “PLEASE BRING BACK OUR BABIES”: SIX-YEAR-OLD BOY AND GIRL VANISH FROM FAMILY VACATION IN PALM SPRINGS

         

         Then for reappearing:

         
         
            “IT’S A NEW YEAR’S MIRACLE”: PALM SPRINGS VICTIMS RING IN 1998 AT HOME AFTER TWO-DAY ORDEAL

         

         And then for telling a story about that dis- and re-appearance so extraordinary:

         
         
            “A LIGHT CAME FROM THE SKY”: PALM SPRINGS KIDS CLAIM ALIEN ABDUCTION

         

         that the facts would be forever in dispute. The dispute, of course, was half the appeal, more than half, for the viewing public. Certainty is much less fun, often disappointing. Better to debate, to seek. After all, what is a UFO without the U, the unidentified, the dark, wide sky of speculation? 

         
         As children, Ana and I told our story again and again, watched it turned this way and that, shaped into prime-time news, into
            a conspiracy, into content, and finally into a joke, a half-remembered relic of a past decade’s pop culture. Our fame faded,
            even if its impact on us did not. Celebrity is a warping experience, particularly if seeded young. Our minds grew trellised
            around it. It made me, for example, into the kind of person who instinctively resorts to tabloid headlines to summarize the
            events of my own childhood. The consumable public narrative still takes precedence over the mess of private experience.
         

         
         But Allen was different. He was never part of our official story. He was just for us. Technically, I was the one who first
            came up with him, but Ana adopted him so quickly that he always felt coauthored. I suppose you could say Allen was an imaginary
            friend, but that would undermine his importance and his dignity. Plus, he was present in our lives long after kids typically
            outgrow those kinds of things. We talked about him all the way through high school. We added new details all the time:
         

         
         
            
               Allen was a xenobiologist, specializing in Earth studies.

               
               Allen wanted a pet robot.

               
               Allen’s favorite place on Earth was Death Valley, because it was the place that felt the most like home.

               
            

         
         “No way,” Ana said. We were thirteen at the time of this conversation, at a casino hotel in Las Vegas. We had just finished an appearance at an event for UFO enthusiasts and experiencers. Ana was regarding me with extreme skepticism over a molten chocolate cake. “His planet doesn’t have any water,” she said. The aridity of Allen’s home world was, at this point, canon. “If we already agreed he hates Las Vegas, why would his favorite place be Death Valley?” 

         
         “Las Vegas is different,” I said. I didn’t like Las Vegas. Even as a native Manhattanite, I found it too bright and overwhelming,
            like trying to take a nap inside a billboard. “Anyway, I can’t explain it, but I just feel like he’s drawn to the desert.”
         

         
         “If it were me,” Ana said, “and I was traveling all that way? I’d want a little variety.”

         
         “People go to Europe and eat at McDonald’s.”

         
         Ana raised an eyebrow. “Well, since only one of us has been to Europe . . .”

         
         “That wasn’t what I meant . . .”

         
         “Oh my God, relax, I was kidding.” She swiped her spoon through the chocolate sauce and licked it, lost in thought. Ana and
            I disagreed sometimes. Which was okay, when it was about Allen. He could absorb disagreements. We’d amend, feel our way to
            the right answer together. Because there was always a right answer even though Allen was made up. There were fictions that
            were true and fictions that were false and the difference between the two was ineffable, intuitive, but also incontrovertible.
            We couldn’t have defined it, but we always felt it. The false ones felt forced. The true ones felt like we’d uncovered something
            that had been there all along.
         

         
         “I think water is less important than temperature,” I said.

         
         “Totally,” she said. “He’d want to go somewhere cold.”

         
         “With water.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Frozen water?”

         
         “A glacier?”

         
         “Alaska?”

         
         Ana gasped, delighted. We had found it. A true fiction. She nodded. I smiled. Alaska it was.

         
         
            
               Allen’s favorite place on Earth was Alaska, because it was the place that felt the least like home.

               
            

         
         I know none of this stuff with Allen seems, in the strictest definition, relevant to the rest of Ana’s and my story. But most of anyone’s life could be swept away with that assessment. “I stress that the universe is mainly made of nothing,” Carl Sagan once wrote. “That something is the exception.” That’s life, isn’t it? Mainly nothing? Does that mean it’s mainly meaningless? Quite the contrary. Allen, for example, was at the heart of Ana’s and my falling-out and might be, in some way, responsible for our final separation. And anyway, even if he weren’t, even if he were totally ancillary and irrelevant, I’d still argue that he matters. Who would we be, after all, without our little irrelevancies? What makes up a constellation—the stars or the space between them? 

         
         Besides, why is Allen less real than anything else? What is real? This is not stoner philosophizing; I have found the question
            of what constitutes reality to be a persistently intransigent one in my life, and not only when it comes to Allen. As an attorney,
            I have been trained to have a certain skepticism about people’s reliability as narrators of their own lives. I have watched
            many people, confident in their own recollections, be proven totally wrong, be shown an email they swore, moments earlier,
            they had no memory of sending. I don’t think all of them are lying, because most are too obviously unsettled by this confrontation—justifiably
            unsettled, in my opinion. It is very frightening to realize how slippery our perceptions of the world around us really are.
            Not so much truth, but true fictions. Assumptions. Embellishments. This does not happen only with memory; I chose the term
            “perceptions” for a reason. We can be mistaken even in the moment. Reality is unstable, and not just in retrospect.
         

         
         For example: When I was fourteen, the spring semester of my freshman year, I experienced a stroke. It was the day of tryouts for lacrosse, a sport I hated but that my brothers had both excelled at, so I felt obligated to play. Plus, I had a crush on the team captain, Dave Abergel. I had daydreamed about stunning him in tryouts with my athleticism—a quality I had never before displayed but which, I felt certain, would emerge at this crucial moment. I wanted to be known as “a Whitman boy” and not “alien boy,” an insult that, on one of our long-distance phone calls, Ana said I should wear as a badge of honor. Anyway, she added, she got called worse. 

         
         “Like what?” I asked. “Alien girl?”
         

         
         Ana laughed, three time zones away in the Los Angeles dusk. “No,” she said. “Just ‘slut.’”

         
         I would have preferred that, though I didn’t say so. To be called a “slut” implied, beneath the ugliness, envy. That the person
            in question exuded attractiveness and experience. I did not exude such things, nor did I have much experience to speak of.
            I had kissed two people in my life: The first was a boy in my grade, Damian, who subsequently pretended not to know me; the
            second was Ana herself, which I didn’t really count in my meager tally. That kiss was so singular that it seemed to belong
            in its own unique category—sacred and somehow entirely unsexual.
         

         
         “So what happened,” Ana asked. “Did you dazzle Dave with your big lacrosse stick?”

         
         “Ew, Ana!”

         
         “Don’t be such a prude! Just tell me what happened.”

         
         It was bad. I had very much not dazzled Dave, with my stick or anything else, because I had never even made it onto the field.
            As I was waiting to board the team bus on Ninety-First Street, my left arm went numb. The world went fuzzy at the edges. I
            tried to ask for help but found I couldn’t speak. Dave watched me with mounting alarm: His grandfather had had a stroke right
            in front of him only a couple of weeks before and it looked like that was what was happening to me. Our coach agreed. They
            called 911. I’m having a stroke, I thought, with terror, before losing consciousness right there on the sidewalk.
         

         
         Or was I? I came to twenty minutes later in the ER with a headache like an ice pick. But the numbness in my arm was mostly gone, my speech and sight restored. Blood tests were within range, EKG was clear, MRI was normal. No tumors. No clots. No markers of neurodegeneration. There was nothing wrong, other than the pain behind my missing eye, but soon that went away, too. 

         
         “When did you lose that left eye?” the doctor asked.

         
         “I was six,” I said.

         
         “Retinoblastoma?”

         
         “No, just an accident,” I said. “I slipped.” I had injured my eye tripping on a rock in the moments just before Ana and I
            were reunited with our families. My fall had been captured on camera, from the TV news helicopter circling above us. The doctors
            tried to save the eye, but I had damaged it beyond repair and ultimately it had to be removed. I wore a prosthetic now, which
            was not a glass eyeball, as some people assumed, but a convex hemisphere hand-painted with such uncanny precision that its
            iris was the same light brown as my real one.
         

         
         The doctor nodded, looking at my chart. “Do you experience any deficits from that?”

         
         I conceded that I did. Some. I had to double and triple check my blind spot before crossing the street. My depth perception
            was okay but sometimes I mistrusted it. I couldn’t watch 3D movies. But the thing that made me most self-conscious was that
            that lid didn’t close all the way when I slept, so it looked as if I kept one eye slightly open all night. It spooked people.
         

         
         The doctor shook his head in wonder. “Well, I’m sorry if your peers think it’s spooky. I personally find it amazing. Look
            what your brain can compensate for, huh? Even without parallax, it can fill in the whole picture.”
         

         
         I nodded. I certainly knew something about that.

         
         I was almost fully recovered from my “stroke” by the time my mother made it to the hospital. She gripped my hand, her palm
            clammy. She expected the worst. But the worst had not occurred. Nothing had, in a way. The doctor explained that I had had
            a migraine. The stroke symptoms I felt were merely a kind of aura.
         

         
         “So he’s okay?” my mother asked.

         
         “Oh, he’s fine,” the doctor said, smiling indulgently. “You could say he had the experience of a stroke but without any actual damage. Sort of a simulation.” He smiled down at me, a brief moment of bedside banter. “Like a video game.” 

         
         “So it wasn’t real?” I asked.

         
         The doctor hesitated. “That’s an interesting question,” he said. “Yes and no. I suppose it depends on what you mean by ‘real.’”

         
         A get-well card—in Ana’s handwriting—arrived from Los Angeles later that week:

         
         
            Wishing you a swift recovery from your neurological malfunction.

            Regards, Allen

         

         Ana was my best friend. She and I stopped speaking when we were seventeen years old. It took us almost as many years to find
            each other again and now that we have—just a few short, strange days ago—it might be too late to make up for the time we’ve
            lost, to explain what we meant to each other and where we went wrong. Where I went wrong, really. This account is, in some
            ways, an apology. It is also an explanation. Because I feel at last—again, perhaps too late—that I can finally explain what
            happened to us. I know enough now to see that, as in our stories about Allen, even fact has its own gradations of fiction.
            We live by parallax. We piece together disparate versions and vantage points, hoping they’ll reveal the whole picture.
         

         
         I realize that I have undermined my credibility somewhat, with this whole digression about reality’s inherent instability.
            Ana would not have started our story like this. I can hear her now, a child of Hollywood, chiding me to cut to the chase.
            But for better or worse, I must be the final narrator of my own life. Trace the arc as I see it. And so, I ask again: Is Allen
            relevant? Is Allen real? Is any of it? Yes and no. I suppose it depends on what you mean by real.
         

         
         

         
            
               
                  Allen had never been to Area 51, but he’d heard great things.

               

            

         
         I came up with that one. It was always Ana’s favorite.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            2

         
         My coworker Kevin finished his beer and said with complete confidence: “It’s aliens.”

         
         “I don’t think so,” I said. I pressed my wrists against the cool surface of my pint glass. It was hot in the bar, hot outside,
            the thick end-of-summer air of the first week of September.
         

         
         Kevin popped a peanut in his mouth. “The betting markets have it at 5–1 odds that the Signal is extraterrestrial.”

         
         “5–1 is shit,” someone said. They were right. It was.

         
         “Be that as it may,” Kevin said. “It’s the leading explanation.”

         
         I was too irritated to stay quiet. “On Polymarket,” I said.
         

         
         Kevin raised his eyebrows at me. “Polymarket has an incredibly good predictive track record—I was looking at some research
            on this today, in fact.” He smiled. “I could send you the paper if you’d like.” He was, we all knew—barring an earthshaking
            catastrophe—making partner in a few short weeks. Socializing with us at all was a kind of noblesse oblige until the champagne toasts and equity. He had very pointedly put down his card for our entire tab, even though we were at
            the same sticky, shitty midtown bar we had gone to last Friday when he still considered us his peers. And now here he was,
            lecturing me about aliens—the one topic about which I felt certain I had a better bullshit detector than he did, given the
            sheer quantity of alien bullshit I’d borne witness to in my childhood.
         

         
         “It’s not aliens,” I said. “SETI put out a statement.”

         
         “What’s SETI?” someone asked.

         
         “Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence,” Kevin said, answering for me. I felt like a child again, with my older siblings,
            being elbowed out of my own conversation. “That doesn’t mean anything, though. They’re set up to listen for broadcasts from
            very distant systems. They can’t really analyze the Signal because it’s so close. It would damage their equipment. Like blowing
            out a car speaker.”
         

         
         One of our colleagues shook his head in awe. “Whoa,” he said, with earnest wonder. “That’s crazy.”

         
         “I know,” Kevin said. He smiled, momentum on his side. I straightened in my seat. I was the table’s sole skeptic, bravely
            defending the last stronghold of reason.
         

         
         “I just think there are more likely explanations,” I said.

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “That it could be an anti-satellite weapon.”

         
         “Oh, the China Theory?” Kevin laughed. “Congrats on having a New York Times subscription.”
         

         
         I had, indeed, heard this theory on a New York Times podcast that had come out that morning. But that did not make him any less of a dick for pointing this out. Kevin and I had been first-year associates together and, I had thought, would be on track to make partner together this year. The vote was next month. It had seemed assured, until recently, that I would make it; I had gotten all of the requisite thumbs-up over the last nine years. But I had had bad luck with my main client, an agrochemical-pharmaceutical conglomerate embroiled in a class action over its bestselling pesticide. I put in four years of working weekends, working lunches, working dinners, flights to Omaha—so many flights to Omaha, every one of which terrified me because I hated to fly, hated the drugs I had to dose myself with to endure takeoff and landing, hated the corporate Zen meditation apps I switched to when I worried I was growing too accustomed to the pills—and even after all of that, all those thousands and thousands of billable hours, things still went sideways. The science turned out not to be as conclusively on our side as we’d expected. The company would need to settle. And, facing down this massive payout, the client was now insolvent, which meant our firm would be paid for cents on the dollar for the work we—I—had done. Kevin, meanwhile, had successfully defended the largest tech company in the world from a weak antitrust suit they were never going to lose. He had been informed, discreetly (although of course we all knew), that he would sail through the vote in October. Meanwhile, I was told “the votes weren’t there.” I should try again next year. 

         
         But should I? Could I? I saw the next twelve months stretch out before me, another year of politicking and meting out what remained of my prime in billable six-minute increments, deferring dating, fraying friendships, tethered to the world only by my siblings—my last remaining family—and for what guarantee of success? Because without that guarantee, why do it at all? It’s not like I loved the work. I had gone into it for all the typically flimsy reasons—to make my family proud, to make money, to make me feel solid and respectable and safe. But instead, I felt like shit, not just physically but morally, emotionally. By the end of that doomed case, I’d come to loathe my client and the product I was defending. The more I read about this particular class of pesticides, the more I avoided them. I fretted about watersheds and cancer clusters. I badgered my brother to give up the poison spray he layered on his smooth suburban lawn. I grew very fond of bees. And yet, in spite of that, I had continued to defend that client. I have always had an incredible capacity for holding two mutually exclusive positions in my mind at once, to know a truth and to keep acting as if I didn’t. In the case of my job, I told myself that this was normal. Everyone was a hypocrite about something, weren’t they? People railed against the demise of mom-and-pop stores as they re-upped their Prime subscriptions. This was the modern condition. Anyway, I would be richly rewarded for my personal hypocrisies when I made partner, when I had (even more) money and security and respect, when I reached the culminating achievement of my years of work and investment. And then, of course, that didn’t happen. 

         
         I was tired. I was disillusioned. I did not want to keep striving for another empty assurance that it would, one day, all
            be worth it. I wanted to undo all the choices that had led me to this point, although I realized that I did not know what
            other choices I would have made. I was stressed. I was distracted. But then, suddenly, the Signal arrived and everyone else
            was stressed and distracted, too.
         

         
         The Signal—it quickly acquired the totemic Capitalization—had first been picked up a few days earlier by Schriever Space Force
            Base in Colorado Springs. They detected a tone that would jam the base’s equipment, then vanish, then reappear, then vanish—pulsing
            on for (approximately) 33.2 seconds every 375.35 minutes.
         

         
         To give some credence to all the alien speculation, the Signal was literally extraterrestrial. The Space Force was able to
            locate its origin to a point very near Pluto—“Near” being a relative term in the vastness of the outer solar system. So that
            was the “where” taken care of.
         

         
         The “when” was straightforward as well. “It takes about four and a half hours for a radio wave from Pluto to reach Earth,”
            a NASA official had said. “Which means this is occurring essentially in the present.” If the Signal had been coming from farther
            away, transmitting from some other solar system, it would have traveled years to reach us—maybe millennia—a missive from the
            near or distant past. But this was not the case. It was beaming out to us and we were receiving it more or less simultaneously,
            in the frame of time we called “now.”
         

         
         But if the “when” and “where” were easy to pinpoint, the “what” was more complicated. The regularity of the Signal’s pulse pointed, seemingly, to something man-made or synthetic in origin. This was not background radiation; this was a deliberate broadcast. Yet no government, our own in America included, claimed responsibility for the strange transmission. Maybe the Signal was a message from an alien civilization, trying at last to contact Earth. But if so, the message was unintelligible. It was true what Kevin had said about SETI—they couldn’t tune into the Signal. No one had deciphered it. But that didn’t stop the speculation. A thousand alien memes bloomed and spread. I could tell that, however much the Signal resisted this particular framing, people still wanted it to be true. “Aliens” was the most outlandish explanation and therefore the least alarming because “aliens” as a reality remained unfathomable. Humans knew, with varying degrees of intimacy, the horrors of war and civilizational collapse. If the Signal was a novel weapon, the opening shot of a new global conflict, people did not want to think about it. “Aliens,” on the other hand, remained an act of pure imagination, far more comfortable to sit with than the concrete realities of what the Signal was actually doing. 

         
         The Signal’s primary effect so far had been to interfere with the US military’s ability to monitor the globe. This was, to
            put it mildly, not an ability everyone else on the globe took kindly to. Occam’s Razor would suggest, in that case, a human
            explanation. The Signal was, most likely, a sophisticated anti-satellite weapon, sent to the outer reaches of the solar system,
            beyond recall, beyond the range of any earthly power who could shoot it out of the sky. The most likely sender, in the eyes
            of the New York Times podcast I had listened to, was China.
         

         
         But Occam’s Razor aside, no one could say for certain if this anti-satellite weapon theory was true. It was speculation, just
            as much as the aliens were—a game of odds, like Polymarket. We were all grasping for certainty in the face of this looming
            unknown: The Signal was something unexplained, possibly malevolent, threatening the infrastructure of our entire modern existence.
            And no one could say why or who was responsible.
         

         
         Kevin nodded at my empty glass. “You didn’t want another?”

         
         “No, I’m heading out soon,” I said. “Got to get home before the aliens invade.”

         
         “Kid all you want,” he replied. “It’s a reasonable path of inquiry.”

         
         I swallowed. I was so annoyed. “Extraordinary claims require extraordinary proof.”

         
         “Like what? You want the UFOs to land on the White House lawn?”

         
         Our colleagues were watching our debate like a tennis match.

         
         “Maybe,” I said.

         
         He regarded me with pity. “I don’t think it works like that.”

         
         I stared at him, blankly: How did this man make partner and I didn’t?

         
         “Oh, shit!” another colleague said. “Kevin is right, just look at the TV.”

         
         We all turned. A station I would have classified as Russian propaganda was playing on the flat screens above the bar. It was
            muted, so I could not hear what the anchor was saying, but I could read the closed captioning and the blaring graphics: NATO
            OFFICIAL ADMITS SIGNAL IS “NOT HUMAN.”
         

         
         I forced myself to say nothing because I did not want to seem pedantic, even more pedantic than I already did. But the framing
            was, obviously, a piece of Kremlin agitprop. There was a long legacy of governments—our own very much included—using UFOs
            to distract from their own military endeavors. That was what had happened in Roswell, according to some people: A nuclear
            surveillance balloon had gone astray and wound up on a local ranch, where the foreman found the strange wreckage—metal that
            one could crumple but not tear, unfamiliar instruments, notations in a foreign code—and called in the Air Force. The Air Force
            knew, presumably, what it was; it was their own damn balloon. But their investigator, Major Jesse Marcel, was perhaps not
            read in because he examined the crash and declared the wreckage to be extraterrestrial.
         

         
         The news ran on the front page of the Roswell Daily Record:
         

         
         
            RAAF CAPTURES FLYING SAUCER ON RANCH IN ROSWELL REGION

         

         But then the Air Force publicly contradicted this assessment. There was no UFO. Only a weather balloon. The outward appearance
            was that the Air Force was engaging in a cover-up, and rather clumsily, too.
         

         
         There was another interpretation, however: that the cover-up wasn’t clumsy at all. Or rather it was, but deliberately so.
            The Air Force wanted the misdirection of aliens. They wanted civilians to look for the false cover-up rather than the real
            one. It turned out that us civilians wanted that, too. It was the preferable conspiracy, the truer fiction, a folie à deux
            between government and citizens. Any strange lights in the sky, cattle found dead near military bases, here was the answer.
            Not surveillance drones, not groundwater poisoning, but aliens. The perfect cover story because everyone was predisposed to
            believe it. We still were.
         

         
         “That isn’t a reputable source,” I said, gesturing at the TV.

         
         “Oh, don’t be such a stickler,” Kevin replied. “We’re just having some fun.”

         
         I was being a stickler. I knew that. But I didn’t feel able to stop myself. This wasn’t fun for me; it was serious. I wanted
            to tell him that I was an authority on alien conspiracy theories, having been the subject of one myself. But I had used my
            mother’s maiden name since college to avoid exactly such a linkage of my present and past. I guess some very enterprising
            colleague or client could have pieced it all together—matched my adult face, with the subtle tell of my prosthetic eye, with
            the face they had seen on TV in the late ’90s, cross-checked my age and my schooling and then asked the question: Are you Alex Whitman? Of the Palm Springs Abduction? But no one had ever cared enough to do so.
         

         
         At least as far as I knew. Some deluded part of me entertained the fantasy that that was why I had not made partner. My past
            was too ridiculous, too much of a liability for the firm. I liked that, in this scenario, I was absolved of all responsibility
            for failure; I had been doomed from the start. I knew this was not the case, but still, it both soothed and depressed me—my
            own private conspiracy theory to explain away my career’s derailment. Or maybe it wasn’t a conspiracy. Wasn’t that what was
            derailing me right now, in this very conversation? Getting me worked up over nothing? I looked back at the television, where
            alien conspiracies had been replaced by an ad for plaque psoriasis medication.
         

         
         “I think I’m going to head out,” I said.

         
         “Aw,” one of my colleagues said. “We were just going to order another round.”

         
         “I’m okay,” I said, gathering my briefcase. “I’ll see you guys Monday.” I was working from home the next day. I did not care
            about putting in face time anymore.
         

         
         “Not if the aliens invade!” Kevin called after me.

         
         “No, in that case, I guess I won’t.”

         
         I had ordered a car but it had yet to arrive, and as I lingered in the AC, I looked back, again, at the television. They had
            a guest coming on to talk about the potential shock of first contact. It was so late, past 1 a.m. I pitied the producer dispassionately
            filling the hours, pitied the ufologist eagerly filling them, desperate for any platform. I would probably recognize the researcher
            they brought on. Probably someone I had seen at some long-ago UFO conference. I crossed my arms, smug, and waited to be right.
         

         
         I was. It was Ana.

         
         

         The chyron beneath her face read: Ana Pincer, Experiencer Advocate. I admit that I had looked Ana up a while ago. There had been a tiny window of time in the mid-2010s when she dated the lead singer of a moderately popular pop-punk band and her paparazzied face was frequently seen in the supermarket checkout line. At that time, she was still identified as a “reality star.” I didn’t know she’d made the transition to “experiencer advocate.” But encounters with her still image in old celebrity magazines did not prepare me to see her on TV. It felt surreal. I imagine it all felt kind of surreal for her, too. To be laughed at your whole life and then suddenly thrust onto TV as an “expert voice” must have been disorienting, to say the least. Ana always looked so confident, but I knew her well enough, even all these years later, to clock her tics of anxiety. I could tell she was sitting on her hands, out of frame, to keep from fidgeting and drumming her fingers. She used to do that during interviews when we were little. 

         
         I read the closed captions and watched her lips move in pantomime:

         
         
            ANCHOR: WHAT IS AN EXPERIENCER ADVOCATE, FOR THOSE WHO DON’T KNOW?
            

            GUEST: UM, AS YOU KNOW, DON, I EXPERIENCED CONTACT AS A YOUNG CHILD AND KNOW FIRSTHAND THE KIND OF RIDICULE AND DIFFICULTY AND LACK
               OF VALIDATION EXPERIENCERS FACE FROM THEIR FAMILIES, FRIENDS, JUST SOCIETY AT LARGE. I WAS VERY LUCKY TO HAVE AT LEAST ONE
               MAINSTREAM AUTHORITY FIGURE, ONE VERY BRAVE MILITARY OFFICER, SAY THAT HE BELIEVED MY STORY. MAJOR BILL WILLIAMS, A TRUE HERO.
            

            ANCHOR: YES, I REMEMBER THAT.
            

            GUEST: AND I WAS LUCKY THAT I DID NOT GO THROUGH MY EXPERIENCE ALONE.
            

            ANCHOR: FAMOUSLY NOT.
            

         

         Famously not. Ana smiled but did not expand. Famously, she went through it with me. But Ana pivoted, elegantly, away from herself, back
            to the general experiencer population.
         

         
         
            GUEST: BUT TYPICALLY, THE PEOPLE I WORK WITH HAVE GONE THROUGH THEIR CONTACT EXPERIENCE ALONE, WHICH IS VERY ISOLATING. I GIVE THEM
               A SPACE TO PROCESS THAT EVENT.
            

            ANCHOR: SO YOU’RE LIKE A THERAPIST.
            

            GUEST: IN SOME WAYS, YES.
            

            ANCHOR: IF THE SIGNAL IS COMING FROM ALIENS, IF WE ARE ON THE VERGE OF A GLOBAL CONTACT EVENT, HOW WOULD YOU PREPARE OUR VIEWERS
               AND THE WORLD TO PROCESS IT?
            

            GUEST: TO BE HONEST, DON, I’M NOT SURE HOW I’LL PROCESS IT.
            

         

         The anchor laughed. His shoulders relaxed as if to say: Even if this weren’t my job, I’d be so happy to talk to this person, this charming, exceptional individual, who can delight
               and surprise and make quick jokes on live television. Ana always had this effect on people, even as a child, which makes sense because that ability is something a person is born
            with, I think. It can’t really be taught or acquired, though people try. I have tried.
         

         
         
            GUEST: NO, BUT SERIOUSLY—
            

         

         My phone started buzzing in my hand. My driver was here. Actually, he had been here for some time. He was on the verge of
            leaving.
         

         
         “Shit.”

         
         I went to dash out of the bar but stopped and took one last look at the screen, briefly fuzzy with static, where Ana was smiling, nodding. She was clearly saying goodbye. As I watched her image flicker and then vanish a feeling rose within me, one that tightened in my chest and shocked me with its intensity, one that I had not felt—or rather had not allowed myself to feel—in many years. And yet there it was, after more than a decade underground, its intensity undimmed by time or distance. As I stared at the TV, all I could think was: 

         
         I miss Ana.

         
         

         Like I said, how Ana and I first met is a matter of public record. But the facts as presented in their tabloid simplicity—i.e.,

         
         
            “PLEASE BRING BACK OUR BABIES”: SIX-YEAR-OLD BOY AND GIRL VANISH FROM FAMILY VACATION IN PALM SPRINGS

         

         —fail to capture the nuances. For starters, we weren’t technically staying in Palm Springs, but in a smaller town across the
            highway. I also don’t know that I would have said we were on a “family vacation,” as this implies either that we were related
            or that our families were friends who had elected to go on vacation together. Neither was the case.
         

         
         I was on vacation with my family, the Whitmans. It was the week between Christmas and New Year’s and we’d rented a house in Desert Hot Springs, California, near my aunt Molly. Molly was my dad’s older sister, but she always seemed younger, maybe because she was childless, which both my mother and father saw explicitly as a deficiency but which I did not. As the extreme youngest of four, with a sixteen-year gap between me and my oldest sibling, I didn’t think being childless seemed so bad. Molly’s little house in the desert, her dogs and her painting studio and her lazy mornings—she was always (to my eye) blissfully alone. No squabbling family around, no oppressive parental expectations. It seemed wonderful. I can see now that she was probably lonely, or maybe that’s just me projecting, since I’m an adult now and I am lonely. But at the time, I thought her life was far superior to the one that my father had chosen, which seemed dominated by an endless cycle of putting on and taking off suits and of leaving before breakfast and arriving late to dinner, an income-generating ghost in his own home. 

         
         But Aunt Molly’s little house that I loved so much wasn’t fit for guests. It had barely enough room for Aunt Molly and her
            two dogs, certainly not enough for me, my mother, my three older siblings and my father, soon to be arriving from the chilly
            midtown temples of finance. So we rented a larger house nearby, a property owned by a friend of my aunt’s, which had a pool
            and a sunken living room and vast glass windows that stared out onto a desert vista. At the edge of the property was a little
            guest cottage, almost camouflaged in the landscape, that my brothers had been planning to sleep in. Only they couldn’t. The
            owner had double-booked it by accident for the same week we were there, renting it to a friend of a friend, a woman named
            Cyndie, and her daughter, Ana.
         

         
         Cyndie and Ana’s previously undisclosed presence was a source of anxiety for my mother. We lived in an apartment—a large apartment
            in a grand, expensive building, but an apartment nonetheless. I think she had envisioned one week of her life liberated from
            neighbors, at last. No one to shush her shouting children except the sagebrush.
         

         
         “I guess it’s okay,” she said to my father on the phone, pacing back and forth in the rental house kitchen. “We can all squeeze
            into the main house. But it’s just not what we planned.”
         

         
         My mother loved plans. Her mind was like a GPS system, constantly rerouting, plans meeting with obstacles that she then met
            with new plans. It dizzied me. I was not organized by nature. My father once called me, when he believed I was out of earshot,
            “a space cadet,” an epithet with not a little retrospective irony. But it was true. I was quiet, interior, prone to daydreams
            and ruminations. My siblings were organized and outward-facing like our mother. Well, two of them were.
         

         
         My eldest brother, Art, was gifted (or cursed) with my mother’s adaptive anxiety—he was a high-functioning, list-loving neurotic. Claire, the next oldest, had some of that, too, but it was balanced with decisiveness: If Art loved a plan, she lived to enact it. But my third sibling, Jake, the next youngest before me, had inherited none of our mother’s worry—he swung past Claire’s love of action into full impulsiveness. He acted and let others (our parents, our siblings, his teachers) fret over the consequences. I know that, when he was in eighth grade, our parents had tried to medicate away this element of his personality with Ritalin, after a diagnosis of ADHD. His behavior improved—briefly, moderately—but then reverted. He was finally taken off the medication the following year after our mother caught him on a message board, pricing out what he could get for selling his supply. I don’t remember this—I was too young at the time—but apparently Jake, with characteristic brio, did not think he should be in trouble at all. He suggested that our banker father, rather than being mad at his son for trying to deal drugs, should be proud that he was “responding dynamically to the needs of the market.” Claire’s hypothesis was that Jake started acting out more after I was born. He had always been “a lot,” in her words. But my arrival diverted my parents’ attention, irretrievably, away from him at the precise moment when he needed it the most. When I was born he was eleven, staring down the horrors of middle school, only to be left to his own devices—every child’s secret fantasy and also their deepest fear. 

         
         That age difference between myself and my siblings is important to clarify. My parents had married young, right out of college, and after my father finished law school they had Art, Claire, and Jake in quick succession. My family lived without me for eleven long years, their rhythms fully established, cribs and onesies handed down, the big apartment on Eighty-Sixth perfectly proportioned—one room for each child with one small spare nook left over for an office—the mess of babyhood a distant memory. And then: me. I was both at the center of the family, as necessitated by my babyhood, and apart from it, a result of the same helpless infancy. There is a photo from a few months after my birth, taken in the backyard of a cousin’s house on Long Island. Everyone is pointing at my fresh pink form while my mother holds me tightly in the center of the image, my father’s arm around her. They look excited but slightly shell-shocked—new parents again at forty-three, a new baby sibling when you’re already in middle or high school. I see in my mother’s smiling, stunned face that organized mind alight, rerouting our lives around the blessed, unplanned obstacle of my arrival. 

         
         I don’t remember much before about the age of five. No one does, really: So-called childhood amnesia is neurological and nearly
            universal. But I do have some images and some emotional imprints, and certainly the dominant ones were of feeling alone, even
            though I never really was—we all lived on top of each other. What I remember most acutely is lying awake listening to the
            rest of my family’s life bustle onward for the evening, Art and Jake clattering in from lacrosse practice, Claire being shushed
            as she practiced piano, everyone impatient for dinner, scrambling for plates or take-out containers, Jake needling Claire
            and getting a sharp rebuke from our father, exhausted from the office, drink number two already in hand—Lay off your sister, Jacob. Sometimes I would peer out of the old office nook, now my room, down the warm light of the long hallway, to watch it all
            from a distance. I could feel, in my mother’s domestic scrambling and the pace of my father’s work and the bickering banding
            together of my siblings, that my presence created a kind of BC/AD divide in my family’s story. Before Alex and After Alex.
         

         
         I don’t mean to say my brothers and sister didn’t love me, or that they were abusive or neglectful or anything, although other people later suggested those things. They weren’t bad people. Their resentments and exclusions were natural, especially Jake’s, although he took things out on me more than on the others. My birth had diverted money and parental attention, reordered the rhythm of their days. Plus, I was so, so much younger. Even if they weren’t trying to leave me out, which sometimes they were, it would have happened naturally anyway.
            We were not peers. I was “Baby Alex,” beloved in the way of a mascot or a pet rather than a full person. Even if I was intimidated
            by my siblings, I was so happy to have all of us together on that vacation. I loved my family, in part because I could tell
            that other people loved us or at least loved the idea of us as this sprawling, successful unit.
         

         
         My brothers and sister, despite the wide variations in their personalities, were all very popular. They had the self-possession
            it took to draw others to them. Their popularity radiated off them, imbuing our household with a kind of assurance and security.
            Our dad worked at an investment bank that I could tell adults were impressed by. My mother assumed a harried but regal bearing
            at the center of it all, a queen with her brood of heirs. The summer before the incident, I’d just finished kindergarten at
            the same prep school my two brothers had attended. “Ah, good,” the headmaster had said to me approvingly at my first all-school
            chapel, winking and shaking my hand. “You’re another Whitman.”
         

         
         Was I? My Whitman-ness felt more like a technicality. The unit of our family had started to disperse. Claire had left for
            college that year, Art two years before. Jake would be going soon himself. And even when they were there, it was not the same
            as having siblings my own age. I was still the only child in the house, no matter how much they included me.
         

         
         I never admitted how lonely I felt, because to admit it would have acknowledged the reality of my separateness from the unit I was theoretically a part of, the “us” others seemed to think cocooned this isolated “me.” I didn’t have many friends, at least not that I can really remember. My siblings’ bulletproof popularity didn’t rub off. But I guess my loneliness, despite my efforts to hide it, must have been blindingly obvious. It would be difficult to see a six-year-old with no one his age to spend time with, a kid mainly interested in impressing his parents and young adult siblings, and not conclude that he needed some socialization. 

         
         That glaring need for socialization was what brought Ana into my life. Aunt Molly came over for dinner our first night in
            the desert, and she and my mom got to talking about the inconvenience of having someone else on the property.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t worry about them,” Molly said. “The mom seemed nice.”

         
         “The mom?”

         
         Molly snapped her fingers, a forgotten thought rushing back. “That’s what I wanted to tell you! The woman staying there has
            a daughter exactly the same age as Alex. Maybe you could bring him over there. They could have a little playdate.”
         

         
         “Aw,” Claire said. “That’d be so cute!”

         
         I slunk down in my chair. I did not like being called cute.

         
         Jake ruffled my hair. “A widdle pwaydate for widdle Alex.”

         
         I batted my brother’s hand away.

         
         “Stop that,” our mother said, but her expression had brightened. A new plan was forming.

         
         “I think a playdate would be a good idea,” Art said, from the head of the table. “It’s important for Alex to spend time with
            his peers.”
         

         
         Jake snorted. “Thanks, Dad.”

         
         “Jake,” our mother said. “Enough.”
         

         
         Aunt Molly, wrenching the conversation back on track, said: “I agree with Artie. I think a playdate would be a wonderful idea.”

         
         “It might be nice,” my mother said.

         
         “Who knows?” Molly said. “Maybe this little mix-up with the rental was all meant to be.”

         
         The next day, my mom brought me up to the little house on the hill to say hello. She seemed edgy. Cyndie opened the door, white-blond hair, a pack of cigarettes in hand. She smiled broadly. “Can I help you?” 

         
         My mother stiffened slightly and sucked in her stomach. I assumed at the time it was because of the cigarettes: My mother
            had a horror of nicotine, in all forms, and her sudden tightening seemed to signal her disapproval of Cyndie. In part, this
            might have been true. My mother was a very specific kind of snob. She was born to a wealthy, secular Jewish family in Memphis,
            Tennessee, who were singularly focused on assimilating with their rich, white Christian neighbors—who, as far as I understood
            it, rejected them anyway. There was no number of luncheons with ham or times staying quiet when someone brought up the Klan
            that would get them into the country club. My mother said she found it all very disturbing and got out of the South as fast
            as she could. But she retained the influence of her upbringing, including a somewhat sinister belief in the power of “good
            manners,” narrowly defined. It turned her into a snob, made her quick to judge. I know she was quick to judge Cyndie—for her
            youth, her lack of wedding ring, her lack of money, her lack of “good manners.” But Cyndie wasn’t ashamed about any of that
            so she didn’t care who judged her for it. Disapproval bounced right off her. Looking back now, I think that was what made
            my mother stand at attention that day on the doorstep: the bracing thwap of her own snobbery hitting her back.
         

         
         My mother explained that we were staying down the hill, in the big house. “I thought maybe we could schedule a playdate.”

         
         Cyndie looked confused. “Schedule? What are you doing right now?”

         
         “Well, nothing.”

         
         “Good.” She turned and hollered: “ANA! GET YOUR BUTT DOWN HERE, YOUNG LADY!”

         
         The house was very small. There was a futon in the living room, which Cyndie was clearly sleeping on, and then a loft large enough for a couple of sleeping bags. From that loft a small girl descended a tall wooden ladder rung by rung, her face obscured by a sweep of long blond hair. She dismounted cautiously and then came to stand in front of me, shielded slightly by her mother’s arm. She blinked at me with big brown eyes. 

         
         “They could be twins,” Cyndie said, pointing at me with my own small build, blond hair, brown eyes. Ana stayed silent, clinging
            to her mother’s leg.
         

         
         I stayed quiet and clinging, too. Neither of us seemed to be much in the mood for a playdate. My mother assured Cyndie that
            this was normal for me. I was always shy.
         

         
         But Cyndie apologized. For Ana, this was very unusual behavior. “You love being the center of attention! Right, kid?”

         
         Little Ana blushed and glared, but Cyndie just laughed. “I’m right, aren’t I?” She then explained to my mother that she’d
            actually started taking Ana on auditions. “She’s such a ham,” Cyndie said. “Why not get paid for it?”
         

         
         Ana had already booked one job, a Taco Bell commercial. The audition involved eating imaginary tortilla chips in an office
            in Santa Monica. Even though the commercial never actually happened—the creative vision changed and the shoot was canceled—the
            casting director called Cyndie afterward and asked that Ana get on the phone, too. She was very sorry that the commercial
            had fallen through.
         

         
         “You’ve got huge potential, Ana,” she said. “You’re a very cute young lady.”

         
         “Thank you,” Ana said, calmly. “I know.”

         
         Cyndie thought this was hilarious. But it was obvious that Ana didn’t think it was so funny. She kept her eyes on the floor
            while Cyndie talked about how much Ana loved attention and how she knew she was cute, and even though Ana and I were very
            different children in many ways, I could tell as I watched her that we shared something fundamental: We were both used to
            life as the sole child in a world of adults. We were both used to being talked about but not to. We were both used to being
            lonely.
         

         
         Much later, Ana explained to me that when she had said that to the casting agent, she wasn’t trying to brag or be cheeky. People did tell her she was cute, constantly, to the point that it no longer felt like a compliment to her. It was just a fact. Something to acknowledge and move beyond. Also, Ana said, she didn’t really care about being the center of attention. It was nice, sure, only it wasn’t what she liked about acting. Actually, she didn’t really like acting at all. She just wanted the activity of going on auditions, the promised camaraderie of a film set. Her life was so small otherwise—just her and Cyndie in their pink stucco apartment. She wanted to meet new people. To feel a part of the world. Part of a team larger than two. If being cute, being a ham, was the pathway to that? So be it. She didn’t see why people needed to make it more complicated than that. But it was, of course. I think even to Ana it was more complicated than she let on. 

         
         Cyndie shook her head and smacked Ana, very lightly, on the shoulder. “Jesus, kiddo—cat got your tongue? Be polite. Say hello.”

         
         Cyndie drew a cigarette from her pack and fiddled with it, unlit, for a moment. I had never seen anyone’s mom smoke before,
            not a mom I knew. “Do you mind?”
         

         
         My mom smiled but did not say if she minded or not. Ana and I just stared at each other. Absorbed but unmoving. Cyndie took
            her first drag, and as she inhaled she pushed Ana forward. But Ana resisted, curling farther back into her mother like the
            smoke from the freshly lit cigarette.
         

         
         It was decided that we would try again tomorrow, at our house.

         
         Cyndie tugged on Ana’s hair. “Maybe you’ll be a little more talkative by the pool.”

         
         

         Ana was deposited at our house the next day. She was, to put it mildly, more talkative. She basically did not stop talking from the moment she arrived, letting loose an inexhaustible stream of questions with only infinitesimal pauses for my monosyllabic or wordless responses. 

         
         “This is so nice. We have a pool in our apartment building. Do you live in an apartment building? Me too. But I want to live
            in a house. Do you have any pets? I had an ant farm but then the ants escaped and now we just have ants. Can you hold your
            breath underwater? I can. Do you want to make believe we’re having a tea party? I have tea parties a lot. Cyndie says I have
            an active imagination. Do you call your mom by her first name? I do, but that’s unusual. How many brothers and sisters do
            you have? Wow. That’s so cool. I want a sister. Or a brother. But my mom says one is enough and I’m the one.”
         

         
         I was in awe. The one, indeed. I trailed her around the house, a giddy smile on my face. I cannonballed into the pool with
            new abandon.
         

         
         Claire was in charge of babysitting us, a job she did with loving indifference as she mostly tanned and read and racked up
            long-distance charges talking to her boyfriend on the cordless phone while Ana and I played in the pool, our toes pruning.
            It was only in the ’70s—too cold to be swimming that much. But I didn’t want to get out of the water, no matter how much my
            teeth chattered. I didn’t want to break the spell. Eventually Claire looked up from her magazine and gasped: “You’re purple!”
            She wrapped us in towels warmed by the sun.
         

         
         “Don’t tell Mom,” she said. “Or your mom, Ana.”

         
         I crossed my heart. Ana observed the gesture and then mimicked it. “I’ve never seen that before,” she said.

         
         “It means a promise,” I said.

         
         “Cool.”

         
         Jake and Art were who knows where for most of the afternoon. Sleeping, reading. But they made one appearance at the end of
            the day, when Ana and I were burritoed up in terrycloth.
         

         
         “These are my brothers,” I said.

         
         “Hi.”

         
         Jake waved down at us, uninterested. “Hey, Alex, get me and Art a beer.”

         
         “You can’t have beer,” I said.

         
         “It’s vacation.”

         
         “Alex is right,” Claire said.

         
         “Ignore her,” Jake said. “I’ll time you.”

         
         This was a favorite game of Jake’s, especially, but all of my siblings did it. Art and Claire were forever asking me to do
            something and using this as the motivator. Go get me the chips, I’ll time you. Grab me the remote, I’ll time you. And I’d run through the apartment, dive across the couch, race to get them whatever they’d asked for and skid back, out of
            breath, to the imaginary finish line. Oh, so close, they’d say. A half-second off your best. Or: Wow, 10.6! That’s a new record! And I’d smile, panting and proud.
         

         
         Now, Jake crouched down in front of us: “Fine. Get me a Coke. Actually, get all three of us a Coke.” He pointed at Ana with
            a mock serious expression, like he was bestowing a big honor, and said, “You too. You’ve gotta help him. He needs to shave
            off at least a second to beat his time yesterday.”
         

         
         From a lounge chair, Art chuckled and flipped the page in his book. Jake clapped his hands. “Okay, starting positions.”

         
         I leapt up and crouched down, feet on imaginary blocks. I was ready to run. I looked over at Ana, expecting the same. But
            she was still sitting, looking at Jake curiously.
         

         
         “I can’t time you if you don’t get on your mark,” Jake said.

         
         Ana didn’t budge. She pointed at his wrist. “You can’t time us,” she said. “You don’t have a watch.”

         
         In the background, Art and Claire burst out laughing. Jake was stunned for a moment, then started laughing, too, so hard that
            he began wiping at his eyes. “Hoo boy, no watch! That’s a good point.”
         

         
         Ana shrugged and turned her attention back to me. I gazed at her in awe. No watch. Had they ever had a watch? It had never occurred to me to check. Or maybe it had, but I hadn’t wanted to say anything, for fear of disrupting whatever delicate set of circumstances had led me to be included in the first place. Ana had no such fear of my siblings or, it seemed to me, of anything. Maybe I did not have to be afraid either. I did not need to beg to be let into a rigged game. I could stand outside of it, play my own game—with someone who would stand up just for me. 

         
         That afternoon, I asked if I could sleep over at Ana and Cyndie’s, in the little cottage up the hill. I had never had a sleepover
            before—at least not anywhere but at my cousins’ house, with my aunt and uncle down the hall, and even that was only once.
            I was, frankly, frightened. Of being homesick. Of other kids seeing how frightened and homesick I was. Of being the child
            who called their parents, weeping, in the middle of the night, asking to be picked up. Or, if I did not call home, I was frightened
            of the long hours between me and pickup, of just lying awake in the dark, in a strange house, counting the minutes until dawn.
            But Ana had catalyzed a boldness in me that I had not known I possessed.
         

         
         “You think your mom would let you?” she asked, her mouth gone blue from her popsicle.

         
         “Definitely,” I said, though I had no reason to believe she would.

         
         That afternoon, I mounted my case, ticking off the attractions and justifications for why this was a great idea: I’d get to
            sleep in the loft, up the big ladder, stargazing through the skylight. I’d get to use a sleeping bag, like I was camping.
            Cyndie had already said it was okay. It was only a short walk from our house; my mom could see it from her bedroom window.
         

         
         “I don’t know about that,” she said.

         
         I led her into the bedroom and made her stand on tippy toes.

         
         “Can you see it?”

         
         She smiled. “Yes.”

         
         She must have been impressed by my passion, my independence. It was unlike me, in a good way. Maybe a newer parent would have been more worried about letting me go off with Cyndie, but my mom’s years of experience had made her more casual, more confident. She had already parented three children through sleepovers and separation anxiety and all of them had turned out relatively fine, and if they hadn’t, she certainly couldn’t trace it back to her permissiveness around sleepovers. Why would I be different from the rest of them? Why not let me go? 

         
         There was also the timing. It was December 30, the day before New Year’s Eve, the dying days of 1997. There was a laissez-faire
            feeling in the air, the listlessness that always comes that week between Christmas and New Year’s, when everyone has already
            run to the finish line of the holidays and knows they can wipe the slate clean on January first. My mother was not immune
            to this feeling. She must have felt the delicious pull of doing nothing, of loosening the rules to the point of nonexistence.
            Let your six-year-old go on a sleepover. Who cares? It’s the week where nothing counts.
         

         
         And finally, she was preoccupied by my father’s delayed arrival. He was supposed to join us that night, in which case she
            never would have let me sleep over because she’d have wanted me there with him, for his brief, precious window of vacation.
            But that window kept shrinking. He was stuck at work, he said, and instead of arriving that night, he would now not get to
            the desert until the following morning. Our father worked so much that this seemed unremarkable to me. He was never around,
            anyway. But it hurt my mother. That was obvious. She tried to conceal her frustration from us, but I saw Art put an arm around
            her shoulder when she got off the phone, her body heavy with abandonment.
         

         
         “We can watch Alex,” I heard him say.

         
         She shook her head. “That’s a sweet offer. But I might have another plan.”

         
         She needed a break, is my point. The sleepover plan offered it. And so, she said yes.

         
         As the sun went down over the desert, my mother walked me over to the little house for the night. I don’t remember what words we might have exchanged at the door, and I don’t know what she thought as she walked back down the hill alone. Was she relieved? Worried? Did she let in some irrational fear that something bad might happen to me at this sleepover? Or was she just happy to be free for a moment, alone in the wild dusk? I can’t know. All I can say for sure is that she awoke the next morning to Cyndie banging on the door, fear and fury in her eyes. 

         
         Ana was gone. And I was gone with her.

         
         

         My mother told me later, long after I’d returned, that letting me sleep over that night was one of the biggest regrets of
            her life. She said this when I was a senior in high school and she was—well, I guess there’s no other way to say it: when
            she was dying. I tried to comfort her.
         

         
         “But it’s okay,” I said. “I came back.”

         
         She shut her eyes and shook her head, sparse hair brushing the thin pillowcase. “No,” she said. “You didn’t. You were always
            different.”
         

         
         A part of me had always known that she felt this way. I had seen it in her eyes, after the first great waves of relief and
            love at my return—an undertow of unease. I was okay, but was I really? What had happened to me? How had it changed me? Why
            had I told the story that I had? She loved me at a slight distance, like a parent in a fairy tale faced with a changeling.
            I was her son but I also was not. I had come back, but also I hadn’t. I was always different. I had, again, sensed this. She
            had just never stated it quite so bluntly.
         

         
         I blinked quickly and took a deep breath. I wanted to be blunt, too. I wanted to cry and yell. Maybe it is your fault, I thought, in my angry, aching adolescent heart. This did fuck me up and you could have prevented it. But I did not say any of that. I had promised myself that, at this final stage, I would not cry in front of my mother or fight with her, not now, when she was about to make this final passage, not when she had so much herself to mourn and to fear. She was on a lot of pain meds at this point. A cannula up her nose. She was in and out of what they call ICU psychosis. She kept believing that cats were trotting by her hospital room and she would look at us very disapprovingly when we said we couldn’t see them. I knelt beside her bed, beneath the beeping monitors. She looked at me, with a gaze I felt was briefly lucid, and shook her head again. No. It was not okay. Then she fell asleep. 

         
         One week after that, my mom passed away. Another week after that, we had people come over for shiva. Ana and Cyndie came.
            Ana and I fought. Very badly. We were both seventeen and had already begun to grow apart, to betray each other in quiet, private
            ways. But even in gradual declines there is a moment when something finally ends, and that was ours. That was the night we
            stopped speaking.
         

         
         After Ana and Cyndie left, I put my head down on a table laden with uneaten, unasked-for food and began to cry.

         
         Aunt Molly came and sat down next to me. “I know, baby,” she said, believing I was crying over my mother. “It comes in waves.”

         
         

         As I sat in the back of a black car speeding over the Williamsburg Bridge, the Signal somewhere out there in the vast darkness
            above me, I thought of that moment, me weeping at the dining table. That had been the last time I missed Ana as much as I
            did right now.
         

         
         I scrolled through my contacts; I still had her number. I had pretended—to an audience of no one but myself—that I might have
            casually deleted or lost it in a phone transfer years ago. But, of course, I hadn’t. She might have changed it, a voice inside me whispered. And yet I knew she wouldn’t have. Ana wasn’t like me. She never minded being reachable and
            searchable.
         

         
         Having her number, however, was different from having something to say. I hovered my thumb over the screen. This would be our first contact in more than fifteen years. But the pressure of that. What could I say to span that distance? I saw you on the news? Something made me think of you? Hey, it’s Alex? I contemplated leapfrogging words all together and mimicking the Signal, sending her a transmission of indecipherable noise
            in 33.2-second pulses.
         

         
         I was almost home by the time I finally settled on what to say:

         
         Allen’s on his way.

         
         I sent it before I had time to second-guess myself, but I still did anyway. “Stupid,” I muttered aloud. I shouldn’t have opened
            with a joke. And what if she had forgotten about Allen? Or deleted my number? Maybe there was some other Allen in her life
            now, a real human Allen, who she’d think was coming to see her or—
         

         
         My phone lit up. She’d replied, almost immediately:

         
         Took him long enough.

         
         

         
            
               
                  Allen was a workaholic. His friends all said so. He needed to spend more time on planet. They knew he was busy, but so were they. Allen wasn’t the only one who had a demanding schedule. Marcus was vice president of operations for an entire lunar mining colony, and he still took the shuttle home on weekends. He still found work-life balance. Why couldn’t Allen? 
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         Let me get this out of the way now: I am not sure that I ever really remembered what happened to me and Ana out in the desert.
            Not in the way people mean when they say memory. They imagine it like a computer file you pull up from the hard drive of your
            mind, an unchanging record to be played and replayed in its perfect, uncorrupted entirety. That has not been my experience.
            A memory changes all the time, every time you touch it, smudging slightly with each repetition, until soon you are remembering
            not the event itself but the story you tell about it, descriptor replacing data. This is what happened to me, and it happened
            very quickly. Ana and I repeated our story quite a bit those first few days back and then again and again for years after.
            The underlying experience is now inaccessible and maybe always was. There were huge swaths of time my six-year-old self could
            never account for, even when the events in question were fresh in my mind. It was like a dream, vivid in snippets yet slipping
            away upon waking.
         

         
         There were some select memories that remained crisp and clear, though they were less memories than a random assortment of images and sensations: a blue plastic bag caught in a drought-dry bush; the sand-struck rush of desert wind in my face. I suppose I must have wet myself at some point, because one of my clearest memories is the clammy cold of my pants, soaked and clinging to my legs. But none of these recollections cohered into any narrative. I think that is precisely why they stayed fresh in my mind. I did not smudge them with retelling. They had no value in our public story. They were protected by their own irrelevancy. But at a certain point, these images and sensations were not enough. I did not want snippets and smudges and stories long-stiffened into performance. I wanted data, damn it. I wanted the facts. I wanted to know what everyone wanted to know, everyone other than Ana, who seemed allergic to asking the ultimate question: What really happened to us? 

         
         I tried to answer that question by returning, always, to the facts. Even in our case, even with the enormous penumbra in my
            memory, the slippages of neurology, there are still things I can verify through a source outside of myself. So, let me begin
            there, with what I can say is true.
         

         
         Ana and I went missing on December 31, 1997—or, it’s possible, on December 30, as we might have disappeared from Cyndie’s
            cottage before midnight, but our absence went unnoticed until the morning. Cyndie told my parents, the police, and the general
            public, via those TV producers, that she discovered we were missing at 7:30 on the morning of the 31st when she climbed up
            into the loft to wake us up for breakfast. She’d made pancakes, she told the assembled journalists, laughing a little as she
            said it and wiping a tear from her cheek, pink from the hot desert wind, as though recognizing, live, on air, the horrible
            irony of making pancakes for children already long gone. Our pillows were cold when she touched them. The skylight above the
            loft was open. The full moon was still visible in the early morning sky.
         

         
         We had been missing for only a few hours when local TV and radio picked up the story of our disappearance. The national outlets picked it up soon after. It was a slow news week; current events can get listless between Christmas and New Year’s, too. But word traveled quickly about missing blond children. It was a year since JonBenét Ramsey had been found strangled in her parents’ basement. Here were two more potential JonBenéts, and no one wanted to be beat to the story. Camera crews descended on the rental property. Sweating tourists and locals appeared alongside FBI agents and state police who were staking out the desert in the largest manhunt in California history—though this record didn’t last long. It was surpassed just two years later, when a sheriff’s deputy in Pomona murdered his wife, her sister, and two coworkers, then fled to the Angeles National Forest, where he hid for eight days before barricading himself in a vacant house and setting it on fire. 

         
         The sweep of the desert went on in nine-by-nine-foot grids. It was blessedly cool, but still blindingly bright. The searchers
            in the footage all have a squinting, sun-drunk quality, necks reddening and darkening in the clear desert light. It must have
            been awful, combing the land like that, hot and exhausted, half-fearing and half-hoping that you would be the one to, at last,
            find our corpses—because no one really thought they would find us alive. They were looking not for signs of life but for signs
            of a struggle. They checked the brush for strands of hair, turned over rocks for torn fabric, scanned the desert floor for
            rust-red drops of fresh blood. They did find a body during the search, just not either of ours. A man wanted in connection
            with a convenience store robbery, reported missing July 8, 1991. He was half buried in a rock outcropping, his flesh all decomposed
            and his skull bashed in. He was identifiable only by his dental records.
         

         
         After the first day’s search yielded nothing, people started looking for a place to pin their suspicions. Cyndie was the obvious choice. At first, she was sympathetic, largely because she had the face for it—she was young and blond and weepy and pretty, which people liked. Her story also gave people something to root for. She’d gotten pregnant with Ana when she was barely twenty-two and, yes, some people might have had some moral qualms about the fact that she had done so out of wedlock, the result of a one-night stand. But those same people also liked the fact that she had not had an abortion and had, instead, become an object lesson in the morally cleansing power of motherhood: whore turned, by implantation, to Madonna. She was reformed. Devoted to her daughter. A hardworking single mother doing it all on her own. All this made her sort of titillating, yet in a safe and knowable way. 

         
         But as people learned more about Cyndie, things changed. She had smoked during her pregnancy, according to a colleague. She
            drank too much, according to a bartender at a restaurant near her house. A teacher revealed that she had once been two hours
            late to pick up her daughter from school. Not so reformed. Not so devoted after all. Plus, there was Ana’s acting. A red flag
            if there ever was one, for someone performing grief or terror on national television. Who’s to say that Cyndie wasn’t acting?
            Who’s to say those tears weren’t faked? She was flattened to a type: the stage mom, jealous of her daughter, desperate for
            fame. Desperate enough, perhaps, to kill for it, to be the center of attention herself, for once.
         

         
         Then, of course, there was my family. My father had escaped criminal scrutiny by virtue of the dull yet damning fact that
            he was absent for our disappearance. He had been working late and missed his first flight, and then the second one had been
            delayed so that he did not arrive at the rental house until 11 a.m., well after we’d vanished—though it seemed this logistical
            trouble was mostly of his own making. Credit card records revealed that he had stopped at a midtown steakhouse for a lingering
            dinner, and that was why he’d missed the first flight. It was not for an affair; my father was not interesting enough for
            that. (“Mr. Whitman dined alone,” a server commented to the New York Post, adding a withering “as always.” Like I said, dull yet damning.) But it was, in the eyes of the public—and, I am obligated to say, my mother—still exceedingly selfish. He’d been shirking his fatherly duties. Who’s to say what might have happened if he had been there? Maybe I would have been so excited to see my dad, so often working late or traveling or generally absent, that I wouldn’t have wanted to sleep over with this new friend. And speaking of shirking, what of my mother, Mrs. Olivia Cohen Whitman? If Cyndie was to blame, then surely she was, too. How irresponsible must she have been, to let a child as young as I was go off with someone she barely knew? She had raised three other children by then. She should have known better. But then again, maybe Mrs. Whitman hadn’t done such a good job with those other children either. Someone dug up a public urination ticket Art had gotten two summers ago on Cape Cod and the citation Claire had gotten for drinking Bud Lights in her freshman dorm. We could be flattened to a type, too. The Kennedys at Chappaquiddick, Fitzgerald’s careless people, whatever version of the elite you hated, pick your archetype. Free of consequences, icy perfection on the outside, reckless cruelty within. 

         
         Now, peeing at night on the beach and having a couple of beers at college were both minor and sympathetic crimes, with little
            relation to the circumstances of my disappearance. And if those had been the only transgressions, perhaps the poor impression
            of my family and siblings would have dissipated, since there would have been nothing solid enough for people to pin it on.
            But there was, unfortunately, something.
         

         
         Someone.

         
         

         According to Art, Jake’s role as the villain in our story began with the room assignments in our rental. Given that the cottage
            was unavailable, Jake and I were assigned to the bunk bed room, Claire and Art to a room with one bed and one air mattress.
            Jake and Claire both complained, for their own reasons.
         

         
         “I don’t want to be default babysitter,” Jake said.

         
         “Better than sharing with Art,” Claire said. “He snores.”

         
         “So do you,” Art muttered.

         
         “No, I don’t.” She had the defensive crouch of anyone accused of snoring, an impossible charge to refute since the accused is always asleep when it happens. 

         
         “Yes,” Jake said. “You do.”

         
         “Girls don’t snore,” Claire said, defiant.

         
         Art replied that this was “medically false.”

         
         “Oh my God, Art, you are so fucking pretentious.”

         
         “Claire! Language,” our mother snapped, to which Claire mumbled an apology but still maintained her position that she should
            not be forced to share a room with a snorer, even if she was allegedly one herself.
         

         
         “Then you can switch with Jake and take the bunk bed. You love watching Alex.”

         
         “What if I kept the queen room for myself?”

         
         Our mother laughed. “No.”

         
         “But I’m the only girl,” Claire said. “If anyone gets their own room, shouldn’t it be me?”

         
         “Playing the gender card,” Jake said. “Classic.”

         
         This elicited another fuck you, another apology, and ultimately the end result that Claire, in a brave act of feminist protest,
            would sleep on the couch. She took over the large sectional in the living room, camping out in a sprawl of blankets and clothes
            and magazines that grew as the trip went on. It was from this nest of personal detritus that she saw Jake sneaking back into
            the house the night I went missing.
         

         
         It was around 1 a.m., Claire said, when she woke up. She was very thirsty, she remembered, and was about to reach for her
            glass of water, balanced precariously on the shag carpet below her, when a sound made her stop. It was the glass door to the
            pool sliding open. She was afraid, and something in her told her to stay still, to play at sleep, in case it was an intruder.
            But when she saw, in the reflection in the windows on the opposite wall, that it was no intruder but her little brother, something
            in Claire still whispered, Quiet. Wait. Don’t let him see you. Because even in the darkened room, there was a tangible guilt in his soft-footed walk—a sneakiness. The gait of a man who
            was getting away with something.
         

         
         Under normal circumstances, Claire would have needled Jake about it the next morning—needling was and is my family’s love
            language—but then the news that I was missing came in and everything else flew from my family’s collective mind. Claire did
            not think about Jake sneaking in again until later that afternoon, when she was being questioned by the police. Had she seen anything suspicious? Claire, suddenly remembering the muffled squeak of the door in the night, said, with reluctance, that she had.
         

         
         My siblings were interviewed in descending age order, which was inconvenient for Jake because the police went into his interview
            armed with Claire’s account. They assumed he would lie, and lie he did. No, he claimed, he could not have seen or heard anything
            suspicious because he had been asleep. Really? The entire night? Jake was adamant. The entire night. The police had a live
            one; they reeled him in slowly. Now the questioning took on a different tenor because Jake had crossed the line, in their
            minds, from potential witness to potential suspect. They told him what Claire had said. He fidgeted, sweated, amended. Okay,
            fine. He had been up. He had been outside. Doing what exactly? Nothing. Really? I can imagine the coiled trap of their incredulity. Nothing? At this point, Jake asked for a lawyer, which stopped the interrogation but not the scrutiny. Someone from the police department
            leaked that he was a suspect and soon the vultures circled. Missing blond children was one thing. Fratricide was another.
            This is a good one, whispered millions of viewers, their eyes trained on the TV sets. Come quick. The nation leaned in, primed for blood.
         

         
         Jake claimed that our father slapped him when they came home from the police station that evening. It’s hard to imagine our milquetoast father ever slapping anyone so I don’t really give it much credence, although Art did say that he heard a loud bang in the room where the two of them were talking. (“Fine,” Jake had said when Art pushed back. “He slapped something near me. Same difference.”) The confession that my father did or did not beat out of Jake involved a mundane teenage transgression. He’d brought some weed from New York—which he now ruefully produced from a baggie he’d hidden at the bottom of his checked luggage—and snuck out onto the pool deck to smoke a joint after everyone else had gone to bed. He’d lied about it for the obvious reason that he thought he’d be in trouble, even though the lie had gotten him in far worse trouble than the truth ever would have. 

         
         “But I didn’t see anything,” he told our assembled, tearful, fearful family. “If I had thought I had seen something important
            that could have helped, I’d have said so, but I didn’t. I swear I didn’t.”
         

         
         But what was his word worth now? If he’d lied about this, what else could he be lying about? If he’d covered up this crime,
            what others were lurking, unseen, in the shadows? He became the lead suspect in the eyes of the police. A teenage boy with
            a history of troublemaking behavior. An angelic little brother he wanted out of the picture.
         

         
         My parents claimed they didn’t believe this police narrative. But, according to Jake at least, they sure acted like they did. Our mother especially. Her wild grief at my disappearance was replaced with a dazed numbness. She refused to speak to him after the police interview and instead went to lie down in a sedated stupor. Our father was, as previously noted, apoplectic. Jake was already the “problem” in the family and had gotten even worse since Claire left for college. I think he resented being left behind with me. He would alternate between mercilessly teasing me—he has the dark distinction of being the first person to call me a sissy—and ignoring me. His quick wit sharpened into a jaunty cruelty, directed at everyone in his path. At me. At his classmates. At our father, especially—the two of them fought terribly. This would improve somewhat when Claire and Art came home from college. Jake seemed so relieved not to be alone, to have his real siblings back, even though I had been there all the time, just as real a sibling as our older brother and sister. But in their presence his edge softened, if only somewhat. 

         
         I bring all of this up not to disparage Jake but to explain. There was a narrative to be constructed, even if Art and Claire
            and our parents did not want to believe it. He made sense as a suspect. He was resentful of my presence. Everyone in the family
            knew that. He was quick to anger. Quick to envy. Quick to act on impulse. In the absence of any other explanation, the Jake
            Theory had a certain sense to it. Even if my family told themselves that there wasn’t any evidence, it was all circumstantial,
            Jake was just a convenient scapegoat for cops otherwise unable to crack the case, it had the unfortunate ring of reality.
            And Jake must have seen that. I think it must have seemed to him like the final abandonment: When the chips were down, our
            family would believe the worst of him.
         

         
         Jake was angry, justifiably so. But he couldn’t yell at the police or the national news media, and maybe he was just too afraid
            to yell at our parents, so he turned on Art and Claire. Especially Claire. In his view, she shouldn’t have said anything about
            his sneaking around in the first place. In his view, this was all her fault.
         

         
         “It’s not,” Art said. “It was her duty to tell the truth.”

         
         “Oh, sure,” Jake said. “Quite the little heroine.”

         
         Claire glared up at Jake from her nest on the couch. She had merged with the cushions at this point, her already messy portion
            of the living room growing messier and messier the longer I was missing. It was the bright, unforgiving afternoon of January 1,
            1998. New Year’s Eve had passed, uncelebrated. No champagne, no resolutions. Just the start of a fresh, terrible year. Ana
            and I had been gone for almost thirty-six hours.
         

         
         “Listen,” Art said, looking between his remaining two siblings, trying to both cool their tempers and keep his position of
            authority as the eldest all at once. “The cops are never going to find Alex if we aren’t completely honest with them.”
         

         
         Jake laughed bitterly.

         
         “This isn’t funny.”

         
         “I never said it was.”

         
         “Seriously,” Art said. “If we are going to get Alex back . . .”

         
         Jake threw up his hands. “He’s been missing for nearly two days.”

         
         “We’re all aware of that.”

         
         “Okay, but do you understand what that means?”

         
         Art shook his head. “Jake . . .”

         
         “If they haven’t found him by now . . .”

         
         “STOP. IT.”

         
         “Everyone’s thinking it!” Jake said. “You all always get pissed at me for saying the thing you’re afraid to, but we’re all
            fucking thinking it. Alex isn’t coming back. A kid missing this long probably isn’t going to be found, at least not alive.”
         

         
         Everyone was quiet. In Art’s version of events, the one I heard first and imagine most vividly, our parents weren’t present.
            Otherwise I’m sure my father would have been yelling and my mother would have been weeping. Or maybe they were there and Art
            eliminated them from the script because their roles felt less important to the scene. We do that, in memory. Snip out the
            inessential. In this parentless version, Claire mumbled something.
         

         
         “What was that?” Jake said.

         
         Claire shook her head.

         
         “Say it.”

         
         He dropped to his knees in front of her, traditionally a position of supplication but here mixed with the coiled tension of
            threat. “Claire, why did you tell them that you saw me?” She wouldn’t look at him. He was so angry and afraid that he was
            close to tears. “I’m going to get blamed for this, you realize that, right? They think I killed Alex and that girl.”
         

         
         Claire looked him in the eye, wound tight in her own spool of fury and fear. “Well, did you?”

         
         They retreated to bed and uneasy sleep. Then, just as inexplicably as we had vanished, Ana and I reappeared.

         
         

         Everything was filmed, including the exact moment of our return. By this point, enough time had passed that the cameras camped
            out around the property had multiplied and the Indio County ABC affiliate had sent their traffic helicopter out to shoot everything
            from above. It is in the helicopter shot that you can see Ana and me, distant but unmistakable, her in front and me behind,
            emerge at the top of the ridge behind the house. Almost the instant we appear, Cyndie bursts from the kitchen and runs outside,
            barefoot and sprinting, my parents close behind her, although Cyndie reaches us first; she has youth on her side. The camera
            tracks her as she races toward us, sending up a wake of dust as she rushes across the empty expanse behind the house where
            the wilderness begins to close in on the neighborhood. Then, a moment of drama: As Ana and I clamber down the rocky hill toward
            Cyndie, I slip.
         

         
         My fall—the injury that would lead to the loss of my eye—doesn’t look like much on camera; from that high up, it reads as
            just a little stumble, nothing noteworthy. And it wasn’t noteworthy, in any evidentiary way, to the larger mystery of our
            disappearance. Since I sustained the injury during our return, it offered no clues as to what might have happened to us. Some
            people spun stories to the contrary, of course. They would ask if I had really fallen or, depending on the inquisitor, if
            I was missing an eye because I’d been tortured by a sadistic kidnapper or experimented on by extraterrestrials. My eye taught
            me that even when the facts are indisputable, people will still find space for embellishment. But other than comments by the
            stray fantasist, the eye was rarely brought up. When it was, it was mostly for its aesthetic value. “The eye is great,” I recall one producer saying to me, as though I had undergone trauma and surgery solely for the visual effect. My injury
            was, for most people, just a footnote.
         

         
         But it was not that way for me. Indeed, it is by far my clearest memory of the entire experience. It has a crystalline quality, distinct even from the flashes of the plastic bag in the bush or the wind in my eyes or any other image I retained from the time we were missing. The pain was indelible and only mine. It was private, in a way, like Allen. Cameras could never have captured the blunt-then-sharpening agony in my left socket nor the taste of the blood like biting into a hot penny nor the dazed, delayed moment when I realized that it really was blood in my mouth and my blood and so much of it, nor the terror that I felt, half-blinded, as I tottered forward on the uneven ground, nor the relief I felt when Ana took my free hand—the one that was not clamped over the injured socket—and guided me the rest of the way down. 

         
         “You’re okay,” she said, and I believed her.

         
         

         Aside from the injury to my eye, Ana and I were mostly okay. Our feet were a little scratched. We were a little sunburned.
            A little dehydrated. But other than that, we were fine, so fine that it defied explanation. We were both city kids; we had
            no survival skills. Neither of us knew the terrain, but even if we had, how much good could that have done? We were six years
            old. We were barefoot. Still in our pajamas. By any logic, we should not have survived. And yet we had. The only possibility,
            the cops assumed, was that someone must have been taking care of us for all that time, perhaps the same someone who took us
            in the first place for purposes assumed to be sexual and unspeakable. But then, that didn’t seem to have happened in any of
            the obvious ways. We were both “intact,” as one doctor put it. There was no tearing, no traces of semen or blood. If we had
            been abused, they would have to glean it from our story. Our story, however, only confused things further.
         

         
         The first strange thing was that we did not seem to know how long we had been missing. People tried to justify this elision, chalk it up to our young brains not understanding the passage of time, but there was something unsettling about it. Surely a child could tell the difference between two hours and two days? And the things we described, in the time we had been gone, those were unsettling as well. We spoke of a bright light beaming down on us from above. The moon? No, we said, not the moon. Something else. Ana in the police transcripts is especially defiant. She rejects the premise that she, a learned first grader, would confuse what we saw for the moon. 

         
         After the bright light, what happened next? We were outside, climbing down the roof. Then we were out in the desert. It was,
            for a moment, very bright and windy, like it was the middle of the day. Then we were inside some kind of room, though it was
            less like a room and more like a bubble, surrounded on every side by stars. How did we get there? Ana shrugged. She didn’t
            know. Was anyone with us? Light people, she said. Ah, the police must have thought. Here was something to hang on to. I can imagine their smug relief: light-skinned people. Jake had very pale skin. Perhaps that was who she was referring to?
            But Ana was adamant. No. These were people made of light. See-through, like a flashlight beam. You couldn’t even look right
            at them; with a direct gaze, they disappeared. A hologram, one adult suggested. Ana didn’t know what that was.
         

         
         The questions accumulated: Did they hurt us? No. Were we afraid? At first, but then they were nice. They said we didn’t have
            to be scared—we’d been preparing for this moment all our lives. How did they tell us this? Ana wasn’t sure. She just remembered
            knowing and not how she came to know it. Maybe this was a dream, the adults said. Did she know the difference between a dream
            and reality? Or truth and a lie? Did she know that it was wrong to lie? Ana scoffed. Of course she did.
         

         
         My transcript is, if possible, even more chaotic, and far more emotional: I cry a fair amount. I am convinced that I am in trouble. But once I calm down, I tell the police the same story, more or less, that Ana did: the light in the sky. The room surrounded by stars. The disembodied beings and the message they transmitted, by what means I did not know, that they meant us no harm, I did not need to be afraid, I’d been preparing for this moment, et cetera, et cetera. When the police ask me how long I think I was gone, I say two hours, then pause, think, and change my answer to thirty years. At this point, they give up. 

         
         The terms “aliens” or “UFO” do not appear in these initial, official accounts of our incident. Ana and I never used them,
            nor did the people interviewing us, even if that’s what they were thinking. There was already public speculation that we might
            have been abducted by aliens. But it was, like most UFO discourse, either unserious or not taken seriously by those outside
            the community of true believers. Very soon, however, that would change.
         

         
         The final official word on our case came from the US Marine Corps. They sent their investigator, Major Williams, a man with
            twenty-five years of service in Navy Intelligence, over to the big rental house after Ana and I were released from the hospital.
            Cyndie brought Ana over so that we could be interviewed together. Major Williams was the last figure of authority in a two-day-long
            chain of doctors, detectives, social workers and psychologists who each tried to extract some meaning from our story. He was
            stationed at the Marine base in Twentynine Palms, a place that would increase in infamy in the following decade after the
            military built “mock-Iraq,” an empty stage set of a city, constructed out of shipping containers, in which to practice “urban
            counter-insurgency” in the safe hills of the Mojave. Major Williams was well practiced at responding to sightings of strange
            things in the sky.
         

         
         My sharpest memory of that meeting is that there was fresh-squeezed orange juice from a farm stand down the road. I’d only ever had the stuff from the carton, and the shock of tasting the real thing and not the pasteurized shadow of it would forever stick in my mind. One of the only other memories I have is that my mother and Cyndie did not speak at all during the meeting. The two of them exchanged only nods, shrugs, looks. Nonverbal responses. As tense as our mothers were, I was ecstatic to see Ana. That’s one more memory: Ana, in anticipation of our military encounter, saluted when she walked in, which made all of us laugh. It was the first time I’d heard my mother laugh since I’d been found. 

         
         The major interviewed me and Ana alone, without our silent parents, and I assume, based on his comments afterward, that we
            told him the same story we’d told the police. I say “assume” because no publicly available record of our meeting remains,
            but it seems a safe guess, based on his comments afterward to the reporters stationed at the end of our rental property’s
            driveway.
         

         
         “Our investigation is obviously ongoing, but I just want to say for the record that I believe those kids,” he said. “I know
            that might not be a position my superiors would feel comfortable with or, indeed, might not be the definitive conclusion we
            make on this matter, but based on information I am privy to and my many years of experience, it is my position that we cannot
            rule out the possibility that these two children experienced genuine contact.”
         

         
         I truly think that, save for this statement, our story might have faded rapidly into obscurity. But you could not have engineered
            a more perfect twist than this. Missing children, tragic blonds, and now: aliens! Forget fratricide. What could be better
            than UFOs? The frothing mass surged forward, cameras flashing like fangs.
         

         
         Major Williams’s superiors were, as predicted, not comfortable with this position. They scrambled, instantly: The major had been speaking out of turn. The investigation was still ongoing and there was no reason to think it would support this conclusion which, they stressed again, Major Williams had made without conferring with his chain of command. Within the week, the Navy issued a brand-new explanation for what had happened to us. We had been startled by some wayward atmospheric monitoring equipment and then spooked further by the uniformed team in night vision gear who came to retrieve it. We had, in their final estimation, simply gotten lost and were suffering from exposure and emotional shock. The light we’d seen in the sky was not a spacecraft, but Venus, which had been unusually bright that night. No close encounter. No alien crafts. Major Williams apologized for his earlier comments; they had been “injudicious” and “emotionally driven.” 

         
         By that point, though, the damage was done. Our narrative had crystallized in the public consciousness. In fact, Williams’s
            retraction only fueled it further. It made it look like he’d been silenced, like his bravery had been met with swift suppression.
            Or maybe this was just like Roswell, a PR double-cross. Either way, something was getting covered up, which of course made
            our story all the more alluring. It added the necessary frisson of paranoia central to all UFO stories. Something is always
            hidden. Someone is always hiding it. The secret autopsies, the recovered craft, the truth not at hand but forever “out there.”
            In other words, a mystery, of the most enduring kind.
         

         
         

         There is one other thing I remember from our disappearance. It was threaded through the flashes and flickers—the bush, the
            wind, the pee-soaked pants—and retained its potency no matter how often I recalled it or described it, because emotions cannot
            be flattened into narrative as neatly as other types of recollections. It was a deep and howling loneliness, a terror, beneath
            those images, that Ana and I had been or were about to be separated.
         

         
         I never told the police or anyone else about this feeling. I never even told Ana about it. I had this fear that if I did,
            it would come true, like a prophecy spoken into fulfillment. I was never quite sure how to classify this feeling: Was it a
            memory of actually having been separated during our disappearance, or just an anxiety that we might be? I was never sure.
            But the fear stuck with me. It permeated our friendship. I think it’s in part why we stayed in such close touch for so long.
            I wanted to know she was still there.
         

         
         We used to talk on the phone all the time when we were kids. We never lived in the same place. Our friendship was mostly mediated: long phone calls on the landline, letters. (Well, I wrote letters. Ana was more of a postcard girl.) We talked so often that my mother changed our phone plan to get better long-distance rates. 

         
         For a while when we were nine, Ana and I had a bit where we pretended we were speaking over walkie-talkies as part of some
            sort of elite spy unit. We took it very seriously. It had some tangential relationship to the Allen mythology, the precise
            outlines of which now escape me, but it developed into its own complete world. We even created call signs.
         

         
         “Come in, Angel,” I said late one evening. “Can you hear me?”

         
         “Wait,” Ana said. “What’s yours again?”

         
         “Apple.”

         
         “Right.” Ana made a crackling sound—krr-krr—and then replied, “Roger that, Apple, coming in loud and clear.”
         

         
         Sometimes we’d end our calls as though we were losing contact out on some big mission. This was one of those nights. “Come
            in, Apple! Damn it, come in!”
         

         
         “Krr-krr,” I crackled. “Krr-krr.”
         

         
         My mom appeared beside me. “Honey, it’s 9:30 p.m., I need you off the phone.”

         
         I waved her away. “Krr-krr-krr.”
         

         
         “Apple!” Ana yelled. “Apple, you must have passed into enemy interference! It’s all static, over!”

         
         “Alex!” My mother extended a hand. “Now.”

         
         I covered the receiver and hissed, “One more minute.”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Please?”

         
         “What’s that, Apple? Are you there? Are you alive?!”

         
         “ALEX. OFF.”

         
         I yelped an unheard goodbye as the phone was pulled from my hands.

         
         The next night, I called back. Ana answered in character. “Goddamn it, Apple, I thought you were done for! Don’t scare me like that, you copy?” 

         
         I smiled. “Copy that, Angel. Apple is alive and well.”

         
         “Thank God.”

         
         My point is: I think she worried we’d lose each other, too.

         
         

         
            
               Allen thought it was sweet that humans named their spacecraft. On his own planet, space travel was commonplace. No one bothered to name anything anymore, not even the interstellar cruisers. It was all just strings of letters and numbers now—no awe, no anticipation, everyone grumbling about delays, dozing on the flight up. Soon, he imagined, it would be that way for humans as well. But for now, space still inspired wonder. Humans had even named one of Allen’s institute’s old autonomous crafts as it passed through their solar system—something that on Allen’s home planet they’d never bothered to name in its useful life, let alone in its senescence. It was, in the eyes of its creators, just a piece of space junk, drifting aimlessly through the galaxy. 

               
               But on Earth, they didn’t know it was space junk. They didn’t know what it was, craft or comet or what, but they knew enough
                  to know that it wasn’t normal. It was something strange and special spinning through their solar system. So they cemented
                  its specialness by naming it. Just like they named all their own. “Oumuamua,” they’d called it. The Scout. Allen loved that.
                  The institute had called it F-112-KR20.
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         Given everything that came after, it is ironic that the first person to tell me, to my face, that Ana and I had been abducted
            by aliens was Jake. Granted, he was just joking, stirring the pot, being an asshole, being himself. But still, he said it.
            No one else had used that term with me directly yet. I had never used it myself. The social workers and the cops and even
            Major Williams had been very careful not to guide Ana or me toward words like “alien” or “UFO,” even if some of them used
            those words elsewhere to talk about our case. My parents had also shielded me quite aggressively from any press coverage.
            At this point I had no idea, yet, how the public had metabolized our story.
         

         
         This was in the odd divot of time after we’d gotten back to New York but before any of us had gone back to school. Everyone
            was cramped into the apartment together, avoiding the few but persistent photographers gathered outside. Someone from my father’s
            bank was over; she introduced herself in one breath as “Liz, from Crisis PR,” as though that were her last name—FromcrisisPR—and not her job description. She asked me to tell her the story I had told the police and Major Williams.
         

         
         “Just as you explained it,” she said, tense smile above her turtleneck. “Tell me what happened exactly as you told them.”

         
         Jake was present for this performance. I think everyone was waiting for his reactions to my story. I could sense that my answers were also a judgment on him, that Liz FromcrisisPR was trying to extract some sort of confession from both my brother and me in the safety of our living room before it could be drawn out on television or in court. I couldn’t exactly tell, at that age, what this confession was supposed to contain or what the judgment was all about, but I knew it wasn’t good and I knew that I was, somehow, to blame. 

         
         A lot of this feeling came from Jake, who had shifted his anger from Claire to me and then to a three-way split among Claire,
            me, and himself. No one really saw him as the villain anymore, but the stain of the accusation remained. If only I would tell the truth, he thought, then his name could be fully and finally cleared. However, my “people made of light” story was such overt bullshit that, in his mind, it only made things worse. He had a point.
            Some people—certain journalists, true crime junkies—would not relinquish their initial narrative so easily. Jake must have
            done something, they thought. Maybe the whole people made of light explanation was purely confirmation of his involvement, a cover story
            to protect my abusive older brother. No matter that there was no evidence for this. No matter that I never testified to it.
            The police certainly pushed me to, but I held firm. That is something I trust in my younger self—whatever happened to me,
            my brother was not involved.
         

         
         For Jake, though, my denial was necessary but not sufficient. He wanted me to recant my story or change it. The longer I stuck
            to my guns, the more Jake became resigned to—no, that’s too mild a term—began to revel in his status as family pariah. In
            those weeks, he started to nurture the seeds of a persecution complex that would bloom within him for the rest of his life.
            He coped with it, as he did with everything, through humor. When I began describing to Liz FromcrisisPR the people made of
            light, he started shaking with laughter.
         

         
         “Jacob.” Our father glared down the couch at him.

         
         “I’m sorry,” he said, then started giggling all over again. “But watching everyone take this so seriously is just . . .”

         
         Our father pointed a long, stern finger toward the hall. “Leave.”

         
         Jake winked at me, an acknowledgment I normally would have exalted in. But I was so overwhelmed that I started crying. I pulled
            my legs up to my chest and tucked my face in my knees, feeling the cotton of my sweatpants turn damp from my tears.
         

         
         “Jake, you’re upsetting your brother.”

         
         “I’m not upsetting him.” He gestured around at the assembled crowd in our living room. “This is.”
         

         
         I sniffled. “He can stay,” I said.

         
         “It’s okay. I’ll leave.” His voice softened. He turned to me. “You’re okay, buddy.”

         
         A long string of snot had dripped from my nose to my knee. I sniffed and wiped.

         
         “Actually, I think you’re kind of a genius.”

         
         I blinked back tears. “You do?”

         
         “Oh, yeah,” he said. “The next time I get in trouble, I’m going to blame it on an alien abduction.”

         
         Our father thundered down at him. “JAKE. OUT.”

         
         This was the first time I had ever heard that term. Alien abduction. I know it must sound unbelievable, given all the authority figures I’d had to talk to, all the reporters buzzing around the
            house, but like I said, people had been careful. School hadn’t started yet; my prep school’s winter break stretched on for
            a week past New Year’s. (“The more you pay, the less you go,” as my father would often grumble.) Aside from a couple of doctors’
            visits, I’d been kept in rather strict isolation. When Jake used those words, I didn’t even know what he meant. It’s kind
            of a complicated concept, if you think about it.
         

         
         That night, when the PR people had gone home and Claire and Art had retreated to their rooms and Jake and our father had begun the familiar volley of their nightly argument, my mother came to tuck me in. I lay in my trundle bed, staring up at the glow-in-the-dark constellations stickered haphazardly to my ceiling, as she settled into an anxious crouch beside me. Since I’d gotten back, I sometimes awoke to find her in the doorway to my room, arms crossed in a fretful pose. What are you doing? I’d ask her, through the half-drawn veil of sleep. Nothing, she’d say. Just checking on you.

         
         “You ready for bed, sweetie?”

         
         I nodded, pensive, then asked, “What’s alien . . .” I paused. “Alien abdo . . . ?” I trailed off, uncertain of the concluding
            syllables.
         

         
         “Abduction?”

         
         The word still felt unfamiliar. “Yeah.”

         
         She sighed. “It’s nothing for you to worry about, sweetie.”

         
         “But what is it?”

         
         She looked up at the stuck-on stars above us and bit her lip. What would I have said, in her place? This seems like the real
            terror of parenthood to me. The child asking questions like What’s rape? What’s Alzheimer’s? What’s climate change? Perhaps alien abduction is not on par with those questions, per se, but it seems on the same continuum—a difficult thing to
            put plainly or honestly. My mother looked down and patted the bed, searching for the right words hidden in the pattern of
            my coverlet. “Well,” she said. “It’s when people believe they have been . . .” She paused. “When they believe that an alien
            has kidnapped them and taken them to outer space.”
         

         
         “Is that what happened to me?” I asked.

         
         She squeezed my hand. “I can’t answer that,” she said.

         
         That night I dreamed of aliens, slimy green arms stealing me from my bed. I woke up in terror and tiptoed down the hall to
            my parents’ room. My dad was snoring, my mother slack-jawed and asleep. The TV was still on. I watched from the doorway as
            the late-night host smiled out at his unseen studio audience and asked:
         

         
         “You hear about the latest thing in the Palm Springs case? Alien abduction? Those two little kids?”

         
         The audience responded with a low anticipatory rumble of laughter. Something twanged in my brain. Were they talking about
            me?
         

         
         “Apparently, the aliens have now issued an official statement.”

         
         Laughter burbled up. The host grinned.

         
         “Seriously, seriously. They wanted to—”

         
         The TV shut off. My mother’s voice rang out from the darkness.

         
         “Alex?” she said. “Jesus, honey, why are you standing there?”

         
         I could tell by the panic in her voice that I was right: They had been talking about me. And this meant that, by extension,
            my mother had been wrong or, perhaps worse, she had been lying when she’d told me that she “couldn’t answer” whether or not
            I’d been abducted by aliens. That must have been what happened—they’d said so on TV.
         

         
         I had not been abducted by aliens; we had. If I had any questions, they were not mine to answer alone. I could just ask Ana.
         

         
         

         The late-night jokes were just the beginning. Ana and I were notorious. We became the prey of intrepid paparazzi, the seed
            of dozens of op-eds, the subject of salacious tabloid stories. The week after we were returned, our case was still on the
            front page of the Post, headline:
         

         
         
            E.T. PHONE HO— PALM SPRINGS MOM DISTRACTED DURING KIDDIES’ ABDUCTION BY HER OWN “CLOSE ENCOUNTER”

         

         Cyndie’s ex-boyfriend had been, briefly, a suspect, and he revealed that he’d been cleared, in part, thanks to his phone records,
            which showed a sixty-three-minute phone call between Cyndie’s rental house and his home in Long Beach the night of our disappearance.
         

         
         “Cyndie’s a wild girl,” he told the Post. “It got pretty hot and heavy.” Asked if he would characterize the conversation as phone sex, he replied, “We both hung up
            satisfied, if that’s what you mean.”
         

         
         I didn’t see that story at the time, but my parents certainly did. So did Cyndie. Ana said she drove the two of them out to
            a newsstand in Santa Monica that carried the East Coast papers to pick up the issue that featured her ex’s comment. Before
            getting out of the car, Cyndie put on sunglasses and wrapped a scarf around her hair, like a movie star.
         

         
         “So she wouldn’t be recognized?” I asked later.

         
         “Please,” Ana said. “So she would.” She said that Cyndie waited until they were back in the car to read the article, which she did in absolute silence. Ana
            felt, watching her, that she was seeing something private and forbidden. Cyndie was not embarrassed; Ana remembered being
            struck by that. She was angry, yes, and hurt. But she was not ashamed. She turned to her daughter in the back seat and fixed
            her with a blazing intensity.
         

         
         “And then you know what she said to me?” Ana asked. We were seventeen when she told me this. She was drunk. It was the night
            of my own mother’s funeral. “‘Whatever shit they give you, use it.’ I was six!” Ana laughed. “But that’s Cyndie in a nutshell.”
         

         
         It certainly was. If Cyndie was going to get her name dragged through the mud in the national press, she was at least going
            to turn a profit on it. And she couldn’t do that if no one knew who she was. She was going to bend this situation to her advantage,
            through sheer force of will. Any publicity was good publicity.
         

         
         My parents, too, wanted to bend the situation, albeit in a different direction. They subscribed to an opposite adage about press coverage: that one’s name should appear in print only twice—when you were married and when you died. I had blown that, not only for myself but for the entire Whitman clan. The question first and foremost in my parents’ minds was not how to profit from it but how to contain it. I think they’d expected that our story would blow over quickly, that all of this attention was only because we’d gone missing during that dead week at the end of the year. And sure, the attention lingered a little once we returned, but now that normal life was up and running again in earnest, everybody would lose interest. 

         
         This did not happen. Interest did not diminish. Who knows why some stories take off and others fade into instant obscurity,
            but I could venture some guesses in our case. First there was just the normal “if it bleeds it leads” true-crime stuff, the
            post-JonBenét, the aforementioned forensic level of interest directed at any case involving missing blond children—which is
            to say, an extreme and excessive amount. But then there was the supernatural angle. This brought in a whole other audience—audiences
            plural, really. Not just the female-coded true-crime crowd but viewers of The X-Files, kids who’d rewatched E.T. a thousand times. This was four-quadrant entertainment. Maybe we’d seen aliens, or God, or the future, or a weather balloon
            or maybe we were flat-out lying. Maybe our parents were, too. The answers didn’t matter. It was the unsolved mysteries that
            got the most viewers. Who cared about finding out what really happened when you could generate endless content just by reasking
            the same questions?
         

         
         And so, much to my parents’ chagrin, this meant listening to Liz FromcrisisPR’s advice to “retake control of the narrative.”
            It was time to speak directly to the public.
         

         
         

         Diana Park at ABC ultimately landed the exclusive for our interview, the first one Ana and I would do with any kind of journalist.
            There was a lot of competition for this privilege, but Diana had two key advantages. First, she was the most prestigious journalist
            of the bunch, which satisfied my parents. Second, her network agreed to pay both our families a “licensing fee” of $20,000
            for the use of “personal archival materials,” which satisfied Cyndie.
         

         
         By now it was bitterly cold in New York, the end of the second week of January. Ana and I had not seen or spoken to each other since our meeting with Major Williams. That meeting, our disappearance, my time in California—it all seemed irrecoverably distant, Ana most of all. I had already resigned myself to the fact that I was never going to see her again. To imagine that I now might was too impossible and too wonderful a thing to let myself believe. But it also made me nervous. Two weeks is an eternity to a six-year-old, and it felt plausible that, in this intervening eternity, Ana would have decided she didn’t like me anymore. She would not be happy to see me but resentful, like the classmates forced to sit beside me in school or marched over, by their mothers or nannies, for compulsory playdates. I was already a shy and quiet kid and consequently a bit of a loner, even in a class of only fifteen other boys. “Alex keeps his own counsel,” was how my kindergarten report card put it. Ana had been, in many ways, my first real friend, even if our friendship had lasted only a few days. And now what if that was gone? What if I saw, in Ana’s eyes, the same look I saw in my classmates’ on our mandated playdates: impatience as they counted the minutes until they were free of me. 

         
         But I didn’t. Ana and I were finally reunited just before the interview, in the lobby of a building off Rockefeller Center.
            She was wearing a rain jacket over a fleece zipped up to her chin, her face ducked down inside like a turtle. But when she
            saw me her head emerged, hair electric with static, a wide smile on her face. My heart seized up. She was excited to see me.
            Just as excited as I was to see her.
         

         
         She jumped to her feet and stood bouncing in front of her chair. She didn’t reach out to hug me but instead gripped her hands
            together in a ball, as if her joy was trapped inside, a little caught creature wriggling to escape.
         

         
         “Hi,” she said.

         
         “Hi.”

         
         We huddled together in a tight cluster with our mothers, a security guard, and one of the producers. The whole time, Cyndie kept her hand gripped on her daughter’s shoulder and Ana kept trying to wrench herself away. Ana leaned over and whispered: “She thinks I’m going to disappear again. It’s so annoying.” 

         
         I thought back on how my mother had been looking at me over those few amorphous slushy weeks of January. I felt something
            I would come to feel often with Ana, the rapid clicking into place of things, the pop of a pattern I’d missed—aha!—appearing at last. “Mine too,” I said.
         

         
         Ana was pulling little puffs of synthetic thread off the thick pile of her fleece poking out from her jacket cuff. I could
            see that she had also layered with another sweater and a turtleneck.
         

         
         “Why are you wearing all that?” I asked.

         
         “I don’t have a winter coat,” she said. “I like your eye patch.”

         
         I touched it, gingerly, and felt the give of the wound dressing beneath it. I didn’t like it. I was counting the days until
            I got my prosthetic and could remove the patch for good. But I liked that Ana liked it. I paused, then told her, in a low
            confessional tone, that Jake had teased me about the patch.
         

         
         “He called me Cy,” I said.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “It’s short for Cyclops.”

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         Ana was never ashamed when she didn’t know something. I always was. Maybe because I had older siblings, but I often pretended
            to know things I didn’t and spent my life in a half-terror I’d be called out on it.
         

         
         I explained to Ana that the Cyclops were a kind of monster, giants with one eye who lived in the mountains and beat people
            up. Ana’s two eyes widened. This impressed her in the extreme.
         

         
         “Wow,” she said. “That’s so cool.”

         
         I told her I wasn’t sure Jake meant it that way.

         
         Ana’s admiration was undiminished. “Don’t worry,” she said. “He’s probably jealous.”

         
         “Maybe.”

         
         She pulled her hood shut again and swiveled her head so that only one eye peered out of the small hole. “Now we match,” she
            said.
         

         
         I laughed. The producer beside us began bouncing anxiously from foot to foot as she talked to our mothers. I sensed we did
            not have much time left to talk. But there was something I still needed to ask. I lowered my voice. “Do you know what alien
            addition is?” I asked.
         

         
         Ana poked her head from the hood. “You mean abduction?”

         
         I squirmed. “Yeah.”

         
         Ana nodded, very confidently.

         
         “Someone on TV said that’s what happened to us.”

         
         “I know,” she said.

         
         “Is it?”

         
         “Of course,” Ana said.

         
         I waited for that click-into-place feeling, the one I’d had earlier. But it didn’t come. The term “alien abduction” still
            felt so abstract that I struggled to map it onto my experience. No matter though. Issued both from the late-night comedian
            and now from Ana, it carried authority. I remember feeling grateful for the words, like a patient receiving a long-sought
            diagnosis.
         

         
         As if on cue, the producer’s walkie-talkie crackled awake. She smiled. “You kids ready to go?”

         
         

         Ana and I and our mothers got whisked up in an express elevator to a top-floor studio, a jungle of wires and light stands peopled by tired-looking men and women, dressed in all black, busy with technical and discrete tasks. It was the first film set of any kind that I or my mother had ever been on. But Cyndie was right at home. She knew just what to do, where to sit, who did what. I realized that my mom saw it, too, and that, more to the point, it unnerved her. She was the one out of her depth. 

         
         Diana was in the far corner, on a director’s chair, eyes down, flipping through flashcards and a fat packet of papers, occasionally
            sipping from a slender can of chocolate meal-replacement shake. She did this all while having her cheekbones gently buffed
            with blush until they seemed to protrude, gleaming and bulbous, from the sides of her face. My mother started tiptoeing politely
            toward her, but a producer with a panicked smile herded her back to our side of the room.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” my mother said. “I only wanted to introduce myself.”

         
         “That won’t be possible,” the producer said.

         
         “Tell her why,” Cyndie said, crossing her arms. “Don’t just tell her ‘no.’ She’s not a child.”

         
         The producer cleared her throat. “Diana doesn’t like to speak with her subjects until right before we tape.”

         
         Cyndie elbowed my mom. “Her subjects. Our queen.”

         
         The producer’s panic crescendoed. “No, no, I didn’t mean it like . . .”

         
         “Relax,” Cyndie said. “We knew what you meant.”

         
         The producer smiled, tightly, then gave up on our mothers and crouched to talk to me and Ana.

         
         “Hi there,” she said. “How are you two doing?”

         
         I nodded, as if this had been a yes-or-no question. My lobby confidence from Ana’s alien abduction diagnosis had vanished.
            I was too nervous to speak. Ana spoke for both of us. “Great,” she said.
         

         
         “Okay, so I wanted to practice something with you,” the producer said. “Does that sound good?”

         
         Ana looked at me. Again, I nodded. Again, she spoke again for both of us. “Yes.”

         
         “Wonderful. Diana is going to ask you a lot of questions, and when she does, I need you both to try to answer in a complete sentence . . .” She paused, uncertain. She turned to our mothers. “Do they know what that is?” 

         
         “A complete sentence?” Cyndie said, raising an eyebrow. “Yeah, she knows what that is.”

         
         The producer ignored the attitude inherent in this reply. “Great,” she said. “That’s great. So answer in a complete sentence that includes my question. Like, if I asked, ‘What color is a fire truck?’ what would you say?”
         

         
         “Red,” I said.

         
         The producer pursed her lips in satisfaction, her little ploy confirmed. “Right, so, here . . .” She gestured to the lights,
            the cameras, herself. “If I ask you, ‘What color is a fire truck?’ you need to say, ‘A fire truck is red.’ You need to include
            the question in the answer. You got it?”
         

         
         I nodded, mute.

         
         Cyndie leaned down to her daughter. “Do you understand, too, baby? You got it?”

         
         “Yes,” Ana said, voice firm. “I got it.”

         
         The producer beamed. “What a clever girl.” She turned to my mother. “Are you sure he understands?”

         
         My mom squeezed my arm, her face flushed beneath the makeup from heat and nerves, all of her cool snobbery evaporating in
            the fast-approaching reality of having to be on television.
         

         
         “Yes,” she said. “He’ll be fine.” Reassuring herself, I’m sure, as much as me.

         
         Would I be fine? I itched at the bandage over my healing eye socket, hot under the lights. As they got us wired up for sound, I looked at Cyndie, so calm and confident, knowing just how to find her light and slip the mic pack down her sweater. I did not feel calm. I did not feel confident. I was terrified. I realized that I had only been excited to do the interview because it meant I would see Ana, but I had not thought beyond that, to the interview itself. I did not want to talk about our disappearance at all, ever again, and certainly not on national television, to an audience of millions, or even in this hotel suite, to a dozen or so people. Because even then, so soon after the incident, there were things I already knew I could not remember. All that time we’d been gone I simply could not account for. How had we survived? What had we eaten? Where had we slept? How had we gotten out of the house without Cyndie realizing? How, exactly, had we returned? My throat began to close from tears and rising terror. What on Earth was I going to say when Diana inevitably asked me these questions, the same ones my parents had asked, that the police had asked, that Liz FromcrisisPR had asked? Just tell her it was alien abduction, if I could even remember how to pronounce the word? Was that a good enough answer? Would it satisfy Diana? Did it satisfy me? 

         
         “Alex?”

         
         It was Ana. She was whispering.

         
         “What?” I asked.

         
         “Don’t be nervous.”

         
         How could she tell I was nervous? Was it that obvious? I didn’t know how to express the root of my fears to her in the limited
            time we had, under the glare of the lights and the proximity of our mothers, but I tried. “What if I don’t know how to answer?”
            I whispered back.
         

         
         “I’ll answer,” Ana said.

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Really.”

         
         “You promise?”

         
         “Promise.”

         
         I extended my small, sweaty palm. I needed to shake on it. She slid a hand out from under her thighs and immediately began
            swinging her legs. I realized she had been sitting on her hands to stop fidgeting.
         

         
         “Ana, stop that,” Cyndie hissed.

         
         Quickly, Ana extended her seat-warmed hand to me. Her palms were also clammy. She was nervous, too. But we could be less nervous together; any gap could be plugged by the other. We broke our handshake just as Diana Park herself sat down. Ana slid her hands back beneath her legs—stilled, ready. 

         
         “Thank you so much for being here,” Diana said. “This is very brave.”

         
         I watched the interview much later, when I was an adult. It was astonishing to see myself up there, my little face, my tiny
            voice, Ana beside me, equally small and fragile-seeming. They do not edit out our nervousness. Ana looks on the verge of fidgeting
            herself right out of the chair throughout. But our naked anxiety has the contradictory effect of making us seem more truthful.
            It adds to our authenticity. For all Cyndie’s stage-mom accusers, we do not seem coached. We forget to include Diana’s questions
            in our answers. We stumble and squirm. We seem relatable and real, like normal kids thrust into an abnormal situation. Which
            is exactly what we were.
         

         
         Diana refrains from asking the ultimate question until the very end of our interview, and even then, she does it very gently,
            very cleverly. She has laddered us up to this moment.
         

         
         “It was a very long time to be away,” she says.

         
         Ana and I both nod.

         
         “Did you have someone with you, to help you? A grown-up?”

         
         “Um, kind of,” I say, then look to Ana.

         
         “What do you mean kind of? How would you describe the person with you?”

         
         Ana and I look at each other. Alien abduction, she had said. That was what had happened to us. “An alien,” I say, with halting
            confidence.
         

         
         Diana smiles, indulgently. “Ana, is that how you would describe it?”

         
         “Yes,” she says. “Definitely.”

         
         Diana’s skepticism of our story is transparent in the interview. Even through the schlock of her later career, Diana was still a good journalist. A year before she interviewed us, she’d won a Peabody for an undercover piece on pregnancy in prison. I’m sure she couldn’t believe she was doing this, talking to children about flying saucers. Her disdain for the topic came through in the final format of the special, which included: a hike around the property where we’d vanished, with a former Army Ranger specializing in SERE (survival, evasion, resistance, escape); a visit to the SETI observatory; a visit to the Roswell UFO Museum; and an interview with a child psychologist on a (hypothetical) six-year-old’s relationship to lying. 

         
         “Now, I have not examined these children,” the psychologist said, sitting in his book-lined office. “But I can say that at
            that age, developmentally, children understand the distinction between truth and lying and make believe. That does not mean,
            however, that in learning that distinction they become more truthful. No, no . . .” He laughs. “Far from it. They do lie,
            often, and with intention—usually to please adults or avoid getting in trouble, which is essentially the same thing.”
         

         
         As this last quote might indicate, the special, while technically neutral, had a certain slant. Diana asked Cyndie, twice,
            if she had put us up to the alien story, and twice Cyndie denied it. The show included an ominous paparazzi photo of Jake,
            along with the record of his falsehoods to the police. But Diana, whatever she might have personally believed happened to
            us, stopped far short of debunking our story. She had no smoking gun. And anyway, debunking was not nearly as much fun as
            belief. She might have been a journalist, but we were not news. We were entertainment and entertain we did.
         

         
         The special was a massive hit; the night it aired, half of all Americans watching TV were watching us. The ratings cemented
            our temporary infamy into something more solid. True fame. Not that I knew this in the moment.
         

         
         “What did you think?” Ana asked over the phone. She had called me the next day, after the special had aired, much to my mother’s surprise. It was our first-ever phone call. I was only six—it was probably the first phone call I had ever received, period. Why yes, my mother had said, with a bemused expression, after answering. He is here.

         
         “I don’t know,” I said. “I wasn’t allowed to watch.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “It was on past my bedtime.”

         
         “They didn’t tape it?” she asked.

         
         “They didn’t say.”

         
         “Weird.”

         
         I agreed. It was weird. When I said it out loud, it seemed like such an obvious lie. A late airtime was not a real reason
            for me not to see our interview.
         

         
         “Was it good?” I asked.

         
         “My mom was happy,” she said. “We had a party.”

         
         “That’s cool,” I said.

         
         I could hear the shrug in her voice. “It was okay.”

         
         My mother hovered over me and gestured for the receiver. Long distance, she mouthed. This was an excuse to get me off the phone just like It’s past your bedtime was an excuse to keep me from watching the special. It was, on its surface, logical, but false if you pushed. We weren’t
            getting charged for this call. Cyndie was. But I was six and didn’t know that.
         

         
         “I have to go,” I said, solemnly.

         
         “Okay.”

         
         I let the line lapse into an expensive silence. I didn’t want to hang up, but I wasn’t sure how to keep Ana on the phone.

         
         “I’ll see you soon,” she said.

         
         “How?” I asked.

         
         “I don’t know,” she said. “I just will.”

         
         

         If you would like to be bonded to someone for life, might I suggest becoming famous with them? Because it was the fame that followed our disappearance far more than the disappearance itself that cemented Ana’s and my friendship. The TV special with Diana Park marked the beginning of what I might call our “child star era.” We did a dozen other televised interviews; a series of toothpaste commercials (print, radio, and TV); a guest spot on a sitcom; appearances at two UFO conferences and a parapsychology conference sponsored by an occult-obsessed billionaire; and God knows how many other, private interviews with psychologists and academics and theologians and other adults eager to view our story through the lens of their own expertise. 

         
         I don’t want to make it sound like we were the Olsen twins or something, although I did once hear someone describe us, circa
            1999, as “the Olsen twins meet The X-Files.” Our work was much more limited and our fame far more acute. We differed from the more professionalized child stars we met
            in both task and temperament. Those kids’ job was to perform, to dance and sing and act at an ever-increasing level of excellence.
            They were like athletes. They drilled and trained. They came off camera like they were walking off a court—exhausted, stone-faced,
            their bodies and minds already twitching with how they could improve their performance in their next match. Ana and I weren’t
            supposed to improve or change anything about our performances. The only role we were ever cast in was that of ourselves or
            facsimiles of them, “Alex” and “Ana,” famous abductees, victims-cum-stars of the Palm Springs Abduction.
         

         
         This performance was at first surreal but soon repetitive. We grew grumbly. We got bored. But our lives, prior to meeting each other, had equipped us well for boredom. We had each, in our own ways, passed the first six years of our lives in solitude, the sole child in rooms of adults. We were each well versed in inventing ways to amuse ourselves. And here was the perfect application of those skills, in the creation of private games and competitions that could make the telling and retelling of our story feel more interesting. If we were going to be entertainment, we had to keep ourselves entertained, too. 

         
         One favorite was the vocab game. This really came into full bloom after Cyndie bought Ana a pack of vocabulary cards at the
            recommendation of an on-set tutor we met backstage at a daytime talk show. The guest going on before us was a woman who’d
            written a book about knitting with dog hair, and she’d brought her Great Pyrenees with her, as white and massive and immovable
            as the mountains his breed was named for. His name was Bruce. I loved him. So did Ana, even though she was afraid. She stood
            back and stared at him with cautious curiosity. It was one of the only times I remembered feeling bolder than Ana. I crouched
            down beside Bruce’s soft, long body and beckoned her over.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” I said, stroking his fawn-tipped ears.

         
         “He really won’t bite,” his owner said. “Bruce is a pacifist.”

         
         Ana crossed her arms and stayed away. “I don’t know what that means,” she said. The tutor in the corner perked up. By the
            end of the morning, she’d sold Cyndie on her proprietary vocabulary learning technique and the requisite one-thousand-card
            deck and accompanying workbook.
         

         
         Pacifist. Barrage. Petrify. Envelop. Every vocab word that Ana was assigned by her mother or that I learned in school would
            be stitched into the ossified script of our story. We weren’t afraid of the aliens. We could tell they were pacifists. At first, we were petrified, but soon we were enveloped by a feeling of peace. Through the skylight, we saw a barrage of bright lights. That kind of thing. These were quite advanced words for a pair of seven-year-olds. Others were more age appropriate. Miracle.
            Float. Fascinating. But to insert these words we sometimes had to insert new twists into our story. I remember floating in the air, like an astronaut. Did we remember this, really? No. Was it a lie? Well, not exactly. It did not feel like it at the time. It was innocent, plus we’d usually snip these additions out of our subsequent retellings, in favor of new games, new words. But inevitably, sometimes, they’d sneak back in, until a collection of these little embellishments became, over time, part of the canonical version of our story, like the one about floating in the air like astronauts. But there are others I probably don’t even remember, because we added them so early and repeated them so often that I forgot they were fiction in the first place. 

         
         We had other games. Sometimes we’d dare each other to curse in the retelling. Other times to pretend not to understand the
            question we were being asked; extra points were given if you could get the adult to repeat themselves more than twice. Ditto
            for asking them to define a common word. (Ana held the ultimate record on this: She once got an Ivy League professor of theology
            interviewing us for a book on UFO culture and “the new religion” to define the word miracle no fewer than seven times.)
         

         
         But the best and hardest game was to compete to see who could cry on cue. Ana could do it with the most consistency, but I
            could do it with the most realism. Her strategy was physiological and involved a lot of squinting, unblinking, into the middle
            distance. Mine was a mystery even to myself.
         

         
         “You don’t have something you think about?” Ana asked. “Like something really, really sad?”

         
         We were at the UFO conference in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, sitting up late in the hotel room she and Cyndie shared.
            We were ten. I am not sure why my mother agreed to go to this particular UFO festival, since she usually turned down such
            offers. But I think the upper-crust sheen of the Berkshires lured her in.
         

         
         “No,” I said. “I don’t think of something sad. I don’t think about anything.”

         
         “Then how do you do it?”

         
         “I’m not sure.” Outside, someone was setting off fireworks in the parking lot of our hotel, lighting up the muggy New England
            night.
         

         
         “But you have to know. You overthink everything.”

         
         “Ana!”

         
         “What! You know it’s true.”

         
         I clutched a pillow to my chest. I had, ironically, never really thought about it before, but I did overthink things, didn’t
            I? And if it hadn’t been true before, Ana had made it so by naming it. Such was the respect I had for her opinion. If she
            saw this in me, then it must be so. But as I thought about it, I realized that crying on cue was perhaps the one thing I did
            not overthink. It was a near-mystical experience, formless but full.
         

         
         I had learned the trick—or perhaps better to say I had first experienced it, since crying did not feel like something I could
            control—on the set of a sitcom when I was seven. Ana and I were guest stars. It was the height of our fame. The show was a
            three-camera comedy called Topped Up. My family watched it, not regularly but fairly often; everyone did. It was that kind of show. Most importantly, other kids
            at school watched it, and I hoped some of its popularity would rub off on me via the transitive property of social cachet.
            Being on talk shows and nightly news magazines was not social currency for a first or second grader, and some of our nationally
            televised appearances had crossed from passively uncool to actively humiliating, such as the toothpaste commercial where they
            costumed me with an eye patch—even though I had just proudly stopped needing mine—because otherwise I wouldn’t be “recognizable
            enough.” Thus mortified, I had to stand with Ana in front of a green screen as we pretended to brush our teeth with bubblemint-flavored
            paste that, we promised, was “out of this world.”
         

         
         “Can they take that again?” a toothpaste company executive said, loudly, picking anxiously at her eyebrows. “Can we get them
            to do it with more . . . feeling?”
         

         
         The director threw up his hands. “You want more feeling? Hire real actors.”

         
         “Hey!” Cyndie said. “She is a real actor.”

         
         The director laughed. “Whatever you say, honey.”

         
         I turned my head to look at Ana, who never cried. I was the crier of the two of us. She was blinking very, very rapidly and had formed her small hands into tight fists at her sides. 

         
         “I think you’re a good actor,” I said, softly.

         
         She looked me in the eye. We were both in soft silver space suits, staring at each other through the open visors of fake helmets.

         
         “It’s okay, Alex,” she said, softly. “You don’t have to lie.”

         
         

         On the sitcom, we fared better. Ana and I were, as usual, playing versions of ourselves. Our names were slightly changed (“Andrew”
            and “Amy”) and our lives were lightly fictionalized so that they fit into the world of a family sitcom set in St. Paul. We
            were well-known enough at the time that the studio audience applauded when we entered the scene, clapping in the dark beyond
            the lights, which were so blinding they made the people past them invisible—less like a live audience and more like the laugh
            track they were destined to become.
         

         
         We were in only one episode, and while we were central to its plot, we were actually in just one scene, at the very end. The
            setup was that “Andrew” and “Amy” have just started at the same school as the sitcom family’s five kids, who range in age
            from thirteen to two, and all have very different reactions to “our” appearance in their lives: The eldest relentlessly teases
            her brother and sister that the aliens will come for their youngest siblings, twin girls. The second eldest, terrified by
            this prospect, begins staying up all night, guarding his little sisters’ door against possible alien intruders. The third
            eldest, thrilled at the idea of first contact, hopes to be taken instead of her little sisters, to strike out on her own for
            an intergalactic adventure; she tries to build a spacesuit out of a fishbowl and cereal boxes. The toddler twins remain, through
            it all, oblivious; at one point, the father wryly suggests that perhaps they’ve been aliens all along.
         

         
         The family is finally plunged into such chaos—the two middle children are at each other’s throats, each believing the other is undermining their respective efforts to either attract or repel the aliens, while the parents blame the eldest for starting it all in the first place—that they eventually bring “the real abductees” over to the house to set the kids straight. That’s where we come in. 

         
         There were five other kids in the cast, though two of them were toddlers who didn’t really count. Those above the age of three
            were a twelve-year-old girl named Ilana, an eleven-year-old boy whose real name and character’s name were both coincidentally
            Cody, and a girl just a year older than me and Ana named Lily, whose presence the on-set child wrangler pointed out to us
            with great enthusiasm.
         

         
         The enthusiasm was not returned. From her makeup chair, where she sat erect and unsquirming, Lily waved down at us like a
            visiting dignitary. She seemed to us unfathomably mature, despite our being almost exactly the same age. Cody was the only
            one who talked to us. He sidled up to me and Ana with the confidence of the heartthrob he was soon to become.
         

         
         “’Sup,” he said.

         
         Ana waved for both of us. “Hi,” she said.

         
         “Is it true? They all want to know.” He jerked his head backward, in the direction of the other kids.

         
         “Is what true?” I asked.

         
         He laughed. “Like, were you abducted by aliens?”

         
         Adults never asked so bluntly. Grown-ups, in general, were not in the habit of disabusing kids of fantasies but rather of stoking them. Weren’t they the ones fostering our belief in the tooth fairy, the Easter Bunny, Santa Claus? To confront a child over the reality of a comforting fiction like that was tantamount to cruelty. So, no, adults never asked us if we had “really” been abducted. Only our fellow children were brave enough to do that. The first day I’d returned to school after the incident, a couple of boys had asked me at recess, but a teacher had overheard, and she’d scolded them so ferociously that I didn’t get a chance to answer. After that there must have been a schoolwide edict not to talk to me about aliens. But I left a note in one of the boys’ desks with my one-word answer, the same answer I now delivered to Cody. 

         
         “Yes,” I said.

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yes,” Ana said, even more forcefully.

         
         He rolled his eyes. “But that’s impossible.”

         
         “No, it’s not,” Ana said. “Why else would we be here?”

         
         “Because you’re trying to be famous?”

         
         “We didn’t do this to get famous,” I said.

         
         “Okay, well, no offense, but my dad says that’s exactly what you did. He says you didn’t get abducted at all and you’re just
            lying.”
         

         
         Ana stepped in front of me. “No offense,” she said. “But your dad is full of shit.”
         

         
         Even Cody widened his cynical child-star eyes at that word coming out of seven-year-old Ana’s mouth. He whistled and walked
            away. Ana looped her arm through mine. She whispered, “I hate him.”
         

         
         “Me too,” I whispered back.

         
         Later, when the cameras rolled on our scene, I looked Cody right in the eye as I delivered my lines.

         
         “Do you know the phrase ‘cry wolf’?” I asked, in character. “It means that if you lie about something bad happening, people
            stop believing you. And then when something bad really does happen, nobody will listen or help. Or worse, they’ll make fun
            of you.” I wasn’t consciously acting anymore. I had passed into something more primal. I was a vessel for feeling, ablaze
            with righteous anger. I took a shuddering breath. “I know what it feels like to be made fun of by the same people I wish would
            believe me.”
         

         
         Cody didn’t have to act like he was listening to me. He really was. Behind him, the actress playing his mom pressed her hand to her mouth; she looked like she might cry. Then I realized that I was crying; in the unblinking eye of the camera, they captured a single tear slipping down my cheek. 

         
         After I delivered that line, the director didn’t call cut right away. There was a kind of quiet, unaccounted for, unrehearsed.
            In the silence Ana put her arm around me, and we pressed our heads together.
         

         
         “You were perfect,” Ana whispered.

         
         I laughed through my still-falling tears. I did feel perfect. I would not have said this at the time, since I was only seven,
            but I felt high. My whole body was crackling, skin electric, senses heightened. I was so unathletic, but I felt the way I
            could tell the sporty kids did when they connected bat and ball at just the right angle, or when they ran effortlessly across
            a balance beam. I felt like I had landed an impossible trick. I squeezed Ana’s hand, triumphant.
         

         
         The director came over. He looked both impressed and concerned.

         
         “Wow, Alex, that was great, really great, but, um . . .” He clicked a pen several times. “God, I hate to say this because
            it was such an incredible performance but let’s try it a little brighter? This is a comedy.”
         

         
         “Okay,” I said, wiping my eyes.

         
         After the setup was finished, I went to sit with my mom back in the dressing room. “Are you okay, sweetie?” she asked. “You
            look like you were crying.”
         

         
         “It was for the scene,” I said.

         
         “Okay.” She looked like she did not believe me. But she looked like that a lot back then.

         
         “Can I take a nap?” I asked.

         
         She nodded. “Of course.”

         
         I was about to put my head in her lap and shut my eyes when a man in a suit and no tie knocked at the half-open dressing room door. He was a big film and TV agent—quick eyes, sharp jaw, white teeth—who repped kids like Cody, kids who transitioned from child stars into teenage train wrecks but made themselves and their reps lots of money in the process. He leaned on the wall and flashed my mom his slashing wide smile. He introduced himself to us, shook my hand very gravely. I was accustomed by now to this habit of adults, how they play-acted at extreme seriousness when meeting me, as though this would make me feel more at ease or more like an equal, though it never did. It was too condescending. But I was in a daze. 

         
         “Have you ever talked to Alex about a career in film?”

         
         The strategy was transparent, even to a seven-year-old. He addressed my mom, but I was the real audience—he was like the proprietor
            of an ice cream shop asking the parents if it was okay to give their kid a sundae, trusting the child to do his dirty work
            and beg mommy and daddy to say yes. But I did want her to say yes, so I guess it wasn’t a bad strategy.
         

         
         “Not really,” my mom said.

         
         The agent crossed one ankle over the other, a pose of total ease. He represented Lily, too, and would stick by her through
            the rest of her strange and rocky career, during which she would bloom into a pinup, then wilt into an addict—only to reemerge,
            improbably, as a popular Evangelical podcaster.
         

         
         “Alex just seems like a natural up there. There’s not many kids who can cry on cue.” Then, to me: “You’re good, kiddo!”

         
         I beamed and turned to my mother, expecting her to be proud. Aren’t parents always proud when their child is good at something
            and someone else comments on it? Isn’t that the original sin of all stage moms? But she mostly looked apologetic, pressed,
            uneasy, like the agent was someone very forcefully asking her to sign a political petition on a street corner.
         

         
         “This is all very out of the ordinary for us,” she said.

         
         He smiled. “For now.”

         
         “We’ll think about it,” she said, which I knew by then was code for “no.” But she still took his card.

         
         “Did Neil talk to you?” Cyndie asked as we waited for our cars at the valet. It was almost sunset by the time we came outside, which shocked me. The light was so different in Los Angeles than in New York, dusting everything with soft pink promise. Friday light. That’s what Ana and Cyndie called it. The pearly glow of the start of the weekend, the end of work and school, a light suffused with potential. It gave you the feeling of Friday, no matter what the calendar said. 

         
         My mother cocked her head. “Neil?”

         
         “The agent.” Cyndie spoke with whispered urgency.

         
         “We spoke briefly,” my mother said. “He was very pushy, though. I didn’t like his manner.”

         
         “His manner,” Cyndie repeated.

         
         “The way he was talking about Alex like he was a gold mine or something, so extractive.”

         
         “Did he give you his card?” Cyndie asked.

         
         “Oh. Somewhere.”

         
         Cyndie looked down. She had her arms around Ana’s shoulders. We had gone to their apartment the day before. Ana had been very excited to show me around—the pool in the center of the complex that she said we could swim in if it weren’t so cold, the jacaranda trees she could see from her window though they weren’t at that moment in bloom, the neighbor who was teaching her Portuguese who wasn’t home right then. But I noticed other things: the stained beige carpeting and the black grime in the grouting of the bathroom, the palm fronds floating in the pool, the rusty bars on the door to their unit and the wheezing door of their dying refrigerator, the trail of ants in the kitchen that Ana still referred to as “hers” even though they had transitioned from pet to pest long ago. I didn’t say anything about any of this, but I didn’t have to. Ana noticed my noticing. I didn’t know that I was being a snob; I was only seven. But my family had already trained me so well—so poorly, really—that my judgments came reflexively, even at that young age. By the time the tour was over, Ana had slowly reevaluated her excitement, dialing it back with each flick until at the end it was all snuffed out and she dismissed the whole place with a hand wave. 

         
         “Whatever. My mom says we’re going to move somewhere way nicer.”

         
         Now, outside the studio, I watched Cyndie, awash in the rose-colored light, pressing Ana close to her, lips pursed and smiling.
            I could tell that she wanted Neil’s card from my mother but assumed that she was too ashamed to ask directly, too prideful.
         

         
         Except Cyndie never did what I assumed. She burst out laughing and extended a hand. “Jesus Christ, Liv. You want me to beg
            for it? Pass it over.”
         

         
         It turns out not everyone was as ashamed of their desires as the Whitmans. Neil did become Ana’s agent. The most important
            thing, it turns out, is never talent but commitment. Drive. Cyndie had that. And Ana had it because her mother needed her
            to. She would sit still in the makeup chair. She would memorize the line. My mom needed something different, so I let my own
            desire die off.
         

         
         The sitcom paid us less than the toothpaste company had. But “less” was still, compared to the “nothing” one might normally
            be expected to earn as a seven-year-old, a lot. After the show went into global syndication later that year, we both got residual
            checks, in large and then increasingly miniscule sums, for the next twenty years. We got checks from the toothpaste ad, too.
            And for the life rights we sold at auction to an Oscar-winning producer.
         

         
         Claire, home from school for the summer, asked through a mouth full of cereal, “Are you selling the rights to our lives, too?
            Or do we retain those?”
         

         
         “My understanding,” our father said, “is that they’re mostly interested in Alex.”

         
         “And Ana,” I said.

         
         “Right,” he said. “Alex and the girl.”

         
         Claire shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t think this is a good idea.”

         
         “Well, Claire Bear, it’s already done.”

         
         Claire banged her spoon like a gavel. “You should undo it.”

         
         “This isn’t a discussion.”

         
         “You sold him out.”

         
         “Good lord, nobody sold anybody out,” our dad said, as Jake walked into the dining room, bleary-eyed. “We explained the contract
            to Alex and he said he wanted to do it.”
         

         
         “Dad, he’s eight. He can’t possibly understand it so he can’t give meaningful consent!”

         
         Jake snorted as he took his first sip of coffee. Claire turned sharply. Even at eight, I could feel the barely cooled fury
            flowing between them. Claire still angry that Jake had lied; Jake still angry that she had turned him in. Both still suspicious
            that there was more to the other’s story than they let on.
         

         
         “Don’t laugh,” Claire said. “I’m being serious.”

         
         “I know you are,” Jake said. “That’s why it’s funny.” He smiled and raised a mug to his lips.

         
         “Both of you, stop,” our father said. “Alex was excited, and we wanted to do this for him. You were excited, weren’t you?”
            He looked at me sternly.
         

         
         I nodded. I was, in point of fact, extremely excited. I wanted the movie to happen very badly.

         
         “Do you think we can visit set?” I asked Ana on the phone.

         
         “I don’t know,” Ana replied, sounding blue.

         
         “We could ask?” I wanted to get back to that feeling I’d had on the sitcom set, and, if I couldn’t act, I thought merely being
            on set might get me closer to it.
         

         
         Ana sighed and said that her mother had found the producers “really difficult” so she wasn’t sure they’d let us. Cyndie had been pushing for Ana to play herself in the film but the producers told her, repeatedly, that they “weren’t sure it made sense creatively.” It seems, in retrospect, clear who was being difficult. But Cyndie never saw it that way. “Who could play Ana better than she could?” Cyndie had said, as dead set on putting her daughter on screen as Claire had been about keeping me off. But she had a point. What had we been doing for months, years, if not playing ourselves? 

         
         “He’s excited now,” Claire said, glowering at our father. “But when they make the movie and he has to relive all of this all
            over again . . .”
         

         
         “Oh my God,” Jake said. “Alex will be fine. If anyone should be nervous about the movie, it should be us. Or me, really. Me
            and Mom.”
         

         
         “Why should you or Mom be nervous?” Claire asked.

         
         Jake shrugged. “No matter what, Alex is the hero, right? But a movie’s gotta have a villain.” He cast his eyes around the
            table. “It’s got to be one of us, right? Or Ana’s mom. I don’t think it’s going to be the aliens.”
         

         
         Claire opened and then closed her mouth. Our father had no retort to this. I don’t think he had considered it. And anyway,
            Jake was right. Satisfied, he marched back into the kitchen and announced he was going to finish the pot of coffee.
         

         
         It turned out that no one needed to be nervous about how we might all be canonized on film. The movie never got made. Despite this, I was still compensated for it—the producer renewed the option every eighteen months until he died in 2006. All of that money went into two trusts, one in Ana’s name and one in mine. Or some of it did. Our parents did get some compensation. Fifteen percent, by law, had to be held in trust for me and Ana, but the rest was fair game for our guardians to use as they saw fit. In my case, the money could cover the costs of extra medical expenses associated with my eye or my parents’ general belief that if they took me to enough doctors and ran me through the right therapeutic models, then someone would reissue them the child they’d lost that night. Or in Ana’s case, the earnings could cover acting classes, voice lessons, all born of Cyndie’s ardent hope that this experience had finally birthed the Ana she’d always wanted. Not a child Cyndie had feared she wasn’t ready for—a child who, no matter how much Cyndie loved her, was unquestionably a strain to care for—but a person who now had the power to provide for herself, for both of them. Not a child at all but a colleague, a sidekick, a helpmeet. Both of our families, therefore, invested their actual offspring’s earnings into the creation of imaginary children, idealized Alexes and Anas, who never existed and never would. Like I said: as they saw fit. 

         
         Ana eventually found success in acting, sort of, if reality television qualifies as acting and if having to (in Ana’s words)
            “go to work every day with your insane mother” qualifies as success. And I fulfilled my parents’ hopes, ultimately, for the
            life they’d always imagined I would lead before my disappearance. College. Law school. Big firm. Respectability. But we each
            probably would have done better in the other person’s circumstances. Ana could have given my parents the sunny, practical
            child they craved. And I could have acted. I think I would have loved it if my parents had let me continue. I debated in high
            school and later lived for mock trial in law school. The performance of it all—the closings, the cross—it was the closest
            I ever came again to that humming, total presence I had felt when I performed that day on the sitcom.
         

         
         We had one line from the sitcom that always stayed with me: That’s our ride! It would get stuck in my head like a pop song. It would leap into my brain whenever I was waiting for something—a car, a
            flight. An elevator. That’s our ride, I’d think, in the same cadence I’d delivered the line as a child, when Ana and I stood hand in hand in front of the fictional
            family, and above us a bright green spotlight switched on.
         

         
         “That’s our ride,” we said, in unison.

         
         It was a laugh line. But Ana and I really meant it. We were totally aligned back then. No division. No doubt. We believed so fiercely in our story and each other. That was why it didn’t even feel like acting when Ana and I held hands, turned to each other and then tilted our shared gaze upward into the neon glare, our imaginary UFO, and I swear for a moment I saw it: a spinning silver ship. Allen waving from the cockpit. Coming in for a landing. I never believed in myself or Ana or our story as much as I did looking up into the lights of that soundstage. I felt like someone really was up there, coming to take us home. 

         
         But to return to my original point, the crying-on-cue game was the trickiest one Ana and I played. I could never do it with
            the intensity that I had that first time on the set of Topped Up. Still, I tried, because all of this was about more than just keeping ourselves entertained. Even as we played ever more
            distant versions of ourselves, until “Alex” and “Ana” felt just as false as “Andrew” and “Amy,” even if we’d long since ceded
            ownership of our story to movie producers and toothpaste conglomerates, we could still play our private game in parallel to
            our public selves.
         

         
         And then, of course, there was Allen. But we never thought of him as a game.

         
         

         
            
               Allen had interviewed for a job at one of the lunar mining start-ups. But ultimately he had decided that he wanted to work somewhere more “mission-driven.” That was how he ended up at the Earth Studies Institute. In retrospect, Allen wondered if this had been a mistake. The mining company would have paid him far more to do far stupider, easier work, and day-to-day life at the Institute was not as noble as Allen had imagined. The hours were terrible and the main “mission” driving his colleagues seemed to be fighting over funding and competing for advancement, both of which eluded Allen, no matter how hard he worked. 

               
               Sometimes, on the bad days, Allen dreamt of a life of high pay and nap pods and happy hours amongst the pyroxene rigs and
                  moon rocks. What reward was he getting at the Institute? Why bother staying? But then came the good days: He’d be in the field,
                  off-planet, on Earth, gazing up with his compound eyes at an alien moon, and he’d feel the mission in his very exoskeleton.
                  Allen lived for those days. They made it all worthwhile.
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         Back home in Brooklyn, I lay awake in the bland white box of my rented condo, delaying sleep, texting with Ana. The anxiety
            I’d felt about what to say to her after fifteen-plus years of silence had swiftly transformed into a compulsive desire to
            keep the conversation going at all costs. I felt like if I stopped engaging, even to sleep, then I’d lose her forever. Apple
            here. Come in, Angel.
         

         
         I caught part of your interview, I wrote.
         

         
         Oh God, Ana replied. How??

         
         It was on in a bar. I didn’t want her to think that I had been googling her or keeping tabs on her media appearances. Just a coincidence, I wrote.
         

         
         That’s crazy.

         
         I wasn’t sure where to go from here. The thread our messages had to spin was a delicate one. It had to cover a great distance,
            treacherous with wreckage. I needed to avoid direct discussion of the Signal, a subject that would have led, inevitably, to
            the issues at the heart of why we’d stopped speaking. I asked how Cyndie was.
         

         
         Same as ever. How’s your family?

         
         They’re ok, I said. My dad died a few years ago.

         
         Oh, Alex, I’m so sorry.

         
         Thanks, I said. It’s okay.

         
         I’m really sorry. I didn’t realize.

         
         It’s okay. You couldn’t have known.

         
         She started typing then stopped. The acknowledgment of how long it had been since we spoke felt like it had set us back. I
            wanted to vault past it, make a joke.
         

         
         Allen sent a condolence card, so don’t worry about it.

         
         The reply from Ana came quickly now: He was always really good about that kind of thing.

         
         It’s important in his culture.

         
         Totally.

         
         I smiled. I felt triumphant, flooded with a jumpy, adolescent energy, as though I was possessed by the seventeen-year-old
            I’d been the last time Ana and I had spoken. The next morning I awoke buoyant, high on adrenaline and two hours of sleep.
            There were no new messages from Ana—it was only 5 a.m. on the West Coast—but there was new news about the Signal. A Navy jet
            had crashed into the side of a mountain overnight in Colorado after its GPS gave out. The Secretary of Defense blamed the
            Signal and by extension unnamed “enemy states,” and while he was an unserious man with a weakness for wild speculation, there
            were other, more outwardly serious voices who agreed with him. Members of Congress and communications experts filled the morning
            shows and newsletters. War memes filled the feeds. Maybe it was the Russians, more likely the Chinese, but either way, there
            was an enemy. Conflict was coming. The satellite weapon theory was gaining traction.
         

         
         But the jet’s crash was also not the only worrying news out of Colorado. A dozen bodies had been discovered, the mass suicide of a minor cult, at a compound outside Great Sand Dunes National Park. Witnesses said that earlier that day, the group had come at dawn to the UFO Watchtower—a roadside attraction off Route 17 with a rock garden full of alien sculptures and a clear view of the stars—and stood together in silence, dressed all in white, their arms outstretched, faces turned to the rising sun. They left and then came back to perform the same ritual at dusk, still in white, still silent. 

         
         After sunset, the cult returned to their compound and slipped free from their earthly forms with a cocktail of fentanyl and
            vodka, all except the leader, who was found with a bullet in her head and a note in her hand. She believed that the Signal
            was broadcasting just for them—a message beamed in from the aliens and from Christ and Buddha and Robin Williams, who were
            all also aliens, all beckoning the group to join them in the great ship in the sky. On the wall of their plywood temple the
            cult members had painted a mural with Earth at the center of the Milky Way and over it the words: COME IN PEACE / LEAVE IN LOVE.

         
         My point is: As I read the news, the disparity between my inner excitement at reconnecting with Ana and the horror of the
            events unfolding in the outer world was stark and destabilizing. I felt happy. I felt terrified. I felt insane.
         

         
         I walked into the café across the street from my apartment and cheerfully, too loudly, ordered a coffee. “ONE LARGE COLD BREW
            PLEASE! WITH WHOLE MILK!”
         

         
         The barista, who had never before betrayed an iota of interest in me, asked, very carefully, as though speaking to someone
            visibly unwell, if I was okay.
         

         
         “I’M GREAT!”

         
         “Whatever you say,” she said, and asked if I had cash. Their internet had been down all morning; they couldn’t take any credit
            cards.
         

         
         “Because of the Signal?”

         
         She shrugged. “I don’t know, it does this sometimes. Just get us back tomorrow,” she said, with the comforting implication
            that tomorrow would be as recognizable as today, with credit cards tapping and cold brews sliding across counters, an unbroken
            chain of consumer ease.
         

         
         I lingered outside in the sunshine to call my sister Claire. Art’s youngest daughter, Emmy, was having her seventh birthday party that afternoon, and my sibling thread was very active, not only about the party but about the Signal—articles flying, speculations about cell tower disruptions and sheltering in place. Claire was side-texting me, annoyed that I wasn’t responding more actively to the group, but that, too, was just part of our typical dynamic. Art was fretting, Jake was needling, Claire was placating, and I was avoiding. Finally, Claire gave up on her side texts and called me. 

         
         “You’re coming today, right?”

         
         “Of course,” I said. “It’s Emmy’s birthday.”

         
         “Okay, good. I just think it’s really important that we all be together right now, don’t you think?”

         
         I slurped my coffee. “Why?”

         
         “Alex. Be serious.”

         
         “Because of the Signal?”

         
         Claire believed this was self-evident. “This satellite weapon stuff is really scary. Some people think this might be WWIII.”

         
         “By some people do you mean yourself?”

         
         “I didn’t say that!”

         
         “Wow, the lady doth protest too much.”

         
         “Fuck you.”

         
         “I’m kidding!”

         
         “What is going on with you? Why aren’t you more worried?”

         
         I did not want to tell her why. In all honesty, I was in no mood to think about the end of the world. Talking to Ana again
            made it feel like a new world had just started. It couldn’t all vanish that quickly. Anyway, living through various crises,
            personal and global—COVID, 9/11, the death of both our parents—had inured me to catastrophe. Worlds ended all the time, didn’t
            they? And yet the world persisted.
         

         
         I swirled the milky melting coffee in my cup. “During COVID you thought I was too worried,” I said. “And now you think I’m
            not worried enough. Maybe I’ve just learned to cope.”
         

         
         Claire made a noise of enduring skepticism. “Anyway, you promise you’ll be there this afternoon, right?”
         

         
         “Claire, I told you. I’m coming.”

         
         “No, I know. But I just really cannot face this party without you. Jake is making me fucking crazy, like more than usual.
            Art is being insane but Jake is being a real asshole about it.”
         

         
         “That’s just who Jake is,” I said.

         
         “What? An asshole?”

         
         This wasn’t quite what I’d meant but it came close. “He just likes to stir the pot,” I said.

         
         Claire sighed. “I know, but I wish he wouldn’t. Just this once.”

         
         I gnawed on my straw and hunted for the watery remains of my coffee. The caffeine had made me more alert in a bad way. I was,
            if possible, even shakier and weirder than I had been when I ordered it. I felt disturbingly aware of my heartbeat.
         

         
         “Alex? Are you there?”

         
         “Yeah, sorry.”

         
         “Just tell me you’ll be there this afternoon.”

         
         “I told you twice! I said I would, so I will.”

         
         “Promise?”

         
         “Promise.”

         
         Claire was finally satisfied. She could not detect how jittery I was, possibly because she felt just as jittery herself. “Isn’t
            it nice to be needed?”
         

         
         I squinted into the sun and then scrolled up through my texts with Ana. “It is.”

         
         

         A few hours later, I boarded a train to Westchester. Honestly, I could have been on a train anywhere. My attention was completely absorbed by the digital—by the news about the Signal and by my communication with Ana. I was careful, however, not to mix these two concerns, still worried that talking directly about the Signal with Ana would pull our conversation in a perilous direction. But this separation had become untenable. As I scrolled through updates about an apparently disastrous call with the Chinese state leadership, not bringing it up felt deranged. This stuff with the Signal does seem really crazy, I wrote.
         

         
         I know, she replied. People in the community are flipping out. They think this might be it.

         
         I did not need to ask what “community” she meant or what “it” might be. But why had she phrased it like that? Did she not
            think that this was “it” herself? I wanted to ask her, but I couldn’t risk picking at the scabs of our old arguments about
            belief and truth. She must have sensed that herself because the next thing she asked was what I was doing that day.
         

         
         Going to see my siblings, I said. Art’s in a classic Art anxiety spiral.

         
         Ana wrote back: Remember when he wouldn’t let any of us drink the water at your mom’s memorial?

         
         Oh my God, that’s right. I had not remembered, actively, until she said it, but Art’s grief had briefly manifested as a fixation on lead levels in
            our prewar building’s plumbing. I recalled my brother leaping across the kitchen—all his lacrosse training building to this
            moment—to snatch a glass from Ana’s hand before she could raise it to her lips.
         

         
         He hasn’t changed a bit, I wrote.
         

         
         It was comforting to think that even as the world might be swirling once again into chaos, most people’s personalities and desires would remain oddly constant. Art would be Art, come what may. And there was another comfort to what Ana had said: She knew Art’s deepest nature. She knew all of the Whitmans like that. She had been there for basically my whole childhood. It made me wonder if maybe Ana and I hadn’t changed either, not in the ways that really mattered, but this constancy felt more ambiguous. Would it mean that the core of our friendship endured, despite our falling-out, our years apart? Or instead that the fissures that had led to the falling-out were themselves unchangeable, irreparable? 

         
         As I waited for another text from Ana, an email came in. The firm, starting Monday, was shifting to remote work, a choice
            made with unsettling hastiness, a blaring EXTERNAL email from our building management company notifying us that all nonessential
            personnel would be required to work from home: In this fast-evolving situation, we have come to the decision that . . . The situation was indeed fast evolving. The Signal was still emitting the same indecipherable pulses, but the strength of
            its transmission seemed to be increasing, as though it were drawing nearer to its intended target. Or, as cooler heads protested,
            maybe that was where it always had been, and the original location had been a miscalculation. Sound waves were easy to pinpoint,
            yes, but mistakes happened. Human error. Yet under these circumstances, no one was at ease with miscalculations. It was either
            incompetence or a cover-up, and neither option gave the public any comfort. Market analysts warned of a sell-off come Monday.
            Cheerful infographics outlined the ideal contents of a Go Bag.
         

         
         I put my phone down, the tang of worry on my tongue, and recalled that smiling could supposedly induce you to feel happier—emotion
            following action. I smiled at the baby across the aisle, who promptly began to wail. I winced in apology to the child’s rumpled,
            graying father, who turned away from me as though my gaze were a curse.
         

         
         I tried smiling at someone else, a crisp elderly woman in a pink cardigan.

         
         “Beautiful weather!” I chirped.

         
         The woman looked bemused. “Yes, it is,” she said, in an old New York accent, like a character in a 1940s film. “Very 9/11.”

         
         I returned, as fast as I could, to the relative refuge of my phone. Another [EXTERNAL] email had popped up, like the one I’d received from our building management company, and I clicked again, expecting another closure, another surreal, concerning missive about caution and fast-evolving circumstances. But it wasn’t. It was something somehow even stranger: an email from Major Williams. 

         
         Dear Mr. Whitman, the email began.
         

         
         
            
               
                  I hope this finds you safe and well. I am sorry that it has taken me so long to respond to your request for information. I
                     still live in the desert, right down the road from the house where I interviewed you and Ms. Pincer. I must have seemed like
                     an old man to you then, but I am truly an old man now and our meeting has weighed heavily on me in the decades since we met.
                     At this point in my life, I can speak more freely. I know that I played a key role in perpetuating a damaging narrative about
                     the events around your disappearance and I have long regretted how this might have affected you in particular. I would like
                     you to know how sorry I am for my participation. I don’t presume to ask for forgiveness, but I offer you my remorse.
                  

                  Sincerely,

                  Maj. Bill Williams, USMC

               

            

         
         His address was lined up—neatly and formally—beneath his name. Then there was a post-script:

         
         
            
               
                  PS: I remember hearing many years back now that your mother had passed. My condolences. I remember her as a very gracious
                     and elegant woman. I can still picture the fresh orange juice and cookies she put out for my arrival. In the midst of such
                     a crisis, that is a special woman who would still go to such lengths to welcome a guest. I know from experience that it is
                     difficult to lose a parent at any age, but particularly a mother and so young. I am very sorry for your loss.
                  

               

            

         
         My first thought was that I did not know how he had found me. But I use a different last name professionally, I thought, as if the cloak of “Alex Cohen” was some impenetrable disguise. But obviously, for anyone with time on their hands, it would not have been too hard to sniff me out, and Major Williams was not just anyone, was he? He was an investigator for the Marines. What’s more, as he said in his email, he was not writing me out of the blue. I am sorry it has taken me so long to respond to your request for information. I had solicited this letter, albeit many years ago. It had indeed been a long time since our “request for information.” Ana
            and I had written to him when we were ten years old.
         

         
         Dear Major Williams, our letter had begun. We hope this finds you well.

         
         “Do we really have to say that?” Ana asked over the phone. “It sounds so fussy.”

         
         “That’s the point,” I said. I had lifted the line directly from the business correspondence template I had photocopied in
            the school library. “It’s supposed to be formal.”
         

         
         “I guess.”

         
         I cleared my throat and kept reading. Dear Major Williams: We hope this finds you well. If you do not remember us, our names are Alex Whitman and Ana Pincer. You
               investigated our disappearance in Desert Hot Springs in 1997. I paused. “Or do you think I should say ‘in Palm Springs’ because that’s how people remember it?”
         

         
         “I’d stick with how people remember it. But he’ll probably know what we mean either way.”

         
         “Okay. And technically we came back in 1998. Do you think I should say 1997 or 1998? Or 1997 slash 1998?”
         

         
         “Oh my God, it doesn’t matter. This is such an Alex letter.”

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         “It’s so . . .” She paused. “Nitpicky.”

         
         “I’m going to keep reading,” I sniffed. Ana was annoying me. I felt like she was stalling or resisting. In retrospect, I know
            she was.
         

         
         I continued: We are writing to request information about your investigation. At first, you said we had been with aliens and then you changed your mind. Why did you think we were abducted by aliens? Why did you change your mind? We want to know what really happened to us and we hope you know the answer.

         
         “Cut that last part,” Ana said, abruptly.

         
         “Why?” I asked.

         
         “It makes it sound like we were lying.”

         
         “I don’t think it does,” I said.

         
         “I’m telling you, it does. It’ll confuse him.”

         
         “No, it won’t,” I said. “It’s literally why we’re writing him.”

         
         “Just trust me,” Ana said. “Cut it.”

         
         I did, dutifully; I was not in the habit, yet, of saying “no” to her. I finished the letter: We look forward to your response. Even though I had copied this directly from the template, I meant it in earnest. I looked forward to his response quite eagerly.
            I printed the letter off my father’s desktop, after my parents were asleep, and then waited a month, two, six months. A year.
            Three. No response came.
         

         
         Ana acted as though Major Williams’s stonewalling us had been a foregone conclusion. “He can’t say anything because it’s classified,”
            she said.
         

         
         I conceded that she might have a point. But I still felt he owed us a reply. “Maybe he could write back in code.”

         
         “Alex, come on. Code?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “That’s what people do in movies. Let’s stay in reality.” This was a favorite phrase of Cyndie’s—Let’s stay in reality—that had recently crept into Ana’s own vocabulary. I wanted to argue, but I dropped it. I trusted her version of reality
            more than my own, at least for the moment. I stopped looking forward to a response until, ultimately, I came to see a significance
            in its absence. To be honest, it made me cynical—not just about Major Williams, but about everything. About Ana, too. Her
            resistance began to seem sinister.
         

         
         I reread the email again. At this point in my life, I can speak more freely . . . damaging narrative. This was code of a kind. I wondered if there was a statute of limitations on being right. Did it count for less if it took this long? Or more? Were long-awaited vindications the only ones worth having? 

         
         I almost missed my stop, I was so absorbed in thought. Even off the train, I struggled to snap back into the present moment;
            Claire had to yell to get my attention.
         

         
         “Earth to Alex!”

         
         I leapt in fright. She was about three feet from me. “Jesus, Claire.”

         
         “Hi.”

         
         “Why did you do that?”

         
         “I called your name like ten times. You didn’t hear me?”

         
         I shook my head.

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         “Of course,” I said, following her off the platform and through the parking lot.

         
         “You seem kind of jumpy.”

         
         “You were screaming like two inches from my ear. Anyway, weren’t you the one saying that I should be more worried?”

         
         “I’m not saying you should be more worried,” she said, climbing into her station wagon. “I’m saying everybody else is worried.”

         
         I climbed in after her. “Well, someone has to balance out Art.”

         
         “You have no idea.”

         
         “That bad?”

         
         She rolled her eyes and turned the key in the ignition. “If I have to hear him talk about iodine pills one more time, I’m
            going to kill myself.”
         

         
         “He’s probably safety-locked anything in the house that would allow you to do that.”

         
         Claire laughed. “Thank God you’re here, Alex.”

         
         But I wasn’t really there. As we curved down the green suburban streets, my mind was elsewhere, more preoccupied than even Art could have been by the prospect of nuclear war. It was in the past, with the people in my pocket, with Ana and Major Williams both. 

         
         

         Art answered the door, burden in his eyes, phone in his hand. “Oh,” he said, glumly. “You’re just in time for cake.”

         
         “Where’s the birthday girl?” I asked.

         
         “She’s in the yard,” he said. I could see he had been reading the New York Times’ live Signal updates. His thumb still hovered over the screen, ready to refresh. Claire nodded at the phone.
         

         
         “Anything interesting?”

         
         Art put it away quickly. “No, nothing new.”

         
         Claire turned back to me as we walked through the house to the patio. See? she mouthed. She had been right about Art’s anxiety levels, but he was by nature neurotic. We all were. Except Jake, I thought, as we stepped into the backyard. Jake was leaning back in an Adirondack chair, stretched out in a pose of total
            ease, his eight-year-old son Aiden perched beside him, clutching an iPad.
         

         
         “Speak of the devil,” Jake said.

         
         “Me or Claire?” I asked.

         
         “You, of course.” He turned to Aiden. Emmy and her friends were conducting some shrieking, elaborate game of Red Light, Green
            Light behind us. But Aiden wasn’t participating. He was a serious child; I always tried to meet him in seriousness.
         

         
         Jake patted his son on the shoulder. “Do you want to ask him, bud?”

         
         I crouched down beside Aiden and dropped my smile to match his grave, level expression.

         
         Wordlessly, he extended the iPad toward me. I squinted at the screen, washed with glare from the sun. Aiden had paused on
            a YouTube video titled “HOW THE CRAZIEST ALIEN ABDUCTION OF ALL TIME EXPLAINS THE SIGNAL.” Beneath it was a picture of me
            and Ana—the picture of me and Ana, really, in terms of how we were seen by the general public. In it, we are wrapped in Mylar blankets and surrounded by our families, whose faces are out of frame. The silver flash against the desert backdrop lends the whole image a Martian quality, as though we were still off-planet. We stare straight into the camera, our expressions unreadable and identical save for the bright, white bandage, bloody at the center, covering my left eye. I reached up, instinctively, to scratch the itchy place the bandage had covered. I had not seen this picture in a long time. I looked more closely. What was that on my cheek? Had I been crying? I took in the image again. My expression was not so unreadable now. I was trying to hold back tears. I was afraid I was in trouble, I thought. I was afraid of being separated from Ana. I noticed that now, too. Our shoulders were pressed together through our crinkled silver capes. We were trying to stay as
            close as possible.
         

         
         “Ask him,” Jake said, nudging his son.

         
         Aiden looked at me. “Is that really you?”

         
         “It is,” I said, softly.

         
         “With Aunt Claire?”

         
         “No,” I said. “That’s my friend Ana.”

         
         “What the hell is she up to these days?” Jake said. “She must be loving all of this Signal stuff.”

         
         “She was actually just on TV talking about it,” I said, then wished I hadn’t because I didn’t want to hear whatever joke Jake
            would make. But before he could respond, Claire’s shadow crossed the iPad.
         

         
         “Jake, what is this?” she asked, sharply.

         
         She crouched down beside me and Aiden, looked at the screen, and then glared up at our brother.

         
         “What!” Jake said. “It just popped up.”

         
         My nieces and nephews had never asked me about what had happened to me as a child; no one in the family had spoken about it in years. Why would they, I suppose. But Jake had now crossed that unspoken boundary. He knew it, too. No one has a better instinct for rules than the people who love to break them. He smiled at Claire and lifted the iPad away from Aiden. 

         
         “Go play with your cousins, buddy,” Jake said. “We’ll do screen time in the car.”

         
         Aiden, after a brief period of pleading, relented. He walked off across the lawn toward the other children, with one backward
            lingering glance at me. He looked so young. So did his cousin Emmy, the birthday girl, who had turned seven earlier that week.
            But I realized that, however little they seemed, they were both older than Ana and I had been when we went missing. I tried
            to imagine Emmy and Aiden’s faces on the cover of the Post. It shocked me. We were just little kids, I thought. We were so, so young.

         
         

         “I don’t know why you’re being so cavalier about this,” Art said, in the lingering afternoon shadows.

         
         Eileen put her hand on his shoulder and nodded at the kids nearby, toward their daughter, Emmy, casting a sidelong glance
            at her father. “Honey,” Eileen said. “Lower your voice, please.”
         

         
         Art obliged, but the intensity of his anxiety was so strong that I was sure his daughter could still sense it, even if she
            could not hear him. “This could be the beginning of World War III,” he said. “This could wipe us all out.”
         

         
         Claire kicked me beneath the patio table. I understood her meaning. She had been the border collie of this conversation thus
            far, but she was trying not to overstep. It was my turn to herd our brother away from the edge.
         

         
         “I don’t think anyone is really angling for nuclear war,” I said.

         
         “No one is ever angling for it,” Art said. “But it still might happen. Didn’t you listen to that episode of—”

         
         Jake cut him off. “We all listened to it, Art.”

         
         “Me too,” Claire said.

         
         I nodded. “Same.” I was pretty sure that everyone in the country had listened to it. And yet we each seemed to be hearing something slightly different, each tuned to our own frequency of worry. 

         
         I glanced back down at my phone. Ana had texted. Seeing her name felt like an escape hatch. There was a link to her website
            and then a string of messages, clearly composed in the isolating headspace of someone expecting an immediate reply and then
            not receiving one.
         

         
         I’m getting ready to lead a retreat next week, the first message read. It’s going to be out in Joshua Tree, kind of close to Palm Springs. Back where it all began lol.

         
         Then: You should come!

         
         Followed by: But seriously, there’s an open bedroom. You could co-lead! Haha jk.

         
         Ending with: Actually, never mind. Crazy idea! Ignore me.

         
         I stared at it for a moment. I didn’t want to ignore her. It was crazy. But I was shocked that my first instinct was to say
            yes.
         

         
         “What’s the news?”

         
         I jumped. Claire was craning to see my screen.

         
         “Oh,” I said, putting my phone down, secreting Ana away from them. “I don’t know.”

         
         “Then what are you looking at?”

         
         “I was just texting my coworkers.”

         
         Jake smirked. “You didn’t look like you were texting your coworkers.”

         
         “Well, I was.”

         
         I could hear the pleading, teenage tone in my voice and hated it. Even though we were all adults now, being with my siblings
            always made me revert to an immature version of myself I did not like. It distressed me to realize it was still so close to
            the surface, as though the adult Alex was just a costume.
         

         
         Art bounced his knee faster. “Am I really the only person worried about this?”

         
         Jake smiled. “Yes.”

         
         “No,” Claire said. “We’re all worried about this, just . . . in our own way.”

         
         “Latest I’ve heard is that it’s aliens,” Jake said, smiling in cheerful provocation. “At least that’s what the betting markets
            say. War of the Worlds shit.”
         

         
         Claire rolled her eyes. “You can’t be serious.”

         
         “I am at least partially serious.”

         
         Claire laughed. “How partial?”

         
         “I’m like 39 percent serious, 40 percent joking.”

         
         “What’s the other 21 percent?” I asked, quick as ever on the technicalities.

         
         Jake smiled. “Oh, that part is scared shitless.”

         
         “The Signal actually might be coming from aliens, though,” Art said, his eyes on the middle distance. “I was reading a lot
            about that last night.”
         

         
         At this comment, Eileen winced and excused herself, murmuring something about checking on the kids. She really might divorce him over this, I thought.
         

         
         Jake turned to me. “Alex, what do you think? You’re the expert in this family on alien contact.”

         
         I laughed—it was a joke—but there was an edge to it. Jake’s signature.

         
         Claire glared at him. “Jake, stop.”

         
         He rolled his eyes at Claire and then turned to his son, Aiden, who had just approached the table. “What’s up, buddy?” Aiden
            whispered something in his father’s ear. Jake nodded. “Yeah, yeah. We can go soon, bud. Five more minutes.” Aiden whispered
            something else, this time looking at me. Jake raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know, you’ll have to ask your uncle Alex about the
            aliens.”
         

         
         Claire closed her eyes in irritation. “Please don’t encourage him.”

         
         “It’s fine,” I mumbled. It was, sort of. I felt both relieved to talk about it and afraid to. I felt on the spot.

         
         “See?” Jake said. “It’s fine.”

         
         “Stop,” Claire said.

         
         “Alex is an adult, Claire Bear, he can speak for himself now.” He patted his son on the shoulder. “Aiden, bud, go use the
            bathroom, okay? We’ll leave in a minute.”
         

         
         We all watched in silence as Aiden walked inside. I didn’t feel like an adult. I felt like I was regressing further with every
            swipe my siblings took at each other. I was mad at Jake for being a dick, mad at Claire for being overprotective, mad at Art
            for being so humorless, mad at myself for getting mad in the first place. I didn’t really want to speak for myself. I didn’t
            really want to be having this conversation at all. And yet, there was some part of me that did. That contrarian streak in
            Jake ran through me as well. I did not have his fire and fury, but I did delight, sometimes, in watching something burn, even
            if my life would provide the kindling.
         

         
         Jake slapped his knee. “Well. Really nice to see all of you.”

         
         “Oh, fuck you,” Claire said.

         
         “I was being genuine! God, Claire, no offense but you’re worse than Art right now. You need to lighten up.”

         
         “Was that supposed to offend me or her?” Art asked.

         
         “Both,” Jake said.

         
         I could feel Claire wind tighter beside me. “I just think . . .” she began.

         
         “Here we go,” Jake said.

         
         “I just think that you can’t treat everything like a joke. You’re not seventeen anymore. There are certain things you need to take more seriously.”
         

         
         Jake laughed. “Like Alex’s close encounter?”

         
         “Yes,” Claire snapped.

         
         Jake laughed—a short, startling sound like the pop of a champagne cork, long under pressure and finally released. He looked
            relieved, which was alarming. It was the expression of a man deciding whether or not to say something he couldn’t take back.
         

         
         “What’s so funny,” Art said.

         
         Jake shook his head. “I just find it interesting,” he said, “that you all are still ready to back up Alex’s completely confabulated,
            bullshit story that he got abducted by fucking aliens and I never even got an apology for getting turned into a murder suspect.”
         

         
         Claire widened her eyes. “Oh my God, are you serious?”

         
         “As a heart attack, Claire.”

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said, tonelessly.

         
         “Wow,” Jake said. “I can tell you really meant that.”

         
         “Jake, you lied to the police! I don’t know what to say, it was—”

         
         “You knew I had weed, Claire! You asked me for some the night before!”

         
         I had never heard this before. “Really?”

         
         Claire shifted in her seat. “I don’t remember that.”

         
         “Well, you did.”

         
         “What is your problem, Jake?”

         
         “My problem,” he said, “is that you were so ready to believe the worst of me, and I mean the absolute fucking worst, Claire.
            You thought I could have murdered our own brother and some random girl for God knows what depraved, disgusting reason, and
            you didn’t believe me when I swore to you, on my life, that I hadn’t. Am I right?”
         

         
         I had watched our sister throughout this tirade, and she had not moved her eyes from Jake’s face the entire time he was speaking.
            I looked away from her now, unnerved. I had never seen her so mad. Jake was right: She hadn’t believed him. Not then. She
            did now. But he cared what she’d believed in those early, desperate hours. It didn’t seem like “now” existed to either of
            them anymore. Jake and Claire were back in that rental in the desert crouched on the shag carpet as venomous teenagers, while
            I was still gone, back in my role of vanished victim.
         

         
         Jake leaned forward over the table, like a preacher at the pulpit. He was on a roll now. He had her.

         
         “I’m sorry,” she repeated, her eyes still hard.

         
         “Okay, accepted, I guess, but to be clear: You didn’t believe me.”

         
         “Alex was missing!” Claire said, throwing up her hands. “And it was thirty years ago! We were teenagers. What does it matter
            now?”
         

         
         Jake laughed. “So thirty years is long enough that I should just ‘get over it,’ but it’s still too soon to joke with Alex
            about aliens? Do you see how that would make me feel?”
         

         
         “Oh my God . . .”

         
         The two of them were talking over each other now. “You didn’t listen to me when I said I wasn’t a child murderer, molester,
            whatever . . .”
         

         
         “. . . are you hearing yourself?”

         
         “And yet you believed him”—Jake was pointing at me now—“About such an obvious lie . . .”
         

         
         “Stop.”

         
         “When he said he was abducted by a fucking UFO?”
         

         
         Claire exploded: “Well, obviously we never believed him either!”

         
         The air went dead around us. The kids giggling and screaming across the lawn only highlighted the now-gaping silence at our
            table of adults. My stomach flipped. Had I heard her right? I asked myself. But I knew I had. Obviously, we never believed him either. They humored me. But they didn’t want to talk about it. Even as my mom took me to all of my media appearances with Ana, to
            our appearances at the UFO conferences, our interviews with researchers interested in our case, it had always been like a
            parent shepherding a child through a hobby the adult did not entirely “get.” Never thought I’d be taking my kid to esports tournaments, but he loves it. That sort of thing. So I had understood that none of them really bought our story. And I was okay with that. After a while,
            I stopped buying it myself. But it was that obviously that I tripped on. And the never. Not just that they didn’t believe me now, but that there hadn’t been even a moment in the past when they had, and that the possibility that they ever could have believed me was so patently insane as to be self-evidently false. 

         
         Because Claire was sitting on my blind side, I could not shift my gaze back to her without entirely turning my head, and I
            did not want to do that, because I was not sure that I could look at her. I was too stunned and too raw. Jake looked weirdly
            delighted. He was usually the one saying something provocative; I wonder if it felt nice to be the one who was shocked for
            a change.
         

         
         “Wow,” he said. “Well, it’s the end of the world, right? Got to speak our truths.” He rose from the table as Aiden crossed
            the patio toward us. Jake put his arm around his son’s shoulder. “Say goodbye, buddy.”
         

         
         Aiden looked at me and then up at his father expectantly. “Couldn’t we stay to . . .”

         
         Jake laughed. “You can ask your uncle about the aliens the next time we see him, okay?”

         
         “But . . .”

         
         “Not now, okay? Your mom’s waiting for us, we’ve got to go.”

         
         No, I wanted to say to Aiden. Stay. We can talk about it. You’re the only one here who really believes me.

         
         To be clear, I wholly included myself in that count of nonbelievers. Over the years, I had developed the theory, by process
            of elimination, that Ana and I must have been abused. It was a conclusion supported by various short-lived therapists and
            various short-lived boyfriends. What other explanation could there be? How else could we have survived out there without an
            adult? Why else would we have made up a story like that? The most logical conclusion was that something so awful had happened
            that my brain had chosen to misplace it.
         

         
         Ana rejected this theory, and in a very Ana way—a very Cyndie way, really. Out of hand, with no hesitation. Let’s stay in reality, she said. Only she wasn’t in reality either. She was committed to a different fiction—the alien story we’d been weaving for years. It’s not as if my own theory was logically perfect; I knew that. I’d wedged this explanation in to fill the gap, and it was always an uneasy fit. It lacked the seamless ease of truth. And I felt certain that a truth—the truth—was waiting to be uncovered. I knew it the same way that I had known Jake was not involved, the same way I knew the
            story Ana and I had told did not convey some essential reality of what we had been through. I knew I couldn’t account for
            all of that lost time, so the truth must be somewhere in that darkness. There was something I knew I was missing.
         

         
         Ana, on the other hand, had never been interested in what we might be missing. I guess the simplest explanation for why Ana
            and I stopped speaking was that we disagreed about what had happened to us. There was, of course, more to our falling-out.
            But when you boil it down, she wanted to believe. I did not.
         

         
         

         Not long after Jake left, Claire drove me to the train station. We did not talk about her fight with Jake—we Whitmans have
            a talent for repression—but I knew she felt bad about what she had said because she asked me, twice in the short drive, if
            I was okay, not accepting I’m fine for an answer in either case.
         

         
         “You’re sure?” she asked.

         
         “Yes,” I lied, both times. Outside, the sky pinkened over the dawn-colored hydrangeas and the wide suburban lawns. I took
            a picture, thinking I might send it to Ana. I still hadn’t replied to her or decided what to do about her invitation to come
            to California. My brain was still back at Art’s table. Obviously, we never believed him either. Claire was clearly distracted by it, too, though she dealt not through silence but incessant chatter about Ben, her husband,
            and the logistical minutiae of the healthcare conference he was currently attending in Florida.
         

         
         “When does Ben get back?” I asked politely.

         
         “Tomorrow,” she said. “Unless there’s shelter-in-place orders.”

         
         “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

         
         “I’m not so sure,” she said. She looked over at me. “Do you have someone to stay with, if there is a lockdown?”

         
         “Myself.”

         
         “I know but . . .” She bit her lip. “I just hate to think of you all alone in your apartment if something happens.”

         
         I resented this. I was the only one of my siblings not straight, not married, not a parent, and I could sense sometimes, from
            all of them, that this worried them. It wasn’t conscious or cruel, but there was a baseline assumption that I was lonely,
            and I found that offensive. I was lonely, of course, if not for the reasons they imagined.
         

         
         “I’ll be fine,” I said.

         
         “Are you sure?” Claire looked at me with pleading eyes. Her obliviousness made me resent her question and the subconscious
            thought process behind it even more.
         

         
         “Claire, I really don’t think there is going to be a lockdown.”

         
         “But if there is one,” she said. “Would you consider coming to stay with us? The boys’ soccer preseason camp is ending early.
            I know they’d love to have their favorite uncle around if they’re stuck at home.”
         

         
         “I’ll think about it,” I said.

         
         “That’s Alex for ‘no.’”

         
         I laughed. “Maybe.”

         
         Claire furrowed her brow and began fiddling with her rings, not looking at me. “I’m really sorry for what I said back there.”
            She cleared her throat. “Jake just got me so riled up, but I still shouldn’t have said it like that. I didn’t mean it like
            that.”
         

         
         We both sat in silence for a moment. I did not doubt that she was sorry. She looked sick with it. My sister was not someone who liked hurting people, and she knew she had hurt me. But I also didn’t want to just say that it was all okay. That was what I normally would have done, only I did not want to do it now. Jake, perversely, had inspired me. It’s the end of the world, right? Got to speak our truths.

         
         “How did you mean it, then?” I asked.

         
         “Just . . .” She faltered. “I don’t know. I was so mad, I didn’t really know what I was saying.”

         
         My train was fast approaching; I could hear its whistle in the distance. “But did you ever believe us?”

         
         “I believed that something happened to you,” she said.

         
         “Yeah, but what did you believe happened?”

         
         The whistle sounded again, closer. “Jesus, Alex, are you really going to make me say it?”

         
         “Why else would I ask you?”

         
         She threw up her hands. “What do you think I thought? Why else would someone take a little kid like that other than, you know . . .”
            She shivered. “I figured you just didn’t want to remember it.”
         

         
         “Is that what everyone thought?”

         
         “Oh, I don’t know. Art was convinced Ana’s mom . . . what was her name?”

         
         “Cyndie.”

         
         “Right. Well, he thought Cyndie just made it all up.”

         
         “Did Mom and Dad think that?”

         
         “I don’t know,” Claire said. “We never . . . well, you know. We never talked about it like that.”

         
         I swallowed. “So, you really never believed me,” I said. I don’t know why I needed her to put it explicitly. But I did.

         
         She hesitated then said: “No.”

         
         There it was. We were quiet for a moment. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

         
         “I get it,” I said. I really did. Hadn’t I come up with exactly the same theory? Hadn’t I told myself that the alien story was a fiction for years? Wasn’t that precisely why Ana and I had stopped speaking? But it’s one thing to tell yourself you were full of shit. It’s quite another to hear someone you love say it to your face. It made me want to go find my little nephew Aiden and tell him all about the aliens—who cared if they were real or not. Maybe I could tell him about Allen. I just wanted to be with someone who wanted to believe me, even if I couldn’t believe myself. Ah, I thought. That’s it.

         
         I looked up. The train was there. “Shit,” I said. I really was going to miss it. I opened the door and jumped out. “I have
            to go.”
         

         
         “Wait.” She leaned out the car window. “I know you’ve said no and I know you’re probably mad at me and I know I already asked
            but . . .”
         

         
         “Claire . . .”

         
         “But would you just consider staying with me and Ben and the boys. I know we were giving Art shit, but this Signal stuff seems
            like it could be serious. I really don’t think you should be alone right now.”
         

         
         I told her not to worry. I wouldn’t be.

         
         

         Ironically, Ana didn’t believe me when I told her I was coming to the retreat. You’re lying, she wrote.
         

         
         I’m not, I said, sending her a screenshot of my plane ticket. I had found a flight that left that very night. I’d arrive in Los Angeles
            by 10 p.m., check into an airport hotel, then drive out the next morning. I asked what I should pack. Among the items on the
            retreat’s suggested packing list were an eye mask, a journal, and “any talismanic items central to your contact journey.”
         

         
         Nothing special! Ana said. Cozy camping clothes!

         
         No talismanic items?

         
         She typed something, then deleted it, then typed: You don’t have to do anything you’re not comfortable with.

         
         I was, to be frank, not sure how comfortable I would be with any of it. She had sent me the details of the retreat, but I didn’t properly read them until I was back home in my apartment in Brooklyn. It was an all-inclusive affair. One night, two days, ten spots total, held on a property near Joshua Tree with a prominent yurt. (I noted, with not a little trepidation, that the layout bore an uncanny resemblance to the suicide cult compound in Colorado. They, too, had a yurt.) Participants would begin by sharing their stories in a “trust circle” and then work with “healing modalities” to ease “psychic wounds, unlock our inner truths and open ourselves up to our interdimensional guides.” There was also a talk, by Ana, about the “transformational power of storytelling” and a “stargazing/ship spotting” meditation. Meals (all vegan) were included. It was $1,000 a person, $800 if you had booked the early-bird special. The description began with a picture that looked as though it had been run through a pink and gauzy filter: Ana sitting cross-legged, head bowed, hands pressed in prayer, in front of a fireplace filled with candles. A space for healing, a space for sharing.

         
         The structure of the event, the therapy-inflected language, the location, even the menu, were all familiar to me since this
            was basically the kind of retreat Wendy Harpoolian used to run. Wendy was a legend in the UFO community—one of the first to
            pioneer the “experiencer advocate” role and, alongside me and Ana, one of ufology’s few real crossover acts into mainstream
            celebrity. And Wendy was a genuine celebrity, far more than Ana and I ever were—famous enough to be a regular on a cheeky
            late-night cable talk show all through the 1990s, quasi-sidekick to its edgy host. It was on that very show where she’d suggested
            that what had happened to me and to Ana might have been, in her terminology, “interdimensional contact.”
         

         
         “Now, what makes you so certain?” the host had asked with a twinkle.

         
         “Because they didn’t feel the need to call it a flying saucer or a UFO or whatever,” Wendy said. “They didn’t know what it
            was, and they didn’t care. They just accepted it. Very few adults would do that. Kids are more open to the true weirdness
            of the universe.”
         

         
         Wendy was already in her late sixties by this time, well past the peak of her cultural power. But her peak had certainly been something. In 1973, Wendy published a “novel” titled My Alien and Me: An Erotic Awakening. (I remember asking my mom what “erotic” meant and her tensing up with offended propriety and telling me that it was “nothing
            for an eight-year-old to worry about.”) The book, while classified, for legal purposes, as fiction, was about a woman who
            sounded suspiciously like Wendy, and it took place during the dissolution of this not-Wendy’s second marriage—to a heart surgeon
            turned investor who made his billions by exploiting a now-illegal loophole in the gold market—which, again, sounded an awful
            lot like Wendy’s actual second marriage, only her husband had been a psychiatrist and it had been silver, not gold. The protagonist
            spends a lot of time popping pills and shopping until she goes to Mexico, where she takes mescaline and meets, in her trip,
            an “interdimensional being” who brings her to orgasm seven times during their first encounter. (“It was twelve,” Wendy once
            told Cyndie. “But I thought I should lower the number in the book to something more approachable.”) She tries to dismiss this
            being as just a hallucination. But the connection proves enduring, transformational and unignorable. She stops popping pills.
            She starts meditating. Back at home, she “communes” with her alien again and again, night after night, writhing with passion
            while her husband looks on, horrified.
         

         
         In her encounters, she touches pure love, dissolves time, and sees Earth from above; after about six months of this, she moves to Sedona to more fully embrace her role as an earthly vessel of extraterrestrial knowledge. Her husband divorces her, which she accepts with equanimity. Then he tries to get her declared legally insane and take all of her money. This, however, she does not accept. He ultimately fails at both. The book ends with not-Wendy, tantrically communing with her alien guide, ready to share the secret to life with our little planet. On the cover was a woman’s backlit, mudflap-ready silhouette writhing in ecstasy while levitating in the tractor beam of an unseen flying saucer against a backdrop of planets and stars. 

         
         My Alien and Me was a wild success. “Era defining,” as Life magazine put it. Wendy wrote a sequel, which was part esoteric self-help and part sexual how-to, all wrapped up in her descriptions
            of wormhole travel and the wisdom of ancients as passed down from their own alien guides. She appeared on The Dick Cavett Show in Pucci caftans, looking sly and seductive, smoking cigarettes from a long slim holder. But not everyone had Wendy’s money
            or steely-spined self-confidence. Tearful men and women approached her, clutching My Alien and Me, copies underlined and dog-eared, asking if she might help them disclose their own encounters—good or bad, sexy or scary—to
            their spouses, friends, family, colleagues. So she did.
         

         
         Wendy became an advocate for people who had had close encounters. She never had any children of her own; she said her alien,
            her guide and lover, had shown her that this was how she was meant to be a mother, at least on this planet, in this lifetime.
            She hosted retreats at luxurious rental properties around the American West. There, arrayed on plush carpets and floor pillows,
            people talked to Wendy and to each other about their possible contacts with possible aliens. Most experiences were not as
            orgasmic as Wendy’s. People’s main feeling was one of unsettledness, of something having happened to them, but the something
            itself remained stubbornly vague, to the point that it called into question whether anything had happened at all. They were
            alone with these pseudo-experiences, these gaps of time, these inexplicable fears and feelings. They feared for their reputations,
            their jobs, their marriages, feared being told they were crazy, even though they weren’t crazy, were they?
         

         
         “Of course not,” Wendy would tell them. There was a sense of sanity in numbers. If all of these other people were here and for the same reason, how crazy could any of them be? Typically, people did not go through these experiences with a buddy—they had to go to groups like Wendy’s to find others like themselves. In that way, Ana and I were unique. We had companionship built in. 

         
         Wendy died when I was in law school. My father sent me her New York Times obituary—the only form of publicity that he respected—with a note reading: What a woman! It was the only other time I had seriously thought about reaching out to Ana, until the Signal. I was stunned at how sad
            I was to know Wendy had died, although she would not have put it that way. Death is only change, darling—that’s what she had written to me, in a letter penned in almost-illegible cursive after my mother passed away. We suffer because we cannot accept change.

         
         The last time I had been at one of Wendy’s events, I’d had a panic attack, one so bad that I felt its ripples for years. One
            could even trace those ripples, if one were so inclined, all the way out to the ultimate and dramatic dissolution of my friendship
            with Ana. Given the history, then, a retreat like the one Ana was leading in Joshua Tree did not exactly bode well as a venue
            for rekindling our friendship. And, speaking of panic attacks, I hated to fly.
         

         
         And yet, in spite of all that, I wanted to go. I was shocked at how much I wanted to go. What did I have waiting here for
            me if I stayed? A family who never trusted me, a hundred-hour workweek job that no longer fulfilled me, a prime spent in the
            dogged pursuit of a version of respectability I did not know if I had ever even wanted. Right now, I wanted the opposite,
            perhaps to the extreme. I wanted to be with people who would trust me blindly no matter how outlandish my story—even if it
            wasn’t true. I wanted to be somewhere ridiculous and unrespectable, with someone who had not seen me through the failures
            of the last fifteen years of my life. I wanted to be with Ana.
         

         
         I had one more reason, however, that I was not quite ready to admit to myself: Major Williams’s email. In looking up the address for the retreat I had realized that it was very close to the return address the major had included in his letter. Of all the people on the planet, Major Williams was the most likely to know—and to know for a fact—what had happened to me and Ana. He could not have apologized for perpetuating one “damaging narrative” unless he knew something about the real narrative. Perhaps the story the Marines had issued was true: a bright planet, military men in hazmat suits. Or maybe it was the quotidian horror of child abuse. Or—the most outlandish possibility—it had been aliens all along. Maybe Major Williams would finally have proof extraordinary enough to match our claims. I found myself in the same state I had been when Ana and I had written to him as children, terrified of what he might tell us and yet desperate for it all the same. I did not care what had happened to us, I realized, as long as I knew the truth. And here, at last, was the man to deliver it. Major Williams was the reason—just as much as seeing Ana or rebelling against my job or my family—I wanted to go to California. 

         
         I could just write to him, I thought. I don’t need to travel halfway across the country to contact the man. But something told me that he would not want to put down whatever it was he had to say in writing. Further, I wanted to ask
            him, face to face, for an explanation. He had to have one. Why else would he have written to me?
         

         
         Or, it suddenly occurred to me, to us? He must have written to Ana, too. I grabbed my phone.

         
         Have you heard from Major Williams? I asked.
         

         
         Ana wrote back. Lol no. Still waiting on that letter.

         
         Huh. That was interesting. I know that I played a key role in perpetuating a damaging narrative about the events around your disappearance and I have
               long regretted how this might have affected you in particular. The phrase “you in particular” now took on a new significance.
         

         
         Why do you ask? Ana wrote.
         

         
         I was suddenly reluctant to tell her about the letter. He reached out to me, I wrote back, trying to channel a certain breeziness with the speed of my reply.
         

         
         Really?? What did he say.

         
         Not much, I said. It was weird. An apology, sort of. Maybe it’s like a twelve-step thing. I did not think it was a twelve-step thing, but this particular stroke of bullshit occurred to me as I was typing and carried a cultural script and explanatory power that I hoped would end this line of questioning. It worked: 

         
         Wow, that’s crazy, Ana wrote. Then: Oh, don’t forget to pack a flashlight, if you have one. We’re low on those.

         
         I knew that Ana could not possibly believe that Major Williams had emailed me, out of the blue, to say “not much.” But Ana
            again seemed as eager as I was not to interrupt the momentum behind my hastily made decision to fly across the country with
            the world on the verge of possible meltdown. We were Wile E. Coyote, racing gravity over the lip of the canyon. Neither of
            us wanted to look down just yet.
         

         
         

         
            
               Allen found the film Galaxy Quest incredibly offensive. The entire premise was demeaning. As if any civilization capable of interstellar travel would see some
                  low-rent science-fiction series and mistake it for a documentary. In Allen’s system, they’d been getting radio transmissions
                  from Earth for decades, millions of hours of them, exabytes on exabytes, more coming every year. Most of the transmissions
                  concerning “aliens” were, like Galaxy Quest, belittling, unimaginative, and not even terracentric but anthropocentric—or, more bafflingly, ethnocentric. (Humans, if
                  these narratives were any indication, were incapable of planetary consciousness. They always defined the species who visited
                  them by their planet of origin—Martians, Venusians, “extraterrestrials”—but they couldn’t seem to make the logical leap to
                  calling themselves Earthlings. They had more in common with a mushroom than they ever would with any other lifeform anywhere
                  else in the universe, Allen included, and yet they never acknowledged it. As a researcher specializing in humans, Allen found
                  this distressing and somewhat embarrassing.)
               

               
               The only Earth-based sci-fi Allen liked at all was the original radio broadcast of War of the Worlds. It was ridiculous in its own way, but it did capture something of Allen’s lived experience. People often panicked when they
                  saw him coming, no matter how much he tried to project pacifism. And the ending, where the Martians died off from an earthly
                  disease—that resonated. Pathogens were always a greater threat than military jets; the biggest fear on any mission was leaks
                  in one’s personal protective equipment. Allen was always afraid he’d caught something. He’d have anxiety dreams about it all
                  the time: He’d be on Earth, engrossed in field work, then look down at some sample he was collecting and realize, with a lurch,
                  that there was a tear in his suit. He’d wake up petrified, sweating in his sleeping pod.
               

               
               Because it was on the radio, War of the Worlds never showed the aliens. This was another mark in its favor; representation was typically where humans tipped into offensiveness. This way, the story left it to the audience’s imagination, so that everyone could manifest their own Martians, tailored to their private fears. People did such a good job scaring themselves that some listeners believed it was real and did panic. If that proved anything, Allen thought, it was that a human being was more likely to fall for something like Galaxy Quest than he was. If they mistook their own planet’s fictions for fact, how well would they fare with someone else’s?
               

               
            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            6

         
         When I finally arrived at JFK, the airport had the anxious, pressing scrum of the holiday rush without any of the holidays’
            attendant joy. The Signal had spurred all of this travel, the rich and the stranded rushing off, à la COVID, to some place
            they thought might be safe. Were they all going back to their hometowns, their families? To bunkers, bomb shelters? Or were
            people slipping out, under the cover of general panic, for spontaneous trips or trysts? What was I doing? Where did I fit
            in on the spectrum of Signal-triggered travel?
         

         
         “Like cows in a slaughterhouse,” the woman in front of me said. She looked back at me, fishing for a reaction. I gave a halfhearted
            smile, hoping to indicate that I agreed with her general feeling of annoyance but did not want to talk to her, about slaughterhouses
            or at all, but this was not apparent or, if it was, went unheeded.
         

         
         “They press the walls in on them.” She raised her hands in parallel approximation. “And walk them around and around in a spiral
            to calm them before . . .” She mimed shooting herself through the forehead.
         

         
         Oh God. “Wow,” I said, as blandly as possible.

         
         “‘Wow’ is right. That’s us right now,” she said, gesturing at the long, curling line.
         

         
         I pretended not to hear.

         
         “You know they stopped issuing new gun licenses.”

         
         I wasn’t sure if I believed her. She was wearing a zip-up sweatshirt and matching sweatpants, Pepto-Bismol pink with rhinestone
            zip pulls, and somehow this outfit made the content of her speech and her smirking, angry countenance all the more sinister.
            She leaned closer. “So, you know what that means,” she continued, in a tone that implied we were on the same page and in agreement
            about what “that” was and what precisely it “meant.”
         

         
         I looked behind me; a hundred more people seemed to have materialized out of nowhere and were now packed in behind me, spilling
            out of the terminal onto the sidewalk. A man behind me with a briefcase was yelling at a TSA agent who looked ready to kill.
         

         
         “I. Am. Pre. Check,” the man enunciated, loudly, in the tone reserved for small children and puppies, or, in the case of condescending
            Americans, for fellow adults you believe don’t speak English. “Where. Is. Pre. Check?”
         

         
         “Sir,” the TSA agent said. “This.” She gestured at the line. “Is PreCheck.”

         
         A tap, tap on my shoulder. I turned. The woman in the sweatsuit was smiling at me, wryly, as she adjusted her backpack on her shoulders.
            I had a flash of terror that she was armed right now and about to shoot me, then all of us, then possibly herself, that she
            was the rancher and the slaughterer in her elaborate metaphor after all. I gulped. She winked.
         

         
         “I’m actually not PreCheck,” she said. “But don’t tell anyone.”

         
         When she turned away, I Googled, in frantic, thumb-struck misspellings, “sgnial + gun licenes”—the woman was wrong. States
            had not stopped issuing gun licenses. In fact, there had been a surge in firearm purchases since the Signal had been discovered.
            I tapped away from this frightening news to a text from Ana that was comfortingly bland:
         

         
         Hey, do you have any dietary restrictions? Or just things you don’t like?

         
         I didn’t reply right then. I wanted to savor the normalcy of the question. I planned to take my preflight Xanax as soon as I got through security. 

         
         

         The woman in the tracksuit was on my flight. She reached the gate before me and began scanning the crowd—looking, I imagined,
            for someone else to talk to about guns. To avoid her, I pivoted into a nearby Hudson News and slipped half of a Xanax under
            my tongue. I swallowed and shuffled along between the now-hopelessly-out-of-date magazines and newspapers, face in my phone,
            waiting for the medication to kick in, reading updates about the Signal. China was calling the Signal “a purely natural phenomenon,”
            but they had still grounded all air travel, due to “interference with navigational satellites.” But the US was not suspending
            air travel, which made me both relieved (I was about to fly) and terrified (I was about to fly). The refusal to ground our
            planes was framed by the White House press secretary as a powerful stance against “enemy states” who were “attempting to use
            fear to freeze the American economy.” It was all “perfectly safe.” And yet, according to the same press secretary, we should
            all be on high alert: This was no natural phenomenon. The White House claimed to have “credible evidence” that the Signal
            was a Chinese superweapon and the decision to ground Chinese air traffic meant that they were likely preparing to use it—which
            meant we should, in turn, as a nation, prepare for war.
         

         
         I tried to parse what, if anything, to believe in these statements. Were we perfectly safe or about to go to war? Was the Signal a superweapon or some blip of the cosmos? Maybe I had been thinking too much recently about my conspiracy-steeped childhood, but I wasn’t inclined to trust any official announcement. Every government seemed to be beta-testing different explanations to see which one the public would embrace. They were saying nothing was wrong but then grounding the planes; they were not grounding the planes but then saying things were very bad. They were hedging, but against what? 

         
         Despite myself, I checked the betting sites. Aliens had slipped from the top explanation for the Signal. Rogue AI superintelligence
            was now firmly in the lead. I found this even more outlandish than the alien explanation. But I wasn’t sure what to believe
            anymore. One of the therapists my family had sent me to growing up had said: You need to learn to be okay living with uncertainty. I had resented it so much that I never forgot it. I hated uncertainty. But right now, in the healthy snack section of the
            Hudson News, I tried to be okay with it. I repeated it, silently, like a mantra. I watched a man buy fifteen liters of water
            and load them into an oversized I ️❤ NY tote bag purchased in the same transaction. He looked at the store manager with an air of anxious apology. “Just in case,”
            he said, as each bottle was added to the bill with an ominous beep from the scanner.
         

         
         I purchased an overpriced organic “tropical mix” dried fruit pack and walked slowly, in a self-soothing pantomime of calm,
            to my gate. Around me, my fellow passengers moved with the same anesthetized dullness. Even the woman in the pink tracksuit,
            I noted, seemed quiescent, one more cow to slaughter. None of us moved like we were worried. The existential shock of global
            war or societal collapse was too vast to be contemplated. People might panic-buy water, but they would also go on with their
            normal lives for as long as possible until such normalcy was wrenched from them by force.
         

         
         This clinging to the status quo was a major point of discussion in the UFO community. In their view, the general population
            was not equipped to absorb the “ontological shock” of actual alien contact. (It was taken as a given, in this argument, that
            we had already made alien contact, countless times.) To acclimate the masses to this shattering news, the US government titrated it in small, slow drips—a hearing here, a whistle-blower there—so that when true disclosure finally arrived, people would be psychologically prepared for it, because in a sense they would have already known. It was the same principle used on a goldfish fresh from the pet store: The human in control had to add the water from the tank into the fish’s bag bit by bit. If you just dropped the fish straight into the tank, the shock could kill them. 

         
         Now, with the Signal, there was no time to acclimate. But it did not seem to have killed us, not yet, only pacified us into
            stunned submission. Maybe the woman in the tracksuit had her metaphor right all along: We were cattle. The world was the slaughterhouse.
            I ripped into a piece of the dried fruit and tried to identify its fresh incarnation. Mango, somewhere in its past. I worked
            it between my molars like cud. I didn’t necessarily enjoy it, but it was familiar. This was the snack I always got when I
            flew. Therefore this would be, I told myself in my unbroken chain of magical thinking, just like any other flight. There was
            no satellite weapon waiting to blow me from the sky, no reason for alarm. Everything was normal.
         

         
         What would it take for me to surrender my own grip on normalcy? What extraordinary evidence would be extraordinary enough?
            What had my coworker Kevin asked me—would I need a UFO to land on the White House lawn before I would believe? I should have
            told him that this basically had already happened back in 1952. Andrews Air Force Base picked up a cluster of radar blips
            that had made a sudden acceleration to seven thousand miles an hour and buzzed right over the White House—the Capitol, too.
            The Air Force scrambled fighter jets to intercept. But whenever the jets got close to the radar position of the objects, they
            vanished. A commercial pilot, flying south from National, spotted them from the air. He told The New York Times, “They were like falling stars without tails.” That article ran on the front page of the July 22, 1952, edition, above the
            fold. The same article reported three other UFO sightings, including one in New York City, where three different residents
            reported seeing a flying “v” of glowing objects, circling Central Park.
         

         
         The Air Force said it was all just weather, the swampy heat of summer warping the instruments. Even their own investigators didn’t really believe that, but the rest of the reading public seemed to accept it or at least forget about it. There were more mass sightings in the years to follow, too many to count: In 1954, a crowd of ten thousand in Florence, Italy, saw something in the sky over a soccer stadium. Two hundred plus people did so in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, on Labor Day, 1969. Hundreds of people, including the then-governor of Arizona, saw unidentifiable objects flying over Phoenix in 1997. Similarly potent, in credibility if not in numbers: At least two presidents saw UFOs. Ronald Reagan, then governor, saw one in 1974, from the passenger seat of a Cessna flying over Bakersfield, California. And Jimmy Carter saw one, too, in 1969. He even reported it a few years later, when a group of ufologists in Kansas City called the International UFO Bureau reached out to the then-governor asking what he’d seen. 

         
         The encounter took place just after sundown, outside a Lions Club in Leary, Georgia. The future president was dawdling outside, waiting to deliver a speech, and as he lingered, he looked up and saw a bright light in the western sky. It seemed to move closer, then stop, change color from red to blue to white, then recede and finally vanish. Carter had studied nuclear physics before he took over his family peanut farms, and he did not think what he’d seen was a flying saucer. But he also did not accept attempts to explain away the incident as a trick of the light. People tried the same line on him that the Marines, via Major Williams, ultimately tried on me and Ana: It was no UFO, only Venus. Perhaps the future president had been mistaken. But Carter pushed back. He was, he said, an outdoorsman. He had his own telescope. He knew what Venus looked like; that wasn’t what he’d seen. He hypothesized that perhaps it was some sort of experimental craft from the nearby army base, though there had been no motor, no sound. Whatever he’d encountered was silent. “I have never been able to assess,” he said, later, “even in all the years that have passed, exactly what it might have been.” 

         
         Then, in 2016, a man who said he worked on an Air Force project nearby validated the president’s speculation. They were conducting
            experiments that involved releasing clouds of barium into the upper atmosphere, where it would have ionized as it yearned
            toward the sun, changing from blue-green to a glowing red, and had done one of those experiments on that same clear night
            back in 1969. It would have been plainly visible in the western quadrant of the sky from the spot where Carter stood watching
            the stars, waiting to talk to the Lions.
         

         
         I don’t know if Carter found this explanation satisfying or not, nor do I know if that’s how barium clouds really behave or
            why the Air Force was releasing them in the first place. It is also possible that Carter had already used his powers as president
            to look up exactly what happened that night. That’s certainly what I would have done. But surprisingly, it doesn’t seem like
            Carter did. Before the barium cloud explanation but long after he left office, Carter still talked about the incident, with
            an air of wonder and mystery. He seemed okay not knowing, sitting with the fact that the explanation rested on some plane
            of understanding that he could not yet see. I wanted to be like that. But my attempts to be comfortable with the unknown clashed
            with my desire to actually know. I believed, always, that if I went deep enough, I would hit the bedrock of reality.
         

         
         One more thing about Jimmy Carter and his UFO story has always stayed with me: In the original report, he said that he was
            with ten or twelve other people, all of whom witnessed the same strange glowing orb that he did. Yet few of them recalled
            the sight as vividly or impactfully as he did. Most of them didn’t seem to remember it at all; those who did had shrugged
            it off. It hadn’t seemed so unusual, or if it had, they hadn’t really cared. Why had it stuck more with Carter than with the
            others? How could multiple people see the same thing and react so differently?
         

         
         It reminded me of Betty and Barney Hill, a couple involved in another famous UFO encounter, one Wendy had told us about when Ana and I were still little. The Hills were a married couple who had (my legal training compels me to say “allegedly”) been abducted by aliens in the White Mountains of New Hampshire in September 1961. Betty and Barney underwent hypnosis to retrieve the missing time of their encounter, but in the process they discovered something more: They might have shared memories but not the feelings that undergirded them. Barney recalled the abduction as something harrowing; in the recording of their hypnosis session, he screams. Betty, by contrast, is calm. Her experience seemed almost pleasant. Wendy said the difference in their memories came down to social context. Betty was white, Barney was Black, and in America in 1961, he had more to be afraid of. He was, to quote Wendy, “filtering the encounter through the matrix of his lived experience.” 

         
         That may have been so; certainly, many commentators other than Wendy came to that same conclusion. But it did not satisfy
            the underlying question that had bothered me for years. Ana and I were like Betty and Barney—the emotional content of our
            memories diverged. But we were also like Carter and the other Lions—there were things I remembered that Ana did not. Which
            version was valid, mine or hers? How would we know? And what would we do if we could not reconcile them?
         

         
         “Good evening, we are just a few minutes from boarding for flight 538 with service to Los Angeles . . .”

         
         That was me. I fumbled with my headphones, my water. I remembered that Ana had texted, asking if I had any dietary restrictions,
            a comfortingly concrete question.
         

         
         No restrictions! I wrote back, breezily, automatically. I eat everything.

         
         They called my boarding group, and I rose, as calm as I could muster, preparing to greet the unknown and the unreconcilable.

         
         

         I realized only once we were taxiing that I had forgotten something in my text to Ana. I did not have any dietary restrictions, per se, but I did have one strong preference. I hated bananas, something I was reminded of as I watched the mother across the aisle peel one for her daughter. The smell did not help my stomach, which was already settling into the familiar pit it always did on airplanes. This fear was something that developed after Ana’s and my disappearance. Only twenty-four hours after we had rematerialized in the desert, my family had been flown back to New York on a private jet, a loan from someone very high up at my father’s bank who wanted to protect the organization from the further humiliation of airport paparazzi photos. It was enough, certainly, to have the name of an old, established firm associated with something as sordid as a child’s disappearance or as risible as alien abduction, let alone an event that combined the two. Best to prevent further pictorial evidence and spirit us back in seclusion. 

         
         My siblings were overjoyed; they talked for years, fondly, about a cheese plate they were served on board and the caramels
            they shoveled into their pockets. But I ate nothing. I was, apparently, terrified. I blacked it out entirely, but my mother
            said I was so upset that I had to be sedated and then refused to eat any of the later-legendary hors d’oeuvres. I hadn’t ever
            been afraid of flying before that, and then suddenly I was, forever after. It wasn’t only flying. I became anxious about everything.
            I began to have panic attacks.
         

         
         My parents sent me to many doctors and therapists to address this and while I had learned many unhelpful things from the various
            professionals I saw, one technique proved lastingly useful. When I was in the midst of a panic attack, I was supposed to ask
            myself what I could feel or smell or hear or see or (though I’ve never really used this last one) taste in that moment. In
            other words, what was present, right in front of me, that could ground me back into reality?
         

         
         The therapist who’d taught this to me was Italian and had an office in a building abutting St. John the Divine, which she called San Giovanni L’incompiuto. Her office, as this practice she was imparting helped me notice, always smelled like bergamot and cigarettes. She had me name what I could see—the tree out the window, the pattern on the carpet, the dying plant on the sill, and on and on and on. I went to her after I started sixth grade—or rather, after I was supposed to start sixth grade. I spent most of the first week at home or in the nurse’s office, paralyzed by panic attacks. 

         
         “This is silly,” I said.

         
         “It won’t be silly when you need it,” she said. “It will work!”

         
         She was right. It seemed too simple to be so effective. But I still used it, often.

         
         Like the panic attacks and fear of planes, my hatred of bananas also arrived post-disappearance. I used to eat them all the
            time. Then, in the hospital, I took a bite of one, vomited, and refused to eat them again. Now, I can’t even stand the smell
            or the soft, fibrous sound of someone else eating one. This was another seemingly bright line of change in me, more unnerving
            than the air travel phobia, because it seemed more physiological and fundamental. My mother would bring it up at all these
            various doctor’s appointments, even with the aforementioned psychologists, for whom food aversions might be less relevant.
         

         
         “He doesn’t like bananas anymore,” she’d say, in the tone one might use to disclose the appearance of a new rash. She was
            convinced this would unlock a new diagnosis.
         

         
         “Well, children can grow out of things,” they’d all say, in one way or another, from the safety of their white coats and framed
            diplomas.
         

         
         But my parents did not believe that explanation. My mother thought that I had not “grown” or “changed” but rather “been changed,” which was a much more sinister process. My father, on the other hand, in a subconscious choice emblematic of his entire approach to me and to parenting, refused to accept that I no longer liked bananas. He would bring them home, periodically, from the office kitchen, even after Jake had graduated from high school and it was just the three of us left. 

         
         “Those are going to waste,” he’d say, gesturing toward the yellow fruit browning in a bowl on the counter.

         
         My mother would reply, tight with irritation: “Then. Eat. Them. Yourself. Phil.”

         
         I’ve heard that losing a child will either bind a couple forever or push them apart. Maybe because they only lost me temporarily,
            my parents stayed marooned in an unhappy middle ground. They did not divorce but neither did their marriage recover. It limped
            on, chronically weakened. From my perspective, neither of them reacted particularly well to what had happened to me, though
            perhaps there is no “well” way to react to something like that. My father seemed desperate to just forget the whole thing.
            Deny, deny, deny. Ignore reality, bring home the bananas, stare baffled as they slowly rot.
         

         
         This was his approach to all conflict, all problems. However, he did have some institutional support for this position. There
            was a school of thought in psychology, popular at the time, that a child’s traumas were best dealt with by ignoring them.
            The more they were discussed, the more the young mind would form grooves around them and incorporate this event into their
            identity. He liked this theory because it conformed with his existing preferences. He never dealt well with crises; he did
            not rise to the occasion so much as sink, stonelike, into shell-shocked inactivity. I think, in that respect, that the story
            Ana and I told served my father very well. It was so ridiculous, so humiliating that the only logical reaction to it was to
            ignore it.
         

         
         But my mother felt quite differently. She could focus on nothing else. Guilt overtook her and transformed her into a narcissist, because to think that this was all her fault was to, by definition, make it all about her. She never blamed Cyndie, who would have seemed like the obvious scapegoat, but this was less from solidarity or empathy than from an insistence on her own guilt. If only she had called Cyndie to check on me, if only she hadn’t let me sleep over, if only she hadn’t booked a vacation at all and we had instead stayed home forever, safe on Eighty-Sixth Street. At first, she sought comfort from my father. This didn’t go well, conflicting as it did with his desire to act as if nothing had happened. He would just nod, head bent over dinner or the paper or a computer, unhearing. But after a while, even nodding became too much for him. 

         
         “I just . . . ,” she began one evening, not long after I’d returned.

         
         My father rustled his paper. My siblings and I stayed quiet around the table. We knew what she was going to say, the outlines
            if not the specifics.
         

         
         “I shouldn’t have let him go off to stay in a strange place with some woman I barely knew. What was I thinking?”

         
         “I don’t know, Liv,” my father snapped. “What were you thinking?”
         

         
         The only sound in the meal thereafter was the polite scrape of our forks on my parents’ wedding china.

         
         After Art, inheritor of our mother’s anxiety, went back to school, he called home every day.

         
         “Just wanted to check on you, kiddo,” he’d say. But he didn’t, not really. He’d talk to me for about two minutes and then
            ask, “Could you pass the phone to Mom?”
         

         
         It upset me, but I also understood. I had figured out very quickly that it was my job to reassure our mother that I was okay,
            rather than the other way around. And I was okay, I guess. Mostly. But my story was something about which I could not reassure
            her because the two possibilities she saw for it—an honest screen memory or an active fiction—each carried their own horror.
            She had either been unable to protect her youngest child from something so terrible his mind could not permit him to recall
            the truth, or she had raised a pathological liar. Either way you looked at it, she’d failed.
         

         
         Now, en route to Los Angeles, we were in the first weightless moments of flight, lifting up and up into the sky. I gripped my armrest and tried to practice the technique: What could I see, right here, in front of me? What could I sense? I looked back at the mother and daughter pair across the aisle. I could smell the banana, unfortunately. I could see the mother’s dark green sweater. The daughter’s cat-ear headband. The navy carpet in the aisle. The navy leather on the seats. My thoughts started to go fuzzy. I leaned back into my headrest and let my mind get swept where it would. I stopped trying to stay present. I saw all my younger selves stretched out like skeins of geese across the sky, crisscrossing in the air, the six-year-old Alex still flying away from California, the adult flying back toward it. My eyes fluttered closed. 

         
         I am grateful that I didn’t know what lay ahead on that flight. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have slept so peacefully, and this was
            to be the only real rest I’d get for quite some time. But maybe it is only ignorance of our destiny that allows us to fulfill
            it. I drifted off, oblivious to my future, dwelling endlessly on the past.
         

         
         Suffice it to say, the plane never made it to Los Angeles.

         
         

         
            
               The first Earthlings Allen studied in school were termites. They were easy to transport, easy to breed, convenient lab animals, plus they had a social structure roughly similar to Allen’s own species. The real draw, though, was not the termites but the mounds. Built over generations, they grew into full ecosystems, miniature Earths, with their own respiration and fungi and microorganisms, millions of times the size of their tiny inhabitants, outliving their original creators sometimes by millennia. 

               
               Some of Allen’s fellow Earth studies researchers believed that humans were like that—only of interest in the aggregate, for
                  the superstructures they could maintain through time. It was silly to try to study them as individuals, as subjectivities.
                  What was one human to a megacity? What was one termite to the mound? Allen disagreed. Humans mattered separate from their
                  cities. They were not like termites. Then again, he thought the individual termites mattered, too. But he kept both these
                  opinions, unpopular as they were, to himself.
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         Is there a threshold of time two people must spend together in order to qualify as best friends? Because when I try to quantify,
            shall we say, the billable hours Ana and I spent together over the course of my childhood and adolescence, the total is quite
            low. Even at the height of our child star era, that whole twelve-month stretch of tabloid headlines and TV specials and the
            sitcom and all that, we probably saw each other for only a combined two weeks. Couple of days for this shoot. A few days for
            that one. And that era did not last. People stopped caring, for one thing, which happens with any news story, even the big
            ones. But more to the point, we grew up, bit by bit, until we no longer resembled the little children we’d once been so famous
            for being. No one can stay small, not even those of us whose income streams depend upon it.
         

         
         But the end of that time marked the beginning of a deeper friendship. Once we stopped having to be in each other’s lives, we could stay in each other’s lives just because we wanted to. We still mostly met up on the
            peripheries of quasi-professional engagements, but we now saw such events explicitly as excuses to hang out, like when Ana
            and Cyndie came to New York for the paperback launch of Cyndie’s memoir—Lost & Found: The Palm Springs Abduction: A Mother’s Story. Ana had suggested she add another subtitle for the paperback edition. Cyndie told her to watch her mouth.
         

         
         Cyndie had cultivated a friendship with Wendy Harpoolian, who knew something about how to spin a possible alien encounter
            into a multi-decade career. She was the one who had advised Cyndie to write a memoir in the first place.
         

         
         “I’m not much of a writer,” Cyndie said.

         
         Wendy broke out laughing. “Good grief, I don’t mean literally write it. I’ll send you a couple of ghostwriters. I know one gentleman you’ll love. Very gifted, very discreet.”
         

         
         “But if I’m getting a ghostwriter anyway,” Cyndie said, “shouldn’t it be Ana writing it? Isn’t it really her story?”

         
         Wendy fixed Cyndie with blazing, kohl-lined eyes. “My darling, two things. First of all, I consider myself an expert on the
            suspension of disbelief, and no one is going to buy that a first grader wrote a book, even with the aid of a ghostwriter.
            And second and far more importantly, this is not just Ana’s story. This is your story. And don’t let them forget it.”
         

         
         Cyndie repeated this anecdote with great enthusiasm and didn’t let anyone forget, least of all herself. Now Cyndie’s book
            was coming out. She had traveled to New York with Ana for the launch. It was early April of 2001. I was ten. Ana was a month
            behind me in age, technically still nine, but she always felt ahead of me—more sophisticated in all the ways that mattered.
            We were in the hotel room she and Cyndie shared, flopped on our stomachs on Ana’s bed, channel surfing. “I want to see your
            school,” Ana said.
         

         
         “Why would you want to see that?”

         
         Ana click-click-clicked the remote, so fast I couldn’t even tell what was on. “Being homeschooled is so lame. Your school
            sounds like Hogwarts, with the chapel and the uniforms and stuff.” We had both just read the first Harry Potter. We’d decided
            that Allen, kind soul and hard worker, was a Hufflepuff, though most of his species would be Ravenclaws.
         

         
         I tried to conjure up whatever enchanted idea Ana had of my life and arrived at an image of myself in the chapel, shivering in my school jacket and tie, sliding silently into the end of the pew beside my classmates. It looked romantic, but it did not feel that way. My social situation had improved slightly over the years, but I was still not popular. My kindergarten report card remained accurate: I still kept my own counsel. I moved between cliques, unoffensive but also unloved. Because of my free-floating status, I could sit with anyone at chapel, but I could also tell that sitting with me was not what anyone necessarily wanted. In fact, sitting directly beside me seemed to indicate that someone was in a precarious social position; I could track the social fortunes of different cliques by who was maneuvered into sharing my hymn book. 

         
         I remember one kid, Nikhil—the only scholarship student and the only non-white student in a set of rowdy, popular Park Avenue
            boys—who was frequently made to sit beside me through a choreographed dance of passive-aggressive scooches and shoelace tying
            that implied, each time, that it was totally an accident that he’d been shunted to the edge of the group. It was transparently
            punitive. I recall watching him, his jaw set, near tears during Thanksgiving services as his supposed friends shuffled themselves
            to place him next to me. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. He nodded. I’d hoped that he and I would become friends. But he had a growth
            spurt soon after and kissed our sister school’s queen bee at a mixer dance which, combined with his athletic ability, stabilized
            his social standing. He was always nice to me, though, and even if we weren’t friends, I found myself at ease around him.
            (He moved to Seattle and eventually got very high up at Microsoft, which I knew because last year he wrote an op-ed about
            how much he hated our prep school, how racist and classist and cold it was, and how it had turned him into a lifelong advocate
            for the abolition of private educational institutions—a position I might have predicted after he’d signed my yearbook: Fuck this place—Nik.)
         

         
         “Trust me,” I said. “It’s not like Hogwarts.”

         
         “Whatever, I still want to meet your friends.”

         
         “I don’t have any friends.”

         
         “You must have some.”

         
         “You.”

         
         Ana pursed her lips. “You know, you’re basically my only friend, too.”

         
         “I don’t believe you.”

         
         “It’s true,” she said. “Ask my mom.”

         
         I did. Cyndie shouted back from the bathroom that Ana was “full of crap.”

         
         “Language!” Ana said.

         
         Cyndie paused her blow dryer to raise an eyebrow at her daughter. “Judging by how tied up you keep my phone line, you’re plenty
            popular.”
         

         
         “But that’s all talking to Alex.”

         
         “What about those girls from acting class?”

         
         “They’re not really friends, though. They’re like . . .” Ana gestured with her hands as though trying to knead the right word
            into existence. “Close colleagues.”
         

         
         Cyndie stared for a moment at her daughter. “I should never have gotten you those vocab cards,” she said, then turned her
            hair dryer back on.
         

         
         I could tell that Ana was fudging, to some extent, the exclusive nature of our bond. It was impossible that she was not popular.
            I was certain she had found a way to harness the negatives of our life story in a way that I could not, form the facts of
            it into a kind of compressed power, like a nuclear reactor. She rolled over onto her back, then off the bed and then into
            a brief handstand.
         

         
         “Do you think Allen would like my apartment or your apartment better?” she asked, once she was back upright, face flushed.
            We had been to my apartment that afternoon and she had declared it “classic.”
         

         
         “Probably yours,” I said. “I bet he’d like LA.”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “I wish I lived in LA.”

         
         “No way,” Ana said. “I wish I lived here.”

         
         “Maybe we could live somewhere in the middle,” I suggested.

         
         “Yeah,” she said. “Just the two of us.” She squinted at an imaginary horizon. “Out on the plains.”

         
         I don’t know what image of “the plains” either of us coastal city children had, but we liked the sound of it. We agreed Allen
            would like it there, too. But as to the question of which apartment he’d prefer, I couldn’t say definitively.
         

         
         “I haven’t visited your new apartment yet,” I said.

         
         “It’s not new anymore,” she said. “It’s just our apartment.” She was right. Cyndie had moved her and Ana into this no-longer-new
            place almost two years earlier, with the toothpaste money.
         

         
         “It’s really nice,” Ana said. “There’s a pool.”

         
         I pointed out that her last apartment building also had a pool.

         
         “That one didn’t count,” she said. “It was so disgusting. I never swam in it.”

         
         “You said you did.”

         
         “Well, obviously I was lying,” she said. “I just wanted to impress you.”

         
         What I took from this at the time was not that Ana had crafted a fiction for my benefit—something that, given our history,
            I perhaps should have paid more attention to—but that she had once wanted to impress me and now felt she didn’t have to. That’s love, I thought, in my preteen way. And, you know, I still stand by it: To have a shared history, to admit something embarrassing
            and trust the other person to keep caring about you anyway—isn’t that love? I always marked the true start of my romantic
            relationships not by the first time we met, but by the first time we reminisced together about that first meeting. Remember what you drank, remember what you wore, remember how nervous I was to talk to you? To cowrite a narrative of your past, together. Ana was the first person I did that with.
         

         
         And I know we were only ten and you could say that it was different or lesser, or that it’s ridiculous to compare a childhood
            friendship, one where we only really saw each other in the liminal spaces outside of our real lives—in the summers, on film
            sets, through the hovering ether of the telephone line—to the depth of adult romantic love. But our feelings aren’t any smaller
            just because our bodies are, nor do they matter less if they aren’t romantic. We are still ourselves as children just as we
            are still ourselves when we are old. The view might change, the building around us might expand then crumble into disrepair,
            but we are still looking out at the world from the same window. Only with Ana, I did not feel that I was looking out at it
            alone.
         

         
         I scooted to the edge of the bed and gazed down at her sitting cross-legged on the floor. “You still impress me,” I said.

         
         Ana batted her eyelashes. “I know,” she said. “I’m very impressive. Everyone says so.”

         
         “I’m serious.”

         
         She smiled like she didn’t entirely believe me. “Well, you impress me, too.”

         
         “Okay, sure.”

         
         “I’m serious!”

         
         “You didn’t believe me when I said you were impressive so I’m not going to believe you when you say I’m impressive.”

         
         “Alex! That’s not true!”

         
         “Kids!” Cyndie yelled from the bathroom. “Five-minute warning.” We were going to meet my mother for dinner at a Mars-themed
            restaurant in Times Square. Cyndie had finagled a free meal if Ana and I posed for an autographed photo. I told her that a
            popular boy in my class had held his birthday party at this restaurant earlier that year and declined to invite me, which
            Ana found appalling.
         

         
         “But that’s so rude. You have like four people in your class.”

         
         I clarified that we had more like thirty but the point stood.

         
         “So then why didn’t he invite you?”

         
         “I told you: I’m not cool and I have no friends.”

         
         “That’s not true,” Ana said. “Remember? You have me.”

         
         I smiled. “And Allen.”

         
         “True,” she said. “But he’s more of a close colleague.”

         
         

         Four months after that, in August, Ana and I got invited to the Great Barrington UFO Conference. It was less than a month
            before 9/11. Of course none of us could have known that at the time, though I did feel, in a small, personal way, that I was
            standing at the end of an era: Ana and I were in the last gasp of our cultural relevancy. We were, like I said, getting older,
            looking less like our famous younger selves. But we were not that much older. Our disappearance was still in the recent-ish past, and, thanks to Cyndie’s efforts to keep Ana (and, by proxy,
            me) in the spotlight, it felt more recent than it was.
         

         
         Wendy was a conference co-chair and she’d made sure we got top billing, even if our story was past its prime. Cyndie would
            be giving a reading. Ana and I would be “interviewed” by Wendy about our experience, with a set of predetermined questions
            designed to elicit precisely the same story that everyone in the audience would already know—the story that, for us, was now
            an act of recitation as opposed to recollection. My mother, when Wendy asked if she would like to participate in any onstage
            events, demurred and gave her usual answer, that it wasn’t “her thing.”
         

         
         Ana and I didn’t care who spoke or whose thing it was or what questions we had to answer. We were just excited to see each
            other again. On one of our nearly nightly calls, I had used the computer in my father’s office to read the conference’s website
            aloud to Ana.
         

         
         “Wow,” I said. “There was a real UFO sighting there in 1969, did you know that? Over Labor Day. So it’s kind of like an anniversary.”

         
         “What do you mean ‘real’?” Ana asked.

         
         What did I mean by that? I had used the word reflexively. But it had seemed right. “Just that a lot of people saw it,” I said.

         
         “How many is a lot?”

         
         “Like 250 people.”

         
         “Wow. Cool.”

         
         I skimmed down the page. There was a costume contest and a schedule of events and a list of speakers, with headshots. “There’s
            a picture of us on here.”
         

         
         “What picture?”

         
         “The one from the set of Topped Up.”
         

         
         “I love that picture!” Ana said.

         
         I felt very self-conscious about that picture—they’d costumed me in an eye patch even though I didn’t wear one anymore. But
            Ana’s approval, as always, reframed things. I looked at the picture now and decided to love it.
         

         
         “Who else is coming?” Ana asked. “Anyone else we know?” There were never any other children at these events. It would only
            be grown-ups. But we were used to this.
         

         
         “Wendy. That NASA guy. The religion professor. Some woman named Cyndie Pincer?”

         
         “Oh, yeah, Cyndie,” Ana said. “I think I’ve heard of her?”
         

         
         “Isn’t she, like, your mom?”

         
         “Oh my God, yes, that’s how I know her. She’s my mom.”

         
         I scrolled down the page. “Do you think Allen will be there?” I asked.

         
         “He really wanted to come,” Ana said. “But . . .”
         

         
         “The orbits,” I said.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “They didn’t sync up for the launch.”

         
         “It’s sad,” Ana sighed. “But it couldn’t be helped.”

         
         I did not enter the weekend thinking in any deep way about the veracity of Ana’s and my story. I had accepted the alien abduction frame the way a child accepts the religion they are raised in, which is to say: with some initial, logistical questioning and then with a total lack of reflection. It reminds me, looking back, of something a guy I hooked up with once told me. He was an ex-Mormon, and I asked if he had left the church when he came out. Yes, he said, but it was not only that. It had started earlier, around the age of nine or ten, when he stopped feeling God. God was there, and then one day He was not. My hookup told his mother, who said that it meant he was growing up. All children felt God like that, she said—present and powerful and real. Adults usually didn’t. They had to rely on their memory of that feeling and trust that God was still there, like a parent who had stepped into the other room. That was faith, in her view. Not belief in the absence of evidence, because the evidence had been there, once. Rather, belief in the divine was more about having faith in yourself. It meant learning to trust your own memory of God. 

         
         The ex-Mormon shrugged, his head on the pillow beside me. “I mean, whatever, then there’s all the other fucked-up stuff about
            the church. But I couldn’t trust my memory like that.”
         

         
         As it turned out, neither could I.

         
         

         Doubt arrived in the form of a magician. His real name was Milton Zelonky (an un-magical name if I ever heard one) but he
            went by Oz, which I found lame, even as a fourth grader. My eye rolls aside, he was quite successful. We’d passed a billboard
            on the way up to Massachusetts for his show at Foxwoods Casino that depicted him standing in front of a water tank, hands
            bound, half-naked and soaking wet, looking like a pirate in a romance novel.
         

         
         Oz had not been invited to the UFO conference; he was an avowed skeptic. This was a grand tradition among magicians, all the way back to Houdini—who better to expose a trick than a trickster?—and now Oz had taken up the mantle of debunker. That’s why he’d come to the conference. To film himself confronting ufologists. Wendy said he should be barred, but the other organizers wouldn’t hear of it. They thought any publicity was good publicity. 

         
         “Keep your defenses up around that man,” Wendy had said at the start of the day. “He is on a mission of darkness.”

         
         Ana, Cyndie, my mother, and I watched this agent of darkness stroll the perimeter of the room, camera crew in tow. He was
            more clothed than he was on his billboard, but not much: His black dress shirt was unbuttoned past his solar plexus, revealing
            a gold chain, a spray of chest hair, the promise of bulging pecs. I could not stop staring at him. Cyndie whistled softly.
         

         
         “He’s easy on the eyes, huh, Liv?”

         
         My mother cleared her throat. “I suppose so.”

         
         “You suppose so?” Cyndie said.

         
         “That whole . . .” My mother paused, staring. “Just his whole look. It’s not really my thing.”
         

         
         Cyndie burst out laughing. “Jesus Christ, Liv, the day I find out what your ‘thing’ is will be the day I die. I could offer
            you a bubble bath with Brad Pitt and you’d say it’s not your thing.”
         

         
         Eventually, Oz and his camera crew ambled over to us. Wendy across the room shook her head. But Cyndie straightened up, smiled
            and signed the standard release form for herself and for Ana. She was with the event organizers; any publicity was good publicity.
         

         
         “Does the little man want to participate, too?” Oz said, winking at me. I almost fainted. But I was young enough that my reaction
            to swooning was pure panic. I shook my head, vehemently. I did not want to participate.
         

         
         Ana elbowed me. “Please?”

         
         “No,” I whispered.

         
         “Why not?”

         
         In response, I blushed.

         
         Oz smiled. “That’s alright,” he said. He had a twanging Texas accent. “We’ll chat for a minute and then see if you change
            your mind, okay?”
         

         
         I nodded, mute.

         
         Oz warmed Ana and Cyndie up slowly.

         
         “Now before we start, I want the little lady to pick a card, okay?” He spread a deck out before them. “Can you do that for
            me, Miss Ana?”
         

         
         Ana nodded.

         
         “And I want you to pinkie swear to me you’ll remember what it is, okay?” Ana slid one from the deck. “Don’t show anyone,”
            Oz warned, as she pulled it up. She cupped it in her hand and stared at it intensely.
         

         
         “You got it?”

         
         Ana nodded.

         
         “Okay, now put it back.”

         
         She returned the card to the deck, and I could just make out what it was as she slid it back: a four of clubs.

         
         “Good.” He shuffled the cards and chatted idly with the Pincer women, small talk going down smooth. He flirted with Cyndie—“Are
            you her mother or her big sister?”—and flattered Ana—“Hot damn, you have quite the vocabulary for a ten-year-old!” But it
            was all just building a foundation of goodwill upon which to lay his traps.
         

         
         “Now!” he said, putting down the cards and producing a manila folder, thick with papers and Post-it notes. “I just wanted
            to check up on a couple of things.”
         

         
         Ana nodded, brightly.

         
         “Tell the people: What are you here today to talk about, honey? Where are we and why are we here?”

         
         “Today, we are at the Great Barrington UFO Festival,” Ana said, in her complete sentences, still media-trained. “And I’m here
            to talk about my abduction.”
         

         
         “Your alien abduction?”

         
         “Yes,” Ana said. “My alien abduction.”

         
         Oz smiled and withdrew a picture of a bright object in the night sky. “I spoke with a colleague of Major Bill Williams recently.
            Do you remember him, Miss Ana?”
         

         
         Ana nodded. “Yes, I remember Major Williams.”

         
         “You spoke with him about your abduction, didn’t you?”

         
         Ana nodded again. “Major Williams interviewed us and then told everybody that we were telling the truth.”

         
         “Did he?”

         
         “He said we were abducted by aliens.”

         
         He pointed at her. “He did. But you didn’t, right?”

         
         Ana started to nod again, out of instinct, but then stopped, a hitch in the motion of her head. She looked confused. She looked
            up at her mother.
         

         
         “What’s your point?” Cyndie said. “Major Williams said it. Isn’t that good enough?”

         
         Oz smiled. “I agree with you that Major Williams is the ultimate authority on this. Which is why I’m particularly interested
            to show you this photograph that one of his colleagues shared with me, at great personal risk.” He pulled a glossy 8x11 picture
            from the folder. It was an image of a black-blue sky, a hovering bright object in the center. “A member of the local community
            took this photograph, and Major Williams verified it as extraterrestrial.”
         

         
         Ana’s eyes widened. Oz’s did, too, in mirrored amazement. “I know,” he said. “I was shocked, too. Does this look like what
            you and Alex saw that night in the desert?”
         

         
         Ana nodded fully this time. “Yes.” She looked over at me. “Doesn’t it?”

         
         I looked at the photograph and tried to pull up the corresponding image in my mind of the light we’d seen in the sky, an image
            blurred by all my repetition. But I found, disturbingly, that I could not really remember what it looked like. I felt my mind
            groping for the picture on the table, wanting something solid to hold on to, something to insert where the forgotten image
            had once been. I jerked my head in a short shake, as if trying to disrupt this process physically.
         

         
         “And here’s this.” Oz produced another similar photograph. And then one more. He crossed his arms. “All of these look like what you saw, correct?” He saw that I was listening now and included me in his address. Ana and I both nodded in unison. He picked up the last image again and flipped it over. On the back was a report from a military newspaper, dated December 1997. It was about the latest tests of a weapon I’d never heard of called a UAV, an unmanned aerial vehicle, or as it would soon be known colloquially: a drone. Included in the article was a photograph, the same one we had just been looking at, only now the photo was identified correctly. It was of a UAV flying over the Mojave, originating from Major Williams’s base. 

         
         “Isn’t that something? And look when they were testing these flying objects out there.” Oz pointed at the date on the article.
            “Wasn’t that when you went missing?”
         

         
         “Yes, it was,” Ana said, softly. She looked wary. She could tell she was in trouble in some way but wasn’t quite sure how.

         
         “Major Williams was not at liberty to speak with me directly. But I spoke with one of his former colleagues who is now in
            the private sector. And he said that if someone came to the base having spotted one of these crafts, it was official policy,
            and this came from Major Williams himself, to tell folks that it was a UFO. Extraterrestrial. They were told to lie to anyone who asked. That’s not one of ours, they had to say. That must be aliens.” Oz shook his head. “Isn’t that shocking?”
         

         
         Ana was silent. I don’t think either of us were quite able to grasp the implications of what Oz had just said. We might have
            been precocious, but we had not, yet, graduated to the level of precocity at which a ten-year-old could draw their own connections
            about government conspiracies. Cyndie knew exactly what he meant though.
         

         
         “No,” she said, firmly.

         
         “Really?” Oz said. “You’re not appalled by that?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Because as a United States citizen it really gets my goat that our own elected government would lie to good people like yourself, just to cover their own ass.” 

         
         “No one lied to us,” Cyndie said.

         
         Oz smiled. “I hope you’re right,” he said. Then he turned back to Ana. “Darling, would you please check the front pocket on
            those overalls for me?”
         

         
         Ana patted her chest, and her eyes widened. She pulled a card from it. The five of clubs. “That’s your card, wasn’t it?”

         
         She looked at it for a moment. “I don’t know,” she said.

         
         “You don’t know.”

         
         “I thought I had the four.”

         
         “Are you sure?”

         
         She looked off balance. She did not answer.

         
         “Alex,” he said, suddenly. “Can you please pass Miss Ana the correct card? It should be right in front of you.”

         
         I looked down. There was a playing card in front of me. I hadn’t even seen him put it there. I turned it over. The four of
            clubs.
         

         
         “Thank you,” Oz said. He held the two cards up beside each other. “It’s very easy to mix these up. And it’s even easier . . .”
            Now he pointed at the photos on the table. “When a grown-up like Major Williams is trying to mix you up on purpose.” He tipped
            an invisible hat to all of us. “Thank you for your time, everyone.”
         

         
         I have looked for the footage of this interaction and never found it. I don’t think it ever aired anywhere. It shouldn’t have.
            It was ill-conceived to have a grown man bully a child into admitting she didn’t know her own mind. Because that was, ultimately,
            the effect it had. Ana was quiet the whole rest of the day. Ana was never quiet. I tried to talk about it, and she would wave
            me off. She was very sullen through our whole “interview” with Wendy; she didn’t even play the vocab game with me. I had to
            shoehorn chronological in all by myself.
         

         
         When she finally brought up the interaction with Oz, it was the next morning at the hotel breakfast, as we stood expectantly over the waffle machine, and even then she spoke about it only indirectly. It was more like how I would have talked about it, all repressions and evasions and conflict avoidance. It was very un-Ana-like. She didn’t mention Oz at all. 

         
         “I don’t think Major Williams lied about us,” she said.

         
         The batter bubbled out from the sides of the waffle machine. “Me either,” I said. I meant it. Even if doubt was knocking at
            the door, inside I was still a believer. But enough uncertainty had crept in that I could not fully ignore it. Months passed;
            my doubt did not.
         

         
         “Maybe we should just write to him,” I said one night on the phone to Ana.

         
         “To that stupid magician?”

         
         “No,” I said. “To Major Williams.”

         
         It was Oz who pushed us to write that letter, which meant, in a way, we had Oz to thank for bringing us back together. I don’t
            know if Major Williams would have written me as an adult if I had not written him as a child.
         

         
         But it is worth noting that Major Williams had said two different things about us—both that we had been abducted by aliens
            and that we hadn’t—which meant that, by definition, he was lying about something. That was the crux of his email to me, wasn’t
            it? I know that I played a key role in perpetuating a damaging narrative about the events around your disappearance. Maybe now I would finally know which story he told was the truth.
         

         
         

         
            
               Like almost everyone else in the Earth studies field, Allen began his career with the intention of studying dolphins. That
                  was where the money was. The cetacean division was the cushy crown jewel of the institute, the wellspring of future leadership,
                  the fast track to advancement. However, getting there required some politicking, a skill Allen lacked. He tried. He really
                  did. But in the end, he was assigned to the human studies department.
               

               
               “Sorry,” his colleague Kevin said, invitation to the department of his choice in hand. “Tough break. But you’re so brilliant,
                  I’m sure you’ll find a way to make it interesting.”
               

               
               It would take some effort, Allen thought, to make humans interesting. The species was extremely out of fashion. They were
                  over-studied, so there was little ground left to cover, little chance to make a new discovery. Allen saw a future of begging
                  for resources and respect, neither of which would ever arrive. Still, he tried to make the best of it. He applied for a mentor
                  and received one, Bob, who was quite a celebrated figure in the field. He’d conducted some of the first studies of human beings.
                  Allen was excited until he learned that securing this mentorship had not been competitive; Allen was to be Bob’s sole employee.
                  They were a department of two.
               

               
               “I feel I have to warn you,” Bob said at their first meeting, “that you should only study humans if you’re prepared to be
                  miserable, underpaid and have your career at the Institute go absolutely nowhere.”
               

               
               Allen said he had heard that.

               
               “Good. Then let’s get to work.”

               
               Bob had been more right than wrong. Allen was underpaid and his career had gone nowhere. But he was not quite miserable. Once Allen resigned himself to his fate, he discovered that human beings were far more fascinating than his fellow researchers assumed. They all saw humans as low-hanging fruit, because they were so dominant on the planet, so numerous and easy to catch. Like the termites, only bigger. But beyond their ease of retrieval, they were never of real interest to the Institute. Earth was overwhelmingly a planet of water. A world of oceans, punctuated by occasional eruptions of land. Terrestrial species were, in this view, irrelevant, even ones as widespread as human beings. 

               
               Allen, it might go without saying, did not share this perspective. An animal or a molecule or an experience or anything else
                  one might devote one’s life to studying did not become less interesting simply because it was common. Everyone was so focused
                  on being special and singular. But that was like saying that death was uninteresting just because everyone died. Things did
                  not have to be unique to be worthy of attention. In fact, the things that were inescapable—human beings on Earth, death everywhere—were
                  often those which yielded the richest insights, because they’d been taken for granted.
               

               
               To quote one of Bob’s favorite sayings: “If you think something’s boring, you just haven’t studied it long enough.”

               
               Octopuses, on the other hand, Allen thought were overrated.
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         I was jerked awake by the gut drop of turbulence.

         
         “Hang tight, folks,” the captain’s voice warbled from the cockpit. “Like I said, might be a bit of a bumpy set-down here.”

         
         Set-down? Were we already in LA? Had I slept that long? I looked out the window. I saw a bright city, glittering in the dark,
            surrounded by the curling mandalas of suburbs and swells of what looked like mountains. Where was the ocean? Wasn’t LAX by
            the ocean? Maybe I had booked a flight into Palm Springs and forgotten. That would have been a lucky oversight. I’d be less
            than an hour from the retreat. But no. That wasn’t possible. I clung to facts, a towline through my panic and confusion. What is real? What can you see? The screenshot of my flight confirmation. I checked what I’d sent to Ana. According to that, I’d be landing at LAX. I could
            easily doubt myself, but not my documentation. But it was not just the landscape that seemed incongruous. I had awoken to
            a different plane than the one I’d gone to sleep on. The demeanor of the crew had shifted, subtly but definitely. So had my
            fellow passengers’. The banana mom looked close to tears. My palms went damp against the armrest.
         

         
         “What’s going on?” I tried to ask a flight attendant.

         
         “Sir, please bring your seat back to its full and—”

         
         “Sorry,” I said, jerking myself forward. “But are we already in Los Angeles?”

         
         She looked at me with alarm. “No, sir, this is Las Vegas. We’re making an emergency landing at Harry Reid.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Issues with our navigation software.”

         
         The banana mom snorted. “Just tell everyone,” she said. “It’s the Signal. We could all read the news before the Wi-Fi gave
            out.”
         

         
         The plane dipped again; her daughter began to wail. “What do you mean it’s the Signal?” I asked.

         
         The mom didn’t answer; she just looked at me with a pitying expression and pressed her sobbing daughter closer to her chest.
            A flight attendant rushed past full of purpose and fury. What the fuck was going on? Then a familiar voice rang out behind
            me.
         

         
         “Don’t you DARE touch me, bitch.”

         
         The pink track-suited woman. I turned to see her standing up defiantly in her row, directing her invective at that same, rushing
            flight attendant.
         

         
         “Ma’am . . .” the flight attendant said.

         
         “You’re not listening to me,” pink tracksuit said, pointing across the aisle. “Look.”

         
         “Ma’am, we need you to . . .”

         
         She gestured with increasing urgency. “Don’t tell me what you need. LOOK.”

         
         The flight attendant did not obey. But I’ve always been susceptible to suggestion. So I looked. And that’s when I saw it:
            a starburst glow of colored lights hanging in a sphere in the darkening sky, seemingly just off the right wing.
         

         
         I gasped. Several other passengers turned. Even the flight attendant, shocked out of unflappability, squinted out the window. The orb hovered there, shifting and shimmering. It did not look like missiles in the movies or on the news. It was not a bomb I was looking at. I cycled in milliseconds through possible explanations, my brain groping for logic. But I couldn’t find anything to make sense of what I was seeing. Instead, it was just like so many reports I’d heard over the course of my childhood—It didn’t move like any craft I’d ever seen. It hovered. It changed color. It vanished, like it had never been there at all—reports I had dismissed, even as a little kid, when part of me still believed. But now, here I was. Here we were. A mass
            sighting. Everyone on the plane had to see it, too. I would not have to trust my own flimsy recollections, or rely solely
            on the testimony of one other person. All of us would see it, hundreds of us here on the plane. It would be like the sighting
            in Great Barrington. It would be real because all of us would see it together. Even if we could not verify externally, we
            would have sanity in numbers. I gazed at the orb: That’s our ride, I thought, and waited for what would come next.
         

         
         And then, nothing. The orb dissolved. Another took its place and then another and then I realized there were dozens, bursting
            and dissolving all over the city below, leaving behind clouds of smoke.
         

         
         Oh.

         
         “Ma’am, those are fireworks,” the flight attendant said, with whatever remaining patience she could muster.

         
         I slunk down instinctively in my seat, hoping to hide from all the other passengers who had heard my gasp or sensed my gullibility.
            My skepticism rushed back stronger than before. I’d just been primed to believe by circumstances. I hadn’t seen anything out
            of the ordinary. Only my perception made it so.
         

         
         But the tracksuit woman didn’t move. Her velour-encased body stayed rigid and watchful. I understood why. It is very painful
            to be called out for believing something that isn’t so. The instinct is not to cut one’s losses and confess to being wrong
            but to double down, to stay committed to your foolishness for so long that it takes on a kind of power. That’s what this woman
            was doing now.
         

         
         “Don’t tell me what I’m looking at,” she snapped. “Don’t tell me what I’m seeing.” She looked frantically around the cabin, casting about for someone to defend her, and caught my eye. Maybe she’d noticed that I had followed her directive to LOOK and must have sensed that, even for a moment, I had seen what she had, too, and what she’d seen was real. That was what it meant for something to be real: not that we could prove it by some forensic method—who could live like that?—but that we had a witness to validate our own perceptions. 

         
         As I looked at the woman in the tracksuit, I thought about all the people I’d met and talked to in all my years of conventions,
            those desperate participants in Wendy’s experiencer circles. I thought of myself, my family. I knew what it was to be in this
            woman’s mindset, to feel dismissed. What would I have wanted to hear? Or the people in Wendy’s groups? What was the thing
            that would have calmed all of us? What would Ana have said to the woman? She wanted to know she wasn’t crazy, right? Even
            if she was wrong, even if it was fireworks, she had seen something astonishing. She wouldn’t be calmed until she had a witness.
         

         
         I held the woman’s gaze. It’s okay, I mouthed to her. I pointed at myself. I saw it, too.

         
         She blinked. “You did?” she said aloud.

         
         The flight attendant turned to look at me. I cleared my throat. “Yes,” I said.

         
         The woman absorbed this, then nodded and sat.

         
         “Thank you, ma’am,” said the flight attendant.

         
         “Don’t you thank me,” the woman snapped, defenses back up even as she buckled her seat belt. “Don’t you say another word to
            me until all of us find out just what in the hell is going on right now.”
         

         
         I didn’t see the woman in the pink tracksuit again. She was led off when we landed at Harry Reid by a handsome, firm-handed air marshal. She went with surprising meekness. Or maybe not that surprising. As I learned from my childhood amongst ufologists, there is no one more in thrall to a government official than an anti-government conspiracist. Each uniform carries the promise of real answers. I watched her walk up the aisle toward detention or maybe just a warning, but wherever it was it might bring her closer to the action, to finding out just what in the hell was going on. And who was I to judge? Wasn’t that what I wanted, too? 

         
         

         PLEASE BE ADVISED, DUE TO THE POSSIBILITY OF INTERFERENCE WITH GEOSTATIONARY SATELLITES, THE FAA HAS GROUNDED ALL US AIR TRAFFIC.

         
         Standing in the domestic terminal of Harry Reid International Airport in Las Vegas as said message blared across my phone
            screen, hordes of aggravated, angry, and openly frightened people churning all around me, I finally felt the full stupidity
            of what I was doing begin to set in. My impulsive decision to see Ana, to confront Major Williams, revealed itself as just
            that: an impulsive decision, one I had made earnestly but lightly. I hadn’t needed to be with my siblings at the end of the
            world, because the world was not ending. I could take a little trip, have my reunion with Ana, my confrontation with Major
            Williams, and then put it all away and go back to my normal life. But now for the first time I feared there would be no normal
            life to go back to.
         

         
         The Signal had stopped pulsing and was now emitting a steady, unrelenting tone across the L-frequency band. Receiving information
            from GPS satellites had become impossible. China was no longer the exception: All air travel was grounded, globally. Maps
            were down. All shipping had been halted and with it the global supply chain. How could you send anything anywhere if you had
            no way to track it? I could learn all of this because, counterintuitively, the collapse of our GPS satellites had no effect
            on most other telecommunications, which operated on a different frequency band entirely, satellites skimming the atmosphere
            in low Earth orbit.
         

         
         It was almost midnight, but the terminal was wide awake. There was a quartet of slot machines directly next to our gate that were in full pinging, dinging swing, with a line behind each one. (“It’d just be nice to have some cash on hand right now,” one woman waiting murmured. “So I hope it pays out in coins.”) A guy in an Eagles jersey was chasing after another guy in an Eagles jersey who appeared to be hyperventilating. “Bro, chill!” the chasing man shouted. “It’s not hitting anything in low Earth orbit!” The woman in the pink tracksuit was long since whisked away, but the banana mom from my flight was there, pushing her sleeping daughter’s stroller back and forth with abrupt, aggressive jerks. “If the Russians are nuking us,” she hissed into her headphones, “then I don’t want to stay out here with your stepmom in fucking Las Vegas, Dave.”
         

         
         I absorbed all of this, frozen. I, also, did not want to be in Las Vegas. I Googled, in all seriousness: “Russians nuclear
            weapon drop on US” but nothing came up. No government, still, was taking responsibility for the Signal or for the chaos it
            was causing. Everyone was pointing fingers at each other or at unspecified “criminal” actors or (if they were feeling lighthearted)
            at aliens. I checked Polymarket again. It was now a dead heat between aliens and superintelligent rogue AI. The perfect villains, I thought. Both were, in essence, fictional, and therefore unable to affirm or refute the accusation. Yet I knew there was
            a villain, somewhere. Something or someone was responsible for the Signal. We simply had yet to identify them.
         

         
         I felt queasy. I had five missed calls from Claire. She had also sent me a text that simply read, in all caps: ALEX, WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU? I had to agree with her: Where the fuck was I? What exactly was I doing here? I felt like a sleepwalker coming to. I felt, if I am being honest, embarrassed. I had decided to fly cross-country to spend the apocalypse with someone I had not seen since I was in high school. Yes, Ana had been my childhood best friend, but the key word there was childhood. As adults, we had been speaking for only, what, a day? Two? “Speaking” even felt like a strong word. We’d been texting. We hadn’t even talked on the phone. I found I wasn’t even sure what we would say to each other if we did. It now seemed obvious how excruciatingly awkward an actual reunion between the two of us would be. We didn’t know each other anymore; we had been growing apart even before our falling-out. Why hadn’t I decided to stay with my sister, the person in my life I was the closest with? The last time I’d seen Ana, the two of us had parted in anger. Indeed, we had fought so badly that—to reiterate—we had stopped speaking to each other. For over a decade. Almost two decades, depending on your rounding. And this was who I had decided to spend the end of the world with? It was, when laid out like that, such a blatantly stupid decision. And now, I thought, as I looked at the departures board with every flight flashing CANCELED, I’m suffering the consequences.
         

         
         I figured I had two options for what to do next: The first was to try to get back to New York, to my family, my sister specifically.
            This was the most logistically daunting but also the most responsible. I would be facing the unknown dangers of traveling
            cross-country, but toward the safety of a well-known destination. The second option would be to try to get to Ana in California,
            which the more I thought about it did not seem viable. It was full of unknowns. It would combine the danger of traveling during
            a crisis with the danger that my reunion with Ana would go poorly and then we would be trapped together, waiting out whatever
            was to come for some excruciating, indefinite period of time.
         

         
         Of course, there was a third option: freeze. I could stay here, in fucking Las Vegas. This was the safest in every way. I
            would avoid traveling in the middle of a crisis and nobody, neither Ana nor Claire, could fault me for that. It was also the
            loneliest option. But I told myself I was used to being lonely. In some ways, that felt safe, too.
         

         
         I thought of my sister and of Ana and tried to decide whom I would rather disappoint. I wasn’t sure. Ana, probably. Maybe we could see each other when this all blew over, if this all blew over. This was a comforting thought. It appealed to the commitment-phobe in me. I did not have to worry how our meeting would go because our meeting could be deferred to some imagined future, a space of permanent potentiality. Plus, it wasn’t even really me deferring, but the Signal. Who could blame me, under present circumstances, for choosing my family or my personal safety over
            someone I hadn’t seen since I was seventeen? It was settled. I had whittled it down to the two smartest options: I should
            stay or I should go back East. Regardless, I should not go to Ana’s retreat. All that remained was to tell Ana herself.
         

         
         I stared at my phone, trying to compose a text in my mind. How would I phrase it? Or maybe I should call her. Yes, I should
            call. Only it was so late. Too late. I would wait until the morning. And text her in the meantime. I stared at the screen
            a moment longer, trying to select the right words to say. Then fate, as it does, intervened. The phone lit up, Ana calling.
            I swallowed and picked up.
         

         
         “Hello?”

         
         “Alex?” It was a shock to hear her voice. The TV in the bar had been muted. Her voice had more gravel to it than I remembered.
            I was not sure if that was age or the crackle of a bad connection. “Are you okay?”
         

         
         “Yeah, yeah. Um . . .” I turned up the volume on my phone and tried to move to a quieter corner of the terminal, though none
            seemed to exist. “We made an emergency landing about ten minutes ago.” Tell her now.
         

         
         “Where are you?”

         
         Now. “Vegas.”

         
         Her voice flooded with relief. “Oh! That’s great. That’s literally as close as LAX anyway.”

         
         Now. “Oh, really?”

         
         “Totally equidistant. Sorry, can you hang on for one second?”

         
         As I waited for Ana’s muffled voice to return, I thought: Now. When she gets back on the phone. That’s when you tell her you’re not coming.

         
         “Are you going to rent a car?”

         
         Now. “I could try.”
         

         
         “Oh, are the rental places shut down, too? Or . . .” She dropped her voice. “Did you never end up learning to drive?”

         
         My Manhattanite upbringing and prosthetic eye made this not quite as insulting a question as it might have been, but I still
            felt offended. “I can drive,” I said sharply.
         

         
         “You ‘can’ drive or you can drive? Because if you’re not comfortable renting a car I bet there’s a bus or something. I mean, everyone’s flights are fucked,
            there have to be replacements for people.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I’ll see what the options are,” I said, an utter lie. “But I just don’t know that it will be possible.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “I mean I’m not sure I’ll be able to come.” I winced even as I said it. I could not even commit to saying no fully. I’m not sure I’ll be able to come. I was equivocating right up to the edge.
         

         
         “But there has to be a way,” Ana said. “What are you going to do, stay in Vegas?”

         
         “Maybe.”

         
         “Alone?”

         
         I had to admit, this did not sound appealing. But I had resolved myself, hadn’t I? “Yeah.” I cleared my throat for the final
            blow. “Or try to get back home. To be with my family.” I felt that I was convincing myself even as I said it. Perhaps Ana
            could sense this because she did not speak for a moment. Then finally she said:
         

         
         “You’re going to either stay completely by yourself in Las Vegas or try to get all the way back across the country to New
            York, rather than drive four hours to get to me in California?”
         

         
         When she put it that way, it did sound more hurtful than I’d intended. “Well, yeah. But I was thinking that we could just
            sort of take a rain check on this. And maybe I could come to another retreat when this is all over.”
         

         
         Ana laughed. “Right. Another retreat.”

         
         I felt, suddenly, that I was going to cry. We both knew this was a fiction. There would be no future meeting. This had been our only shot. Even if society didn’t collapse, even if the Signal vanished, I wasn’t going to fly to one of Ana’s retreats again and both of us knew it. The strange alignment of events that had given us the permission we needed to find each other again would never be repeated. This would be another rupture, and sadder than the first, because it would not be the impetuous decision of two teenagers severing contact but two adults doing so, while pretending that they weren’t, pretending that it was goodbye for now when it was actually goodbye forever. We would never have another phone call like this. I could sense, in the silence on her end of the call, her contemplating all the things we’d never say to each other. Or maybe the line had just gone dead. 

         
         “Ana? Are you there?”

         
         “Yeah,” she said. I braced for anger, sadness, disappointment, anything. Then Ana did what she always had done. She surprised
            me.
         

         
         “What did Major Williams say?” she asked. “In his email to you?”

         
         “Oh.” I don’t know what I thought she’d been holding back from saying but it wasn’t this.

         
         “Well, I was going to ask you about it when you got here and since you’re blowing me off . . .”

         
         “I am not blowing you off, Ana. The Signal is making it literally impossible to get there.”

         
         “But not impossible to get back to New York.” She was angry. But there was an intimacy in anger. It was funny—I felt closer
            to her now than when we’d been coolly texting, keeping things on the surface. At least now we were down in the muck together,
            even if it was painful. “If you don’t want to come anymore, you can just say so.”
         

         
         “Ana, I want to come but . . .”

         
         “Then come!”

         
         “But I should be with my family.”

         
         Ana sighed. “Sure. I get it.”

         
         “I really do want to see you,” I said. “I’m still deciding what to do.” This was technically true. I had not yet fully committed
            to anything.
         

         
         Ana laughed. “Alex, oh my God.”

         
         “I’m serious! I want to come.”

         
         “I believe you.” She obviously didn’t. “Can you just send me Major Williams’s email.” Her voice grew quiet and serious. “Please.
            I just . . . I really want to know what he said.”
         

         
         I felt very still, suddenly, in the chaos of the terminal. “I’ll send it right now.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         I reread it after I hit send. I still live in the desert, he’d written. Right down the road from the house where I interviewed you and Ms. Pincer. With a pang, I realized that, if I didn’t see Ana, I would never see Major Williams, either. It was inseparable from seeing
            Ana because there was no version of my imagined meeting with the major in which Ana was not there. I could picture it in odd,
            specific detail: the two of us seated across from him, the desert out the window, as he delivered an explanation, perfect
            and complete, for all we had been through. It would encompass everything, every loose end, every stray dangling image, every
            missing hour. It would satisfy all of my questions, harmonize every difference between Ana’s and my memories, solve all our
            disagreements and this, this, was why, in this vision of our meeting, Ana had to be there. This would be the resolution to the very thing that drove us
            apart, not so much the question of what really happened to us but the finer, more fiddly one of whether or not there was a
            discoverable, concrete answer to that question at all. Finding it would clear away our central conflict and, in its discovery,
            return us to each other. Anyway, this was my fantasy, buried deep in my subconscious, unarticulated at the time even to myself.
         

         
         I sat in the pause of her reading. She took a long time. And in the silence, a plan began to formulate.

         
         “If I’m able to get to the retreat,” I said.

         
         “Alex, you don’t have to come if you don’t want to.”

         
         “If I could though.” I paused. “Would you go see him with me?”

         
         “Major Williams?”

         
         “The address he gives is in Desert Hot Springs. We could drive over there pretty easily, couldn’t we?”

         
         “Couldn’t you just email him?” Ana said.

         
         “What?” I said. “Are you still afraid to talk to him?”

         
         “Still?” Ana laughed. “I’m not afraid to talk to him. I just don’t think he will.”

         
         “You never thought he’d write us back, either.”

         
         “Well, it took twenty-four years, so forgive me for assuming I’d won that bet.”

         
         I felt the thread pull taut again between me and Ana as if, in snapping at each other, our old closeness had surged back.
            I felt something else snap to inside me, too. I had changed my mind, or rather I had finally made it up. I was going to California.
            I could swallow any awkwardness between the two of us, any embarrassment, any excruciating phone call with Claire explaining
            where I was in the name of finding the truth.
         

         
         “If I can make it to California . . .”

         
         Ana laughed. “Alex, you just said you weren’t coming.”

         
         “I said I didn’t think I was.”
         

         
         “Oh my God, you really are a lawyer.”

         
         “Ana, I’m serious.”

         
         “I’m listening.”

         
         “Would you go with me to see Major Williams if I came to the retreat?”

         
         “I’m sorry, is you coming contingent on me agreeing to that?”

         
         I laughed. “Now who’s the lawyer.”

         
         “Is it?”

         
         “Not contingent but—”

         
         “But if I agreed to that, you would come?”

         
         We were both quiet for a moment. This was serious. Ana knew it. I knew it. “Yes,” I said.

         
         “Okay,” Ana said. “Deal.”

         
         “Okay,” I said. “I’ll see you soon.”

         
         “I hope so,” she said.

         
         “I will.”

         
         Ana laughed. “Fingers crossed, Apple.” Then she hung up.

         
         In retrospect, that was the moment, no matter what came after, no matter how impulsive or foolish or reckless I was being,
            that I knew. I had made the right decision about who to be with for the end of the world.
         

         
         

         The phrase “just friends” has always bothered me. It’s so diminishing, as if friendship were a consolation or a remainder,
            inherently lesser than a romantic relationship. A friendship, in my experience, is never “just” anything. It contains as many
            multitudes as the people who make it up. It certainly did for me and Ana. We were always “just” friends, though we did kiss.
            Just that once. It happened when we were thirteen, in Las Vegas at a casino hotel only a fifteen-minute ride from the same
            airport where the Signal would strand me in adulthood.
         

         
         Ana and I were there, unsurprisingly, with Wendy. We hadn’t done an event like this since Great Barrington. People weren’t
            really that interested in us anymore. We were gawky preteens, no longer adorable. The timing was also a factor. It was the
            fall of 2004 and the atmosphere was still very post-9/11, which was to say that aliens were no longer the dominant locus of
            American paranoia. People had found more urgent vessels for their personal fears and conspiracies.
         

         
         Wendy, however, was immune to this. She could always draw a crowd, plus she was friends with the casino owner, a billionaire she referred to as “Bugsy” whom (according to Cyndie) she had helped “achieve communion” (details not provided, but my imagination was mortifying enough) with his dead wife, so basically Bugsy owed her one. After the initial event sold out, he gave her a bigger room, free of charge, and some suites for any additional speakers. Wendy had become close with Cyndie over the years, and Cyndie, ever vigilant for opportunity, suggested that Ana and I would be perfect additions to the event. Wendy agreed; she even sent me a letter formally inviting me, in looping script on perfumed paper. 

         
         After receiving Wendy’s letter, Ana and I conspired on the phone. We hadn’t seen each other in over a year. We were desperate
            for an excuse to meet up.
         

         
         “When you tell your mom about it,” Ana said, “don’t do that thing where you pretend you think all this UFO stuff is stupid.
            That will just give her more of an excuse to say ‘no.’” Ana was very blunt. I loved this quality about her, but it also jarred
            me sometimes.
         

         
         I wound the cord of our landline around my finger till the tip turned white. “I don’t think it’s stupid.”

         
         “That doesn’t matter, though. The point is you have to persuade them it’s worth doing.”

         
         Ana was right on both counts: To my mom, I did often act like I thought “all this UFO stuff” was dumb, in large part because
            it seemed like my mom thought that. But Ana was also right that whether or not I thought it was stupid did not, for our purposes,
            matter. If I could persuade my mom to take me to the event, we would get to see each other. All that mattered was the outcome.
            This was a quality that Ana had and I did not and one I often envied her for, even if it just as often infuriated me. She
            was able to live on the surface of things, stay focused on the material outcomes, whereas I always got sucked into the depths.
         

         
         “Also, there’s a per diem,” Ana said. “Bring that up when you talk to your mom.”

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “Like money for food and stuff.”

         
         “Oh,” I said. “Like for the day.”
         

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “It’s Latin.”

         
         Ana said that this, too, was beside the point. “Just tell your parents you’re getting paid, and they’ll say yes.”

         
         Ana was right. Money was the magic key with my parents. I laid out my case to them like a little businessman, calling them
            to an official meeting at the dinner table. I told them about the per diem, which I had totaled up for all two days we’d be
            there into one just-barely-triple-digit total. Rather than say this sum out loud, I wrote it down on a slip of paper and slid
            it across the dark wood of our dining table, something I had once seen someone do in a movie. My father suppressed a rare
            smile. I threw in the suite as a bonus, as though I had just negotiated on the spot. My mom nudged my father.
         

         
         “Phil?” she said. “What do you think of our son’s proposal?”

         
         He smiled in full and shook my hand. “You have yourself a deal, young man.”

         
         My dad came with me and my mom on this trip, which was highly unusual. But my mom thought it would be nice for them to “have
            some time” together, and since the trip was mostly comped, she managed to corral him into joining us for Saturday night. She
            seemed very excited about the trip, which I was surprised by. It had all been so much easier than I’d thought.
         

         
         But the Vegas event was cursed from the start. The first night our flight was delayed, and we didn’t get to the hotel until
            after 1 a.m. And although my father arrived as planned the following day, as soon as we had all gotten settled for lunch—“Alex,”
            he’d grumbled, “when you told me about that per diem I didn’t think about the prices out here”—he got a call from Art. His
            face fell.
         

         
         “Oh Christ,” my dad said. “There’s always a ‘but’ with Jake.”

         
         What Art told our father: Jake was okay, but he had gotten punched in the face at a bar in the East Village and was currently in St. Vincent’s with a concussion and a hairline skull fracture. My parents’ romantic weekend was, needless to say, derailed. The two of them spent the whole afternoon on the phone to Jake, the hospital, and every neurologist whose number my mother could get her hands on. Cyndie wasn’t faring much better. She had just been through a breakup, something she declared to anyone within earshot (“I need this Bloody,” she told our server at breakfast. “I’m going through a breakup”). Ana, however, told me it was barely a breakup (“I don’t think you can break up with someone if you’ve only gone out three times,” she whispered) and more an excuse to pander for sympathy. 

         
         And finally, there was Oz. That weekend marked the start of his new residency—in the very same hotel that we were staying
            in. We had a direct view of his enormous billboard every time we entered or exited the building and of his posters, which
            were positioned next to every elevator. Wendy had been outraged.
         

         
         “Bugsy should have at least warned me,” she said, gesturing with disdain at the towering image, as Ana and Cyndie and I stood
            in the doorway of her suite. “He knows how I feel about that man.”
         

         
         I glanced over at Ana. She felt the same way about that man, I could see by the look on her face. I, however, did not. I still
            had a schoolboy’s celebrity crush on him and his unbuttoned shirts. But his allure was not only physical. Ana might have abandoned
            all hope of hearing back from Major Williams, but I had not. Oz was linked to that hope and to the questions that had set
            it in motion.
         

         
         I had not mentioned any of this to Ana, though she had guessed at the crush when I’d brought him up a couple of months earlier
            on the phone.
         

         
         “I was thinking about Oz in history class,” I said.

         
         “History class?!” Ana laughed. “Oh my God, you are sooooo into him!”

         
         “That is not true,” I said, loudly enough that my mother ducked her head into my room. Beet-red, I waved her away.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” Ana said. “I won’t tell anyone.”

         
         I barreled past this; I wanted to talk about the sinking of the Maine, the disaster that set off the Spanish-American War. Our teacher told us that there was still, over one hundred years later,
            no consensus on what had happened: Had it been a spontaneous combustion or a Spanish mine? Accident or act of war? The newspapers,
            obviously, chose the latter—and soon got the war their headlines seemed to yearn for. But what if it was all a convenient
            lie, a lie not just perpetrated by the papers but originating with the government, a story so good the truth couldn’t be allowed
            to stand in the way?
         

         
         “It made me think of us,” I said. “Maybe Oz was right. If the government might have lied about something as big as a war,
            why couldn’t Major Williams lie about something as small as us?”
         

         
         I heard Ana’s weary sigh on the other end of the line. This was, even though we were still in middle school, a years-old worn-out
            argument between the two of us. We had been ten when we met Oz and then written to the major. We’d been waiting three years
            for a response that I held out a deluded hope might still be on its way. But Ana didn’t see why I was so fixated on it. He
            was never going to respond to us, and, in her view, he didn’t need to. He had said he believed us, publicly, at the time.
            That was enough for her. It should be enough for me, too.
         

         
         “But don’t you want to know what happened?” I asked.

         
         “We know,” she said.

         
         “But not really,” I countered. “We don’t have any evidence.”

         
         “We don’t need it,” she said, in a tone that implied she was done with this conversation. “We have what we said. Major Williams
            didn’t lie, and Oz was just using us.”
         

         
         I agreed with her in the moment. But that agreement had been getting harder. It did not seem as black and white as Ana made it out to be. Was what Oz had done so different from what Wendy did with us or Cyndie or even my own mother, who was using this conference trip as a romantic getaway with my dad? Weren’t those all just versions of using us? And how did we know what Major Williams had or hadn’t lied about? He’d said two different things and never wrote back to tell us which was true. 

         
         In Wendy’s suite, I stared at Oz’s fifty-foot-tall image through the window. He had abandoned his earlier, half-clothed look.
            He was now in a suit and held a card over his left eye, the same eye I was missing, like a patch. The tagline read: Do you trust your eyes? Or Oz?

         
         

         The space Wendy had booked for her event was a large ballroom, windowless and refrigerator cold. Ana and I loitered around the edges of the space. All of the usual suspects had come, kibitzing as they set up their booths and tables, comparing notes on astral projection or covert propulsion. Mostly men, which was typical. Given the twin forefathers of ufology—science fiction and the military industrial complex—the scene skewed male, in both vibe and demographics. But there were still gendered divisions within the space. The experiencer stuff (i.e. discussions of astral projection) tended to be softer, more qualitative and crucially had a slightly higher proportion of women, which also meant (not incidentally) that it was less respected. The other side, the covert propulsion crew, coded more masculine. They were hard-nosed scientists (in their own estimation, if not the establishment’s) fighting for legitimacy and attention to their work, to the craft zipping nightly through our skies in a tactical, taunting invasion. The experiencers, with their missing time and numinous beings, could be seen as undermining that quest for mainstream scientific respect. The contrast between the two sides did not escalate into overt tensions and anyway, the greater enemy was the government, the mainstream, those who dismissed all UFO research and experience out of hand. But it was present. 

         
         Ana and I were somewhat exempt from this binary. We had been so young when our experience occurred that we were viewed as
            anomalies, interesting but ungeneralizable. We were still very young and as a result brought the average age at most UFO events
            down by quite a bit. There were never any other children—rarely anyone under the age of thirty-five. Ufology was not a youthful
            scene. It was also a pretty white one. Wendy, to her credit, talked a lot about this with Ana and me. Shouldn’t the possibility
            of alien life lay bare, Wendy told us, the absurdity of racial division, white supremacy, intra-human conflict, and bigotry
            of all kinds?
         

         
         And yet human beings seemed incapable, in Wendy’s words, of planetary consciousness, largely because these stories of contact
            could not be separated from the humans who relayed them. Wendy told us that underneath any UFO story lay, inevitably, a question
            of belief, not only who society deemed “credible” and who it did not, but also who had been trained, by that same society,
            to assume they’d be believed, no matter how outrageous the claim. (A blond child, I knew from personal experience, could claim
            basically anything.) I knew that belief in aliens was not a segregated phenomenon. (I thought of Barney Hill, for one.) But
            it was hard to hold planetary consciousness or people like Barney in my mind as I watched a man—milk-pale, smooth-headed—pontificate
            about his research linking the abduction phenomenon and “globalist” forces. “Haven’t you noticed,” I overheard him say to
            a former NSA official, “that it’s never the Jews who get abducted?”
         

         
         I was Jewish—or half, at least. I wanted to grab him by the arm and tell him this, only I was too afraid to do so and then
            felt ashamed and resolved to say something, only to be afraid all over again, a rapid, confused cycling of fury and compunction.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” Ana whispered.

         
         “I’m going to get some air,” I said.

         
         “Hurry back,” she said. “Wendy’s starting soon.”

         
         “I’ll be quick,” I said, and slipped out into the hallway. I rounded a corner, then another and another, cursing my own cowardice,
            and then realized I was lost.
         

         
         Shit, I thought. I looked around the airless, windowless corridors for some kind of landmark: HEIFETZ THEATER GREEN ROOM, a sign
            read. I couldn’t remember the name of the room the event was in. Was it the Heifetz Theater? Had I somehow come back around
            to where I started? I knocked.
         

         
         “Fuck me, Barry!” a voice shouted from inside. “I told you I needed five!”
         

         
         The door banged open. It was Oz.

         
         

         His annoyance softened, somewhat, when he saw me. “Can I help you?” he asked. The drawl was more pronounced than when he’d
            been yelling through the door. I wondered if he just put it on for show.
         

         
         “I’m lost,” I said. “I’m trying to get back to the Wendy Harpoolian event.”

         
         “Ha! The alien lady? Man, she’s pulling in a young crowd these days.”

         
         He didn’t recognize me. He had figured so prominently in my imagination that it was almost jarring to be reminded that I had
            not figured at all in his. But it was also sort of intoxicating. I realized that I did not have to be Alex Whitman, Victim
            of the Palm Springs Abduction, forever. I could slip off that self like a coat. I could be anyone I wanted.
         

         
         “Yeah,” I said, with a heavy eye roll. “I’m just here with my friend. She’s really into it.” I felt a rush of adrenaline as
            I said, “She thinks she was abducted by aliens.”
         

         
         “Oh, really?”

         
         “Yeah, but I’m not sure that’s what really happened,” I said, heart pumping. “I think there might be another explanation.”

         
         Oz laughed. “Yeah, there usually is. This is a good friend?”

         
         I cleared my throat. “My best friend, actually.”

         
         Oz rubbed his chin and looked at me, his face turning serious. Had he guessed who I was? I swallowed and stood up straighter.
            Oz leaned forward. “Listen, kid,” he said. “In my show, I do a trick. Then, afterward, I explain how I did it. Every step,
            every bit of it. Then I do the trick again, now that everyone knows how it’s done. And you know the crazy thing? Most people
            still come up to me after and tell me, ‘I don’t know how you did that.’ They’re sure there’s another trick behind it. The
            truth is too disappointing to them.” He tapped his cowboy-booted toe on the carpet. The Texas accent had receded to a mild
            twang. He was being real with me. “People like Wendy—and maybe your friend, too—they aren’t interested in what happened. They’re
            too obsessed with their little story to let anything disrupt it. You give them a fact, and they’ll force it to fit. They act
            like they’re so open-minded, but don’t be fooled. When the truth comes, they won’t accept it. All they care about is the trick.
            Do you understand what I’m telling you?”
         

         
         I had stayed very still as he said all of this. “Yes,” I said. “I understand.”

         
         “Good.” He looked over my shoulder, his expression shifting to exasperated relief. “Barry! Fuck me, finally. Can you help
            this kid get back to that UFO event? I need to finish my warmup.”
         

         
         “Goodbye,” I said.

         
         “Take care,” Oz said. He waved and then pointed at his hand, fingers fanned out in the light. “Don’t fall for the shadow,
            kid. Keep your eye on what’s casting it.”
         

         
         Barry pointed me in the right direction. I had been going the right way. The whole floor was laid out in a circle; I just
            had to keep walking forward to end up back where I began.
         

         
         

         “What took you so long?” Ana said. “Wendy’s been freaking out, she’s holding the start of the meditation for you.”

         
         I blinked at her. I had gone for a walk and come back changed.

         
         “I got lost,” I said.

         
         “How?” Ana asked as she hustled me toward the small room Wendy had set aside for her meditation. “It’s just a circle.”

         
         “Well, I know that now.”

         
         There were no seats left next to each other; we took our places in folding chairs at opposite ends of the horseshoe Wendy
            had constructed, with a spot for herself set off from the rest of us. Cyndie had declined to join—sitting quietly would not
            sell books—so there was nobody else in the room that I knew, aside from Wendy and Ana. After my encounter with Oz, the whole
            space now had an air of menace—it was a room full of tricksters, Wendy chief among them. It disturbed me to put Ana in that
            category, too. But she’s like that, too, I thought. She hadn’t cared about hearing from Major Williams. She was happy with the story we had. The shadow and not the
            hand that cast it.
         

         
         Wendy brought her hands together, to the percussive clatter of her bangles. “Welcome, everybody,” Wendy said, with a prolonged
            look in my direction. “We are so grateful to be here today, in community with our fellow experiencers.”
         

         
         I realized I did not want to be in community with any of these people. I felt not just emotionally uneasy but physically nauseated
            and migrainous. A pulsing pain formed around my missing eye. In spite of the air conditioning, a bead of sweat trickled down
            my back.
         

         
         “Everybody close your eyes, if you feel safe to do so.”

         
         Everybody did. I did, too. Maybe if I close my eyes, I thought, I can pretend I’m somewhere else.

         
         Wendy continued: “Today, we are going to free ourselves from our stories. We are meaning-making creatures. We have all coded our encounters as positive or negative, scary or transcendent. But before meaning there is just”—she exhaled deeply—“life. What if we could strip away those binaries, those stories, and get back to the raw, sensual reality of our experiences?” 

         
         Across the horseshoe I heard Ana’s distinctive giggle at the word sensual. It had been one of our vocab words.
         

         
         “I want you all to drop back into that lived reality of your experience. Forget the story. Taste it. Smell it. Feel it. Let
            your emotional truth challenge the story. Let it surprise you.”
         

         
         My experience. Forget the story. But there’s nothing but the story, I thought. The images I pulled up I did not trust. The flash in the sky, the room surrounded by stars, the people made of
            light—they were pure narrative. There was nothing raw or sensual about them. I might as well have been trying to grasp the
            lived reality of Allen. What could I really remember? My eye. But that didn’t count, it came after. I heard, elsewhere in
            the circle, someone begin to chant. Om. Om. Om. Om.

         
         “Let it flood in,” Wendy said. “Don’t force it.”

         
         Okay, I thought and let my mind flow where it would. My eye, my eye . . . but soon other flashes, images that had slipped the noose
            of narrative. The blue plastic bag caught in a bush, fluttering in the wind. The wind. It was so windy, God. I let myself
            really feel it now, as I had back then, the smack of the sand on my face as the air bellowed around me. The intensity of it
            surprised me. It’s okay, I thought. You’re looking for the truth. Let it surprise you.

         
         I followed the wind, and it led me to the cold. Why was I cold? Oh, right. My legs were wet. I’d peed myself. (Was peeing
            myself a story? The evidence seemed pretty clear.) I groped for something more. A ship in the sky. A person made of light.
            Stars, even. But nothing came. No UFOs. No ETs. It was all so ordinary. Totally earthly. Un-alien. Just dust and plastic garbage
            and pissing myself from fear.
         

         
         Well, wait. Not that last part. The fear was visceral, unusual. But fear about what? The answer came unbidden: Ana. That was why these images had stayed so crisp, I realized. They were my memories alone, like the pain of my injured eye. Ana was not present in these images. That was why they never became a part of our story. 

         
         The emotional truth surged forward. This was the feeling that had undergirded these images, the flame that kept them scalding
            and true. It was the terror that I was going to be separated from Ana. Not going to be—that I had been. She was gone. I had lost her. It was plain and painful and overwhelmed me. I tried to breathe in but found I couldn’t do
            it. I was never going to see Ana again. Not ever, not ever, not ever, not—
         

         
         “It’s okay, sweetie. You’re here, you’re here now.”

         
         I opened my eyes. Nothing looked right. The room was spinning. I was wheezing. Hyperventilating. I tried to calm down and
            let the world slowly refocus around me. What can you see? What is real?

         
         Wendy was crouched before me. Ana stood just behind her, gnawing on her thumbnail. She was here. I had not lost her. We had
            not been separated. And yet my body did not accept this fact. I was still shaking, slick with sweat. My head had started to
            pound. If that was what it felt like to remember, had I ever truly remembered anything before?
         

         
         “Breathe,” Wendy said.

         
         “I’m okay,” I said, between gasps. “I’m okay.”

         
         “I know you are, honey, just breathe. Can you do that? In-two-three and hold-two-three. And out-two-three and hold-two-three.”

         
         I closed my eyes again and breathed in-two-three, held-two-three, out-two-three, held-two-three. I did the panic attack technique
            the Italian therapist had taught me, only instead of using my sight, I named what I could smell. I breathed in-two-three the
            scent of Wendy’s expensive patchouli essential oils and the pizza going cold in the corner of the room from lunch and the
            neutral clean of hotel soap on my skin. I held it all up in my lungs. I am here. Ana is here. It is now.

         
         “Good,” Wendy said. “That’s better.” Her crisp cat eye had smeared. She looked worried. But I looked past her for Ana. I needed visual confirmation that she was still present. I regretted every unkind thought I’d had, about her not caring about the truth, about her being one of these figures of menace and mendacity that Oz was warning me away from. Ana was my best friend. That was the truth, too, wasn’t it? An emotional truth? 

         
         Ana dropped to her knees beside me. “Are you okay?”

         
         I nodded.

         
         “What happened?”

         
         I did not know how to begin to tell her, and frankly, I did not want to. Not about Oz or what I had remembered or not remembered.
            I was not ready. “Nothing,” I said. “I’m fine, now. It was just a panic attack.”
         

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “How are you?”

         
         “Oh,” Ana said. “I’m good. Panic-free.”

         
         But for all my desire to repress what had just happened, for all my fears of how it would divide us, I couldn’t let it go
            entirely. That bell could not be unrung. I had to know.
         

         
         “What did you remember?” I asked. “For the exercise?”

         
         Maybe she’ll surprise me, I thought. Maybe she’ll confess and say she didn’t remember any aliens either, no ship, nothing paranormal or extraterrestrial. Maybe
               this won’t divide us after all. But then she opened her mouth, and I knew. From all our years of inserting our vocabulary words, crying on cue, inventing
            Allen, all our little games to keep us occupied telling that same, goddamn story, I could tell when Ana was inventing something.
            No one else would have noticed. But I knew her so well that I could always see the moment when she switched from fact to fiction,
            the almost undetectable hitch in her voice and the millisecond flash of confusion on her face, the hitch and flash I saw now
            as she said, “I went back to the star room. With the light people. What did you go back to?”
         

         
         I swallowed. “Same,” I said.

         
         She absorbed this silently. We were both lying. We both knew it. I understood that, in some fundamental way, the core fear
            of my panic attack had come true: Ana and I had been separated. Not literally, as we had been in my memory. But we had lost
            each other, in some essential way.
         

         
         In retrospect, it makes sense our first and only kiss came later that night. Our bodies were trying to communicate what our
            minds and words could not. I still love you, they said. Whatever happens next.

         
         

         After my panic attack, Wendy sent me and Ana out to dinner, just the two of us. She wrote down her suite number in that same
            looping script on the back of a flyer about crop circles. “Charge it to my room,” she said. “I’ll take care of Cyndie. You
            two just have fun.”
         

         
         I knew that Wendy was basically bribing us for our silence—I think she was afraid I’d tell my mother about my panic attack—but
            she needn’t have worried. I wanted silence, too, on that particular subject, and Ana followed my lead.
         

         
         The maître d’ beamed when we gave him Wendy’s name. He introduced himself as Francis. He was a courtly man with an unidentifiable
            accent and hair that shone like polished marble. “Is this a date?” he asked, as he deposited us at our table.
         

         
         “Yes,” Ana said, confidently, looping her arm through mine. “He is taking me on a date.”

         
         “Then the young gentleman and young lady will have the best.”

         
         He did give us the best. He sent his colleagues out with Shirley Temples in champagne coups and a molten chocolate cake with
            a sparkler and burgers as big as our fists. We tried to slip as quickly as possible back into normalcy, to soothe ourselves
            with our usual patter of chitchat nothingness: Ana’s acting class, TV, Allen, the unjustness of popularity, the usual.
         

         
         “Is Allen cool?” Ana asked.

         
         “No,” I said, licking my spoon clean of chocolate sauce. “But he’s okay with it.”

         
         Ana nodded. “Yeah, which is like . . .” She scooped up the last of the whipped cream, neon pink with cherry juice. “The coolest
            thing of all.”
         

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         Francis glided by. “What did we think?”

         
         “Scrumptious,” Ana said, over-enunciating, wiping her mouth with a flourish and then flashing a wide, delighted smile. She
            was in full ham mode. Francis ate it up.
         

         
         “Scrumptious!” He laughed, then looked at the two of us and sighed, misty-eyed. “A good date.” He said this very definitively.
            It was a statement of fact, not opinion. I looked up at Ana and caught her eye but could tell that I was blushing, deeply,
            so I looked back down. When we rose from the table, we waved goodbye to the beaming waitstaff, and Ana, in her role as my
            date, once again looped her long arm through mine.
         

         
         “That was the best date I’ve ever been on,” Ana said as we walked back to the elevators.

         
         I nodded in mute response. I was so focused, suddenly and intensely, on the pressure of Ana’s arm on mine. The clatter and
            dings of the slots sounded like the inside of my chest. Anxious and pinging.
         

         
         “Ahem,” Ana said. “Aren’t you going to say that this is also the best date you’ve ever been on?”

         
         “It’s the only date I’ve ever been on,” I said.

         
         “What about that girl Hailey you took to your cousin’s bar mitzvah?” Ana had an unnervingly good memory. I granted that yes,
            I guess one could interpret that as a date. “Well, regardless,” she said. “This was a good one.”
         

         
         I knew that Ana had been on dates. She was much more sophisticated than I was. I knew that she’d been asked to the eighth-grade dance for a school she didn’t even attend and that she had gone on a double date with a boy from her acting class and two of his friends. She didn’t mention any others to me, but I felt that they might be there, that she had the kind of life so full of drama and intrigue that it wasn’t even all worth telling. 

         
         Though it’s funny: I had my intrigue, too, which I kept from her, out of some instinct for secrecy—or shame, I wasn’t sure.
            But I was in that phase that encompasses basically all of male-bodied adolescence where we’re all just furtively masturbating,
            all the time, and then talking about it with our friends, bragging about our “cum” (a word, recently learned, that we all
            still uttered with a kind of transgressive thrill) with a performative macho attitude that is both disgusting and kind of
            heartbreaking from the vantage point of adulthood. Obviously, we were children and idiots and none of us really knew what
            to do with all of this fetid intensity we’d suddenly realized we could induce in ourselves. Or in each other. Something else
            I didn’t tell Ana about was that a boy in my grade, Damien, and I had started “studying” together on Thursday afternoons,
            but actually we just took turns giving each other blow jobs. He had suggested we do this so that we would “be prepared.” Prepared
            for what, I’m not sure, but that was how we justified it. I didn’t tell Ana about Damien. But there were a lot of things she
            didn’t tell me about either.
         

         
         We were staying on different floors, and Ana was first to get off. In the elevator with us was a bachelorette party on a comedown,
            the bride weeping in rivulets of shimmering black.
         

         
         “It’s not fair,” she kept saying as the tears fell. “It’s not fucking fair.”
         

         
         Ana’s floor dinged, and I jumped out with her.

         
         “Why did you do that?” she asked. “You’re on 12.”

         
         “I don’t know,” I said.

         
         “It’s not fucking fair that we’re on different floors!” Ana screamed, mimicking the bride’s gulping sobs.
         

         
         I screamed back. “It’s not fucking fair!” I was so loud that a woman down the hall jumped and literally clutched at her pearls. Ana didn’t care though. She was laughing;
            I loved to make her laugh, even though she laughed often and easily. But its frequency made it no less wonderful. It was a
            sound of pure, musical joy—a distinct, delighted giggle, and it buoyed me. Normally, I would have been nervous to be as noisy
            as we were being just then, to make an adult stare at us like that. I had a terror of getting in trouble. But Ana was possessed
            of no such terror, and, when I was with her, my own melted away. If trouble came, we would face it together. She grabbed my
            hand and pulled me shouting down the hallway, feral with glee, and then, suddenly, I was awake to something else, not just
            to the normal excitement that Ana always inspired but to something new beneath it, radiating up from the pressure of her palm
            against mine.
         

         
         In front of Ana’s door, we paused and turned to each other, her hand sliding from my elbow. She batted her eyelashes, jokingly.
            I laughed but not at the joke. I was nervous. I think she was, too, because she dropped the eyelash thing. Her chest rose
            like she was taking a breath before a plunge underwater. I leaned forward. So did she. And then I kissed her.
         

         
         When I pulled back, neither of us spoke. She seemed to be shining now, like all of the light in the hallway had been funneled
            into her. She looked at me like I was shining, too. We stared at each other, silently, shyly, as we had the day we first met
            when we were six. Then the door swung open, revealing Cyndie with an ice bucket.
         

         
         “Honey bear!” she cried. “You’re back!”

         
         Ana took one last look at me, then slipped behind Cyndie and into the room.

         
         

         The next morning, I told my mom that I didn’t want to do UFO events anymore. She didn’t ask why, and I did not offer an explanation beyond the language she always used: “It’s not really my thing anymore.” She seemed to want to press or push back, but my father approved of my choice so vigorously (“About damn time”) that it precluded all further discussion. My big decision didn’t really matter—Ana started to focus on acting more the next year and accepted my excuses that I was too busy with school to go to any of the conferences Wendy invited us to. But I think Ana also understood that something had shifted between us, subtly but definitively. 

         
         Ana and I never talked about our kiss, not directly. I’m grateful we didn’t. If the two of us learned anything from what we
            went through together, it was that once you verbalized an experience, you killed the most essential part of it. So we didn’t.
            It lived in me as pure feeling. Sensual reality. I didn’t try to kiss her again. We weren’t alone together on that trip after
            that; we both flew out the next morning. Maybe another person would have found a way. But I was so overwhelmed. I couldn’t
            do it. I didn’t want to, really, because I think I realized, for the first time, that I loved her—or more than that was fused
            to her, imprinted on her, not romantically but viscerally, spiritually, in a way that eclipsed any bond I’d formed before
            or after. We are taught, even from that age, that romantic love is the peak of human connection, but I felt that this was
            another peak, higher, obscured in mist and visible only to us.
         

         
         The point was that there was no script that could tell me how to articulate or act on what I felt for her. We were “just friends.”
            So, I had kissed her on instinct, operating on the social precedent for how people were supposed to express emotions this
            total and profound. But after I did it, I realized that a kiss, anything physical really, would be somehow too small to express
            what I felt. That was something for other people. Dates, Damien, or equivalent.
         

         
         But Ana. God. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do with love like that.

         
         

         
            
               Allen’s work was concerned with the influence of the stress response upon long-term markers of physical and neurological health after repeated exposures to off-planet environments. This had been Bob’s great passion after he lost one of his first research subjects, a male specimen that he insisted, out of respect, on calling by his given human name, Barney. (Other researchers found his insistence on this honorific infinitely annoying, even though the dolphin team had been doing the same for their subjects for decades and nobody said boo about it.) The research that Allen’s mentor had done on Barney and his mate—human name: Betty—had been important, the very first successful extraction of a human egg and spermatozoa. It was important enough that Bob, even as widely disliked as he was, got a medal for it, which—out of guilt—he refused to display. After long days, when he’d imbibed a bit too much Earthling ethanol, Bob would rant about it, rheumy-eyed, to Allen. 

               
               “That poor human died,” Bob would say. “Because of me. And for what?”
               

               
               It was true. Not much had come of the extractions, in the end. Both samples were so degraded by the time they got back to
                  the Institute that there was little to be gleaned from either. They had hoped to make another pass, pick up the same pair
                  of humans again. But by the time the funding for a new mission came together, Barney had died. Bob blamed himself. The shock
                  and the stress of being scooped up from his planet by force, being poked and prodded and dumped back, unceremoniously, had
                  all been too much for the Earthling to bear.
               

               
               Allen would try to point out, gently, that Betty had lived a very long life, at least by human standards, so perhaps it was
                  something closer to home that explained the difference in outcomes between the two specimens. Perhaps it was the stressors
                  of their own species’ well-documented intra-human cruelty that killed him and not the Institute’s interference.
               

               
               “But don’t you see? That only makes it worse!” Bob would say. “We should have been able to screen him for that; we should have accounted for it.” 

               
               Bob dreamed of creating a new protocol, some form of conditioning that could prevent another death like Barney’s. This was
                  seen as an eccentric, essentially pointless pursuit by the powers that be at the Institute. But then, they saw all of human
                  studies that way, so they let Bob pursue it. In exchange for no resources, Bob got to do whatever he wanted. This suited him
                  just fine.
               

               
               “Success is 1 percent inspiration,” he said. “And 99 percent perspiration.”

               
               This human aphorism was not intuitive to Allen as his own species did not sweat, and, early in his career, he had trouble
                  remembering what “perspiration” meant. Bob berated Allen over this: “Aren’t you listening when we review secretions? How am
                  I supposed to work if my assistant can’t remember the basic bodily functions of our research animals?” Bob had a well-earned
                  reputation for being difficult—but then he explained himself.
               

               
               “It’s a metaphor,” Bob said. “Perspiration here is referring to work. It means you have to finish what you start. A good idea
                  doesn’t matter unless you make it manifest.”
               

               
               Allen wasn’t sure that he and Bob would be able to make anything manifest, on their budget. But he admired the sentiment.

               
            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            9

         
         I have only hitchhiked twice in my life: The first time, I was with Ana, and the second time, I was trying to get to her.
            Signal fever had spread to the rental car market, and whatever mass transit solution I might have cobbled together would have
            involved a distressing number of transfers between different, disconnected systems and would have taken, by my rough estimations,
            somewhere in the vicinity of fourteen hours, give or take a missed connection. But even those estimates seemed impossible
            to trust. GPS systems were back online, sort of, but the Signal pulses were still coming more rapidly and with smaller intervals
            between them, meaning that GPS frequencies were jammed more often than they weren’t, which meant that everything reliant on
            GPS was backed up, intermittent, unfixable. Who knew how long any of these buses would take to reach their destinations, or
            if they would even arrive. Everywhere, there were runs on paper maps and traffic jams of lost drivers whose home cities were
            now unnavigable without the aid of an app.
         

         
         I could learn all this because the internet was still, at this point, working. It was strange to realize in such a practical, tangible way what relied on these invisible frequencies and what did not. Why could I not use my credit card at one coffee kiosk but could at another? Why did the loss of GPS have no effect on my cell reception? I knew these were answerable questions. It was physics, not magic. But explanations did not make it any less bizarre. A radio wave—because that is all the Signal was—causing all this chaos. A world undone by a sound in the sky. 

         
         I had just secured a cup of bitter black coffee, after waiting in line for three hours, when I met Justin. I had reached the
            phase where the Harry Reid rent-a-car center had begun to feel familiar, which disturbed me. I had a preferred bathroom, a
            preferred corner to crouch in. I began to wonder if I might be here forever, if the Signal or the Russians or the aliens or
            simply the laws of inertia might mean I would never leave. Ironically, after all my equivocating to Ana about “trying” to
            get somewhere, now I really was trying, but to no avail. I walked back up to one of the rental counters just to check, for what I do not know. At this point, there were no lines because there were no cars left, but I had blind hope that if
            I just showed up, one more time, something would happen. Something did. This time, across the counter, I met Justin.
         

         
         Justin was a manager at the rental car company, one month from retirement, coming off a twelve-hour shift, about to set off
            to be with his mother—who was, by the grace of God, still with us. He asked me if I needed anything. Yes, I did. I needed
            something impossible. I needed to get to California.
         

         
         “Where exactly in California are you trying to get to?”

         
         “Twentynine Palms. It’s near . . .”

         
         “Shoot, you don’t need to tell me, I know where that is. I’m going to Bakersfield, that’s practically on the way.”

         
         I tried to protest that no, really, he didn’t need to do that, Twentynine Palms didn’t look like it was on the way to Bakersfield at all. But Justin insisted, with a dauntless enthusiasm I would come to know quite well over the next several hours, that it was not too much, it was the least he could do because it was his duty and his honor, as both a Christian and a twenty-seven-year veteran of the rental car industry, to take me where I needed to go. 

         
         The employee parking lot was far away, and when we arrived it was even more awful than the airport, albeit in a slightly different
            vein—no longer the entitled anxiety of passengers but the thick, heavy anger of an entire workforce staring down not just
            a possible apocalypse but the immediate reality that they were all, as of several hours ago, out of a job. But Justin remained
            buoyant as he led me through the rows of sedans and SUVs and RVs.
         

         
         “Here she is!” he said.

         
         The truck was so enormous as to appear vaguely military. (I snapped a picture of the license plate and sent it to Ana. If I end up murdered, start the investigation here.) But then, Justin himself appeared vaguely military, too, the kind of man whose clothing tastes tended toward a design philosophy
            I’d describe as “tactical.” He was the kind of man who I, a gay, Jewish, coastal elite, might otherwise be afraid of, but
            with whom I was now planning to ride through the wide-open desert.
         

         
         I had just settled into the passenger seat to seek refuge from the sun when Justin grabbed a bag from the back and said he
            was going to the vending machines. “You want anything? Diet Coke?”
         

         
         I couldn’t tell if this offer was supposed to mean something, be a test of some kind. “No, I’m good.”

         
         He nodded and leaned forward. “Just keep your head on a swivel while I’m gone, okay? This lot can be a little dicey under
            the best of circumstances, and we’re not exactly in the best of circumstances right now. Someone comes at you . . .” He leaned
            through the open passenger window and locked the door.
         

         
         After he left, I stared out through the open window. A red-faced woman in a pilot’s uniform sent an empty nip of Fireball
            hurtling to the ground. A cluster of men with sweaty necks and black polos conferred in a tight huddle. Somewhere, a child
            was crying, though I could not see any children no matter how hard I looked.
         

         
         

         When Justin came back, he had three packages of salted peanuts, two Diet Cokes (Guess it wasn’t a test, I thought), and, I noticed with a shock, a gun.
         

         
         It was a black handgun in a caramel leather holster now secured to his belt. That must have been what was in the bag he took
            with him to the vending machines, I realized. He must have been waiting to put it on until the last second, when we were leaving
            the firearm-free zone of the airport. His demeanor had not changed—he fairly bounced on his feet—but mine did. I was jumpy.
            Panicky. Suddenly, my text to Ana about getting murdered didn’t seem like a joke. I was not used to being around guns. They
            frightened me. A gun seemed to yearn to go off. Its presence was an escalation, a promise of imminent and inevitable violence.
            But I was also scared in a new, deeper way because of present circumstances with the Signal. Violence might be imminent and
            inevitable already. What kind of world were we about to drive into: One where I would feel safer with an armed stranger or
            without one?
         

         
         I thought of the other people in the airport, ones with whom I might have been safer driving out into the unknown, people
            who inhabited the same frequency band of reality that I did. Gunless people. What if one of them could offer me a ride? But
            they hadn’t. Play the cards you’re dealt, Ana had once said to me. I had rejected her reasoning at the time. The privileged perfectionist in me said that there were
            always other cards, there was always a better way, never any need to settle. Keep digging. Keep going.
         

         
         In that context, I might have been right. Ana might have settled too early and too much. But I knew that, in some ways—indeed
            in many—she was right. Immediacy intervenes. We have to accept that there is no other option than our present reality.
         

         
         In my present reality, Justin was it. The other people I imagined might drive me to my destination were just that, imaginary,
            and Justin was actual. I could stay behind and call that safer, or I could play my cards and ride.
         

         
         Justin clapped his hands. “You ready?”

         
         “Yes,” I said as firmly as I could.

         
         “Great!”

         
         Justin climbed in and locked the doors behind him.

         
         

         If I did not think about the gun, Justin came across as very friendly. He was a cheerful man, almost unnervingly so, and chatty,
            a perpetual motion machine of self-starting small talk. Within the first sixty minutes of our drive, which was spent in the
            slow inchworm of traffic fleeing Harry Reid, I learned most of his family medical history (“And that’s why I never skip a
            skin check”), his exact age down to the minute (“two ticks after midnight on the Friday of Memorial Day weekend, 1961”), his
            disappointment in his eldest grandson, Tanner (“Influencer is not, in my humble opinion, a reasonable job for a young man”),
            and his feelings as a Christian on the resurgence of astrology (complicated, as he did identify “quite closely” with the descriptions
            of Gemini). I had been spared the task of speaking beyond a neutral “uh-huh” or “totally” here and there, to show that I was
            still awake behind my sunglasses.
         

         
         Now, perhaps exhausted after sixty straight minutes of solo disquisition, Justin flipped on the radio.

         
         He sped past stations, lingering for only a bar or a beat—“I’d like to dedicate this to the aliens” followed by the opening notes of “California Love,” before changing to “this is NPR news with live updates on the failure of the Geostationary Orbit Satellite band . . . ,” and then to “you’re gonna come for me, Tami, but I don’t think infidelity is always necessarily a . . .” and so on—until finally settling on what sounded like Christian talk radio. I had wanted to linger on the news. I hadn’t looked at my phone to check for updates on the Signal or to read my work email or to reply to Claire’s or Ana’s texts since I’d gotten in the car, when Justin had launched into a long, almost tearful monologue about his aforementioned sixteen-year-old grandson, Tanner, who he believed was “lost to Christ” because he spent too much time on his phone—which made me feel as though I couldn’t look at my own phone without provoking judgment or despair or an attempt at conversion. There was probably nothing urgent or new, but I was itchy for information. Instead, we were listening to two men talk about demons: 

         
         “Bill, that’s what you have to understand,” the first man said. “There are no aliens. This Signal business is a cover-up within
            a cover-up within a cover-up.”
         

         
         “Exactly,” the other man, presumably Bill, said. “That’s exactly it.”

         
         “These are demons. Demonic forces massing for the final conflict with Christ, and this is where the abduction issue comes
            into play.”
         

         
         “Absolutely.”

         
         “Get us slowly acclimated to this idea that, you know, ‘Oh, aliens are coming,’ and then, bam! That’s the cover story for
            the Rapture. Why are so many people missing? They were all abducted by aliens!”
         

         
         At this, Justin let out an exasperated “hm!” and shut off the radio. “Charlatans,” he said, then after a huffing pause continued:
            “See, this is the kind of thing Tanner is into, this deep-state apocalypse horseshit. Now, I believe that the deep state is
            pulling the wool over our eyes about a lot of things, maybe about aliens, too, but that has nothing to do with the Rapture.
            They don’t get any special insight into that. They wish! I’ll tell you what the Bible says about the Rapture: ‘But concerning
            that day or that hour, no one knows. Not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.’ Means stop trying to
            second-guess God, that’s what that means. Right?”
         

         
         “Um, yeah, totally.”

         
         “And see, it’s all about what I was talking about before with this generation. Tanner doesn’t trust the word of God. He trusts his device. He trusts tech companies. He couldn’t trace a route from his ass to his elbow without Google telling him how to get there. And forget phone numbers.
            I asked him his own mother’s phone number and you know what he said? ‘I don’t have to remember that.’ Can you believe it?”
         

         
         I assumed this was rhetorical and just nodded politely, but he looked over at me in such a way that seemed to demonstrate
            he was awaiting an answer.
         

         
         “Oh, no,” I said. “That’s crazy.”

         
         “Thank you,” he said, apparently satisfied with this. “Those things . . . They trick you. It makes you think you know everything
            when in reality, pardon my French, you don’t know shit.” His voice shifted now into a thundering register I had come to recognize
            as his tone when quoting scripture, something else he’d done quite often over the last hour. “‘Write them on the tablet of
            your heart!’ Solomon doesn’t say to write them in your phone.” He pointed at my phone, sitting in my lap, which I was still loath to look at in his disapproving presence. “In your heart!
            You get it.” He smiled. “You’re a good kid.”
         

         
         He said this with undisguised amazement. He’d been surprised to find me good. I had assumed, of course, that he had stereotyped
            and judged me. I’d done the same to him. But I had also assumed that he’d stay fixed in his prejudices, while I would nobly,
            valiantly see past mine. So much for that. Snobbery in a nutshell, I suppose. Assuming someone else was an immutable type
            instead of a full person. This mutual recognition of each other’s basic humanity might be the sum total of our common ground;
            we lived in otherwise incompatible versions of reality. But reality had also shifted. I was now more afraid of the world outside
            the truck than I was of an armed stranger who’d decided I was good.
         

         
         The highway shimmered with heat and incipient violence. We passed an intersection surrounded by gas stations with cars queued and massed in shiny, beetle-backed clusters around the pumps and chargers. But I wasn’t sure if any of the cars were getting what they needed; employees were waving people away. A sign hung from one of the pumps—huge, spray-painted letters on a white sheet, fluttering like a flag of surrender: 

         
         
            NO GAS.

            NO CASH.

            NO PAPER MAPS.

         

         I tried to swallow and felt my throat close up. What can you see? I told myself. Just name what you can see. I looked out the window. I saw a man get out of his truck with a baseball bat. I saw him march toward the front of the gas
            line. I looked away; the technique wasn’t working. What I could see was the source of the panic.
         

         
         “You okay?” Justin asked.

         
         “Are we good on gas?” I cleared my throat. “It just looks like there’s sort of a run.”

         
         “Oh, don’t you worry about gas, kiddo.” He reached out the window and thumped the side of the truck, like the flank of a beloved
            horse. “I got two jerry cans strapped down back there. I’ve been preparing for this for a long time.”
         

         
         Preparing for what? I thought as I watched the exurbs give way to desert. A billboard loomed above us, half finished, abandoned once the crisis
            had set in. The bottom half was blinding white and above it a slogan screamed in tall, red letters:
         

         
         
            FEELING LUCKY?

         

         Underneath, someone had scrawled: NO

         
         

         The only other time I tried hitchhiking, it had been Ana’s idea. We were fourteen and I was visiting her in Los Angeles. We
            were going to a New Year’s Eve party thrown by Lily, the star of Topped Up. I didn’t know that she and Ana had stayed in touch. Ana clarified that they hadn’t. 

         
         “We just sort of ran into each other,” she said as we lounged in the living room of her and Cyndie’s condo. “At an audition.”

         
         “For what?”

         
         Ana waved her hand. She had started getting manicures, like her mother. “Some indie movie.”

         
         “She was so mean to us,” I said. “On set.”

         
         “I don’t remember that,” Ana said. “Anyway, her birthday is New Year’s Eve, so she’s having a party. It was going to be at
            a bar but now it’s just at her house.”
         

         
         “A bar?” We were all underage.

         
         “A club,” Ana clarified. “But the house will be cooler. She just got emancipated, so she moved out from her dad’s into her
            own place.”
         

         
         This was all impossibly grown-up. But Ana appeared unimpressed, so I tried to affect the same. I said I’d ask my parents if
            I could go.
         

         
         “Your parents aren’t even here,” Ana said. She was right. I had flown out there with Claire, who was spending the holidays with her future in-laws in Hermosa Beach. My sister was responsible for my conduct and well-being on the trip, a role she took on with disappointing though predictable seriousness. She was the only one of my siblings my parents would have trusted to fly me across the country. Weirdly, I wished Jake had come with me. He would have been far less responsible than Claire. But he never babysat me. I don’t know what would have happened if he had offered. My parents had already stopped trusting him with any meaningful responsibility even before my disappearance (the result of his aforementioned attempt to sell his ADHD meds) but after, he took on even less. I got the impression that this lack of duty suited him just fine, even if he resented the reason. The bottom line being, Jake would never have volunteered to take me to California nor would our parents have allowed him to do so. But in a world where that was possible, where he was my cross-country chaperone, I knew he would have let me do whatever I wanted. 

         
         On the other hand, I didn’t really want to do “whatever,” not deep down. Claire was originally going to permit me only a single
            night sleeping over at Ana’s, a stricter standard even than our mother’s: After a forty-minute phone call with Cyndie, who
            promised to “watch us like a hawk,” my mom had said I could stay with Ana all three nights I was there.
         

         
         “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that,” my sister said.

         
         I turned to her, indignant. “Claire! What the fuck!”

         
         “Alex!” our mother gasped, more shocked than angry at my sudden cursing.

         
         After some negotiation, I was permitted to stay with Ana for New Year’s Eve and the night before. I pretended to be annoyed,
            but I was secretly pleased that they were all so worried about me. It was what I was accustomed to, being clucked over. If
            they had simply released me with no negotiation, I would have stumbled frightened into the world like an animal raised in
            captivity. I was also a little nervous to stay with Ana, to see her at all really. After Vegas, we had talked less than usual,
            and since I had stopped coming to any ufology-related events, we had not seen each other in over a year. My privately nurtured
            skepticism about what had happened to us had bled over into an anxiety about our closeness: What if our bond wasn’t what I’d
            believed it was either?
         

         
         “How would you describe Ana?” I asked my sister on the flight.

         
         Claire had removed one headphone to listen to me and was now twirling the wire back and forth around her finger like a yo-yo.
            “What do you mean?”
         

         
         “Like if someone asked you: ‘Who is Alex staying with?’ What would you say?”

         
         “Yeesh, well. Would I have to tell them about, you know, how you met?”

         
         This was my worst fear, that our entire friendship was built exclusively on “how we met” and that, if I questioned that foundation, the whole thing would collapse. “Do you think how we met is essential?” I asked. “Like what are you going to tell Brian’s family?” 

         
         Claire thought. “I’ll just say that your best friend lives in LA and you’re staying with her. Keep it simple. I mean, that’s
            true, too, right?”
         

         
         I repeated that to myself. I was staying with my best friend. No need to bring in origin stories. Keep it simple. How we met
            might have mattered, I told myself, but this could be true, too.
         

         
         

         Ana and Cyndie had moved from their prior new apartment to an even newer one at the base of Runyon Canyon, close to the 101
            and the Chinese Theatre. The building had a pool and a hot tub, both kept carefully free of palm fronds, and a gym that overlooked
            the roof deck, in addition to Cyndie and Ana’s private balcony just off the living room.
         

         
         “More modern than your parents’ building,” Cyndie said, with sympathy, iced coffee in hand, as she led me to my air mattress.

         
         “Your place is so nice,” I said to Ana that evening, in the gold-dust sunset light. “I wish I lived here.”

         
         “Stop talking,” she said, her hand tight around my chin. She was, at my request, doing my eyeliner before we went to dinner.
            I had bought an eye pencil surreptitiously back home, telling the clerk at CVS with theatrical exasperation that it was for
            my sister, and hidden it among the writing pencils in my desk drawer. But I had lacked both the courage to wear it and a venue
            in which to do so. I’d told Ana about this and, within ten minutes of arriving at her house, she had taken out her own liner
            and sat me down at the edge of her bed, where the light was best, to start applying. She was very close to me. The last time
            we had been this close, we’d kissed.
         

         
         “Are you allergic to something?” Ana asked. “You’re getting kind of red.”

         
         I muttered that I was just warm.

         
         “Ugh, this isn’t working. MOM!” She did not modulate her tone for the fact that I was two inches away from her. “I NEED YOUR
            BLENDER THINGS.”
         

         
         Cyndie wasn’t sure about the eyeliner. She looked worried, even as she handed Ana a package of cream-colored makeup sponges.
            “Alex, honey, why are you wearing that?”
         

         
         Ana answered for me. “It’s guyliner,” she said. “It’s very cool.”

         
         I had yet to see myself in a mirror, but I internalized this assessment. Cyndie remained uncertain.

         
         “He looks like Robert Plant,” she said, with the implication that this was not exactly a compliment in her view but also not
            precisely an insult.
         

         
         “Who’s that?” I asked.

         
         “Who’s that!” Cyndie told us to educate ourselves, then stepped out onto the balcony to have a cigarette.

         
         Ana brushed the soft sponges along my lash line, then hesitated before starting in around my left eye, my bad eye.

         
         “It’s okay,” I said. “It doesn’t hurt anymore.”

         
         “I know.” She leaned in and began moving in invisible strokes along the bottom lash line. She spoke in a low, gentle whisper
            of total concentration. “I just don’t want to poke you.”
         

         
         “It’s really alright,” I said. “It would hurt less than if you poked the other one.”

         
         She smiled. Ana had a miraculous smile. I remember thinking that I had never seen anyone so pretty in real life as Ana was
            right then. I had met other people who were considered good-looking, even tried to convince myself that I might be. But there
            was no considering or convincing for Ana. Her beauty was evident and uncontroversial, like that of a sunset or a peony.
         

         
         I was not sure I liked the way I looked in the eyeliner, in the end. I had dreamed it would transform my face entirely, convince me that I was good-looking. Unfortunately, I looked almost the same as I always did. 

         
         “Don’t you dare wash it off,” Ana said. “At least wear it to dinner.”

         
         Dinner was at an old Mexican restaurant on Beverly Boulevard. “This was Sharon Tate’s last meal before she was murdered,”
            Cyndie said, as we drove down in her brand-new, bright white convertible. “And don’t tell me you don’t know who Sharon Tate
            is.”
         

         
         We got tableside guacamole and Kahlua cake, and Cyndie let us each try a sip of her margarita. The main topic of conversation
            at dinner was Ana’s career. The mainstream success that Cyndie had hoped for had never materialized. Not that Ana hadn’t tried.
            She went to acting classes, singing classes, dancing classes, took headshot after headshot, auditioned for everything. But
            nothing worked. Neil, her agent, had dropped her the month before, saying that she lacked “a certain chameleonic quality.”
         

         
         “And you know what I told him?” Cyndie pointed at me with a tortilla chip. “‘Stars aren’t chameleons.’”

         
         “He meant I couldn’t act,” Ana said.

         
         “I don’t think that’s what he meant.”

         
         Ana flicked her wadded straw wrapper at an invisible target. “Can we not talk about this?”

         
         But it was all Cyndie wanted to talk about. And even if she denied Ana’s (correct) interpretation of Neil’s critique, she
            had internalized it to some extent, because she had decided that Ana should give up acting and return to her greatest role:
            Victim of the Palm Springs Abduction.
         

         
         “Go back to the original angle.” She put her arm around her daughter. “Play the hand you’re dealt, right, kiddo?” Ana smiled
            weakly.
         

         
         Cyndie was now in the process of pulling together a “sizzle reel” for a reality show, basically a miniature episode to demonstrate what the series might feel like. A neighbor in the building was going to help them shoot it. 

         
         “About Ana?” I asked.

         
         “No, both of us! Of course.”

         
         Ana hunted noisily for the bottom of her Coca-Cola. Cyndie frowned. I asked what the show would be about.

         
         “Well, the structure would be paranormal investigations.”

         
         “Oh!” I was surprised. “Like real investigating?”

         
         Ana formed her hands into air quotes and mouthed real. Oz’s words came back to me: They’re too obsessed with their little story to let anything disrupt it. All they care about is the trick. I tried to push this down. I did not want to think Ana was like that. Her mother on the other hand:
         

         
         “The investigations are just the hook,” Cyndie said. “We have to have something paranormal because that’s all people know
            us for, the UFO stuff. But the show is actually going to be about us, as a mother-daughter duo. Our personalities, our day-to-day lives. Families are big right now, that’s what everyone says.”
         

         
         “Who is everyone?” Ana asked. “Leonard?”

         
         Leonard was their neighbor who was helping Cyndie with the show and, possibly, other things.

         
         “What if it was Leonard?” Cyndie said. “He’s very plugged in.”

         
         That night, Ana whisper-complained before we fell asleep. The lights were off, and she was speaking to me from her bed while
            I lay on the air mattress.
         

         
         “I don’t really want to do the show,” she said.

         
         “Then don’t.”

         
         Ana laughed. “No. I mean, I have to do it.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “You heard Cyndie. This is our ‘thing.’ Gotta play the hand we’re dealt.”

         
         Her use of the plural pronoun didn’t sit well with me. “This” wasn’t really Cyndie’s “thing.” It was Ana’s. And mine. But wasn’t I proof that you didn’t have to play the hand at all? Ana could do the same. She could do whatever she wanted. She certainly didn’t “have to” do a reality show to support her mother. She was the one the producers would care about. She was the star, the breadwinner. She had all the power in this situation. 

         
         “I bet you could find another thing,” I said.

         
         “Like what? I can’t sing. I can’t act.”

         
         “You could go back to school.”

         
         “I hated school.”

         
         “You haven’t been since you were, like, eight. Maybe you’d like it more now.”

         
         “Maybe. But I’m not like you.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “I don’t have anything else. I have to do this.”

         
         I wanted to shake her. She had the winning hand. She could play it however she liked. But it also occurred to me that Ana
            did want to do the reality show and was only using her mother’s bullying as a cover. She was pretending to drag her feet and
            all the while marching along of her own volition.
         

         
         “You could do so much,” I said. I meant it. I wanted her to feel how deeply I meant it. “You’re good at everything.”

         
         “Yeah? Name one thing I’m good at.”

         
         “Guyliner.”

         
         She burst out laughing. “Good night, Alex.”

         
         “Good night.”

         
         Ana drifted off quickly, but I lay awake for a while. I didn’t understand how she couldn’t see herself the way I did. She
            was not doomed to be one of the people Oz had been railing against. And yet she seemed to have decided that this was exactly
            who she had to be, internalized what everyone had told her, Cyndie most of all: that no matter who she became or what she
            grew into, she would never do anything more worthy of attention than going missing. She would never be more valuable than
            she had been when she was six.
         

         
         

         Lily’s party was up in Silver Lake, in a section with streets so narrow and winding that I started to feel dizzy as the convertible climbed higher, though this might have also been the vodka that Ana and I had snuck before we left. Cyndie drove us around the spiraling streets, looking for parking. 

         
         “You don’t need to find parking, just drop us off,” Ana said.

         
         “I’m not just ‘dropping you off,’ I need to check it out and make sure you’re safe. Plus, I thought it would be nice to see
            Todd.”
         

         
         “You mean her dad?”

         
         “Her manager.”

         
         “Todd is her dad and her manager and he won’t be there. That was the whole point of getting emancipated.”
         

         
         “Lily got emancipated?”

         
         “I told you that!”

         
         The bickering continued as Cyndie searched for a spot—“You just missed one!” Ana shouted. “When you get your license,” Cyndie
            snapped, “I’ll put you in charge of parallel parking, m’kay?”—but once the car stopped, their tempers seemed to still, too.
            Ana pulled down her mirror and fluffed her hair. “Do I look all right?” she asked.
         

         
         “You look great,” I said.

         
         But it was not my opinion she cared about. She stayed quiet and expectant as Cyndie cocked her head and looked her over carefully.
            Finally, Cyndie nodded, then asked: “Me?”
         

         
         Ana cocked her head in a precise mirror image of her mother, with the same tender seriousness. Her gaze caught on Cyndie’s
            shoulder, and she reached across the gap between their seats and nudged her mother’s bra strap back beneath the edge of her
            tank top.
         

         
         “Five minutes,” Ana said to her mom, as we approached the door. “Then you have to leave.”

         
         “Five minutes,” Cyndie said. “Cross my heart.”

         
         There was a security guard out front who demanded a password from us. (“Raimundo,” Ana said—apparently the name of Lily’s current boyfriend.) But once we got inside, it was hard to see why they were keeping people out. The party was crowded and yet somehow the house still felt empty. There were whole unused rooms. People seemed bored. There was no furniture, aside from a baby grand piano nobody was playing, although there was also no music because the stereo system was not yet set up. Ana and I stood, arm in arm, before the baby grand. 

         
         “You should play something,” Ana said. “You take piano.”

         
         “Classical piano.”

         
         “Someone must know how to play. Let’s get somebody to play for us.”

         
         “How?”

         
         Ana smiled. “We’ll just ask,” she said. She scanned the room, expertly, like a cat tracking prey, and then tapped a boy rushing
            past us in a white terrycloth hoodie.
         

         
         “Hey, can I ask you a weird question?” She smiled, like they already had an inside joke.

         
         “Shoot,” he said.

         
         “Do you know anyone here who can play the piano?”

         
         He stood up a little straighter. “Me.”

         
         “Oh, really?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “Then why don’t you play for us.” I saw a small deflation in his eyes at the word “us” and then a resetting of confidence
            when he took in my braces. I tried to guess his age. College-ish, maybe? Twenty-one or twenty-two?
         

         
         “Alright,” he said. “Let’s do this.” He extended a hand. “Mike.”

         
         “Ana.” She pointed to me. “This is Alex.”

         
         “Sick,” Mike said and sat down at the glossy Steinway.

         
         He really did know how to play the piano. He started in on the soft-drama introduction to Celine Dion’s “It’s All Coming Back
            to Me Now.”
         

         
         “Fuck people who think this song is corny,” he said. “Jim Steinman is a genius.”

         
         “King of the power ballad,” Ana said.

         
         Mike’s face lit up. “Hell yeah, girl!” He high-fived Ana. “Best pop songwriter of our time and I will fight anyone who says differently.”
         

         
         I stood beside them in astonishment. Ana repeated such feats of charm many times over the course of the night; it made me
            feel like one of those audience members at Oz’s shows—I could watch the trick repeated and repeated, but still I didn’t understand
            how she did it. She could find a point of connection with anyone—of course she loved the work of Jim Steinman; of course she
            had been to a roller derby and to that part of San Antonio; of course she was familiar with prison visiting procedures and
            cocaine etiquette and the best place to hide contraband in case of a home search (the inside of a shower curtain rod).
         

         
         Her mom was like this, too, though in a more blatantly transactional way. Ana would make fun of her for it; she called it
            “six degrees of Cyndie.” But this quality had transmuted in the passage from mother to daughter into something more sincere.
            It went from trick to truth. If Cyndie seemed to want something from the people she pretended to befriend, Ana actually seemed
            to want to befriend them. She really listened. I watched her hoover up the details of other people’s lives, and once she had
            them, I could tell that she would not forget or misplace them, like I would. Instead, she seemed to catalog them, carefully
            store them away, so that she would always have these details at the ready, to build a bridge to someone else. It worked every
            time; I watched her fill up with delight when she, in turn, delighted a new person.
         

         
         But at a certain point, it started to wear on me. It wasn’t just that I was envious—what insecure fourteen-year-old would not feel envious as he watched his best friend move through a party like a queen while he scurried after her like a courtier? It was more than that. As the night went on and the magic trick of her charm was repeated and repeated, again and again, I began to see a relentless, compulsive quality beneath the smooth surface of her charisma. It was as if each new person adoring her was a hit of a drug and the moment it wore off, she needed more. I already adore you, I wanted to say. Talk to me. Because that was the other thing: I accompanied her through the party, but she barely noticed me, other than to introduce
            me to everyone, at the start of every new conversation, as “Alex Whitman, my co-abductee.” And this last bit irritated me
            most of all. I did not want to be known this way anymore; I had already decided that when I got to college, I would drop the
            Whitman and go by Cohen. But it wasn’t just that I didn’t want to be seen as a capital “V” Victim of the Palm Springs Abduction,
            or that it bothered me how badly Ana wanted to be seen that way. It brought back my old worry that I’d asked Claire about
            on the plane. It made me feel like our shared victimhood was the only glue of our friendship. I didn’t want that to be true.
            But every time Ana said it, it seemed a little truer.
         

         
         

         It was thirty minutes to midnight when a familiar laugh rang out from the kitchen.

         
         “Oh my God, you are fucking kidding me.” Ana pushed past me. I followed, and there was Cyndie, drink in hand, talking to Mike,
            our piano player, his white hoodie now unzipped to reveal a bare chest and a beer gut.
         

         
         “Yo, Ana!” Mike said. “Your mom’s amazing.”

         
         Ana ignored him and spoke directly to her amazing mom. “Leave. Now.”

         
         “I will leave when I so choose,” Cyndie said.

         
         “Fine,” Ana said. “Then we’re leaving.”

         
         Cyndie told her not to be dramatic.

         
         “You’re the one being dramatic,” Ana said. “You’re still here! This is like . . . child abuse.”

         
         Cyndie burst out laughing. “Trust me, baby, it’s not.”

         
         Ana glowered, grabbed me by the arm and pulled me down the hall, past a trio of teetering women in bandage dresses, toward
            the front door.
         

         
         “Are we actually leaving?” I asked. Even if I was dejected about the way Ana was ignoring me, I still didn’t want to go. This
            was the best party I’d ever been to.
         

         
         “Yes,” Ana said. “Fuck, she’s impossible.”

         
         “How?” I asked. “Should we try to call a cab?”

         
         “No,” she snapped. “Wait here.”

         
         

         The car was a soft-top Jeep, pink with a palm tree decal, like a Barbie car. The driver was Barbie-like, too, a vertiginously
            lanky woman with long black hair and huge boobs in a tight violet dress. Another woman was in the car with her, and although
            she was tiny and flat chested, they looked otherwise uncannily identical—same hair, same makeup, same arch in their eyebrows,
            like the same face had been rendered in two different scales. I didn’t remember them from the party, but there had been so
            many people there.
         

         
         “How was your night?” the small woman asked.

         
         “Oh, it was okay,” Ana said. “How was yours?”

         
         “Just okay? You should be having fun, you’re so young.”

         
         “So are you,” Ana said.

         
         “Ha! That’s sweet. You hear that?” she said to the taller one. “We should tell that to Dr. Khoury. Where are we dropping you,
            honey?”
         

         
         It began to dawn on me that these women had not been at the party. I elbowed Ana. “Are we hitchhiking?” I whispered.

         
         She pinched my thigh and mouthed, Shut. Up. “Franklin and La Brea would be great.”
         

         
         “Hollywood girl.” The driver almost blew the next two red lights. I gripped Ana’s arm; it seemed probable that we would die in this bubblegum Wrangler. At the third light, a chorus of honks went up behind us when we stopped short halfway through the crosswalk. “Oops,” the driver giggled. It was the first thing she’d said since we’d gotten into the car. 

         
         “She’s sober,” the other one said. “Scout’s honor.”

         
         We got home before Cyndie and before midnight. Ana made us “hangover specials,” which were just microwaved burritos paired
            with two enormous Starbucks tumblers full of filtered water. “That was awful,” she said.
         

         
         “Her driving?”

         
         “The whole night. Now you see what I’m dealing with, Cyndie-wise. She’s such a fucking hanger-on.”

         
         I did see what she was dealing with, Cyndie-wise. But for all my irritation with Ana, the night she thought was so awful had
            been, up to that point, by far the coolest one of my life. If she thought it sucked and I thought it was amazing, then what
            did that make me? A loser, or worse. Maybe I was just a hanger-on, too, no better than Cyndie, both of us riding in Ana’s
            wake.
         

         
         “I hope you’re happy I came,” I said.

         
         “You being here was the only fun part.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Of course.” She cleared her throat. “I missed you.”

         
         “I missed you, too,” I said.

         
         Ana put on the ball drop, pretaped from New York. We were four minutes away.

         
         “Why did you introduce me like that?” I asked. “At the party.”

         
         “It’s how people know us.”

         
         “But is it how you think of me?”

         
         She laughed. “Yes, every time I see you, that’s what I think.”

         
         “I’m serious.”

         
         She shrugged. “It’s true, isn’t it? It’s how we met.”

         
         “I guess so.” On screen the countdown ticked onward. Something occurred to me, something so obvious I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it before. “You know, if you do end up doing the show,” I said, “maybe you could talk to Major Williams.” 

         
         “Yeah, right.”

         
         “But why not? It’s the perfect way to get to him. It could be cathartic.” Cathartic had also been one of our vocab words.
         

         
         Ana pushed a pinto bean around her plate; she’d barely eaten anything. “I don’t know if Cyndie would be into that.”

         
         “But what if you were into it? We could finally get the truth.”
         

         
         Ana sighed.

         
         “What?” I asked.

         
         “I don’t know if there’s a truth to get, Alex.”

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         “Just . . .” She paused. “The story is the story, you know? It’s who we are. It’s how everyone knows us. Whatever we found
            out wouldn’t change that.”
         

         
         There it was. I stared at Ana’s profile in the low light of the TV, backlit by the twinkle of the time-delayed Times Square.
            It doesn’t have to be who we are, I thought. We could be different. We could be different people together. But I realized she didn’t want that. It really wasn’t only duty to her mom. She wanted to stay exactly the same—Ana Pincer,
            Palm Springs Abductee—forever. If I was going to change, I would have to do it alone.
         

         
         “Almost midnight,” she said.

         
         “Our first New Year’s,” I replied.

         
         She looked over at me with a shocked smile. “No, it’s not!”

         
         “When was the other one?”

         
         “When we were abducted,” she said. “Obviously.”

         
         “Wow.” I hadn’t thought of it like that, but she was right. Where had we been at midnight then? Not in a spaceship, of that
            I was now certain. But what had happened to us in the first fleeting seconds of 1998? What secrets did that missing time contain?
         

         
         “I wonder what we did to ring it in,” I said.

         
         Ana smiled. “You don’t remember? Allen threw a huge party.”

         
         “Oh, of course,” I said. “The zero-G made the confetti look amazing.”

         
         “But it kind of messed up the ball drop,” she said.

         
         “It bounced off all the walls. The countdown to midnight took twenty minutes.”

         
         “That’s right,” she said, grinning. “I forgot about that.”

         
         On TV, the countdown ticked onward. 31, 30, 29 seconds.

         
         “By the way,” she said, abruptly. “You don’t have to kiss me.”

         
         “Oh. Okay.”

         
         “I just didn’t want you to feel obligated. If that’s not really what you’re into.”

         
         “Okay.” I felt dizzy again, as I had from the vodka and the narrow streets. A huge part of me was relieved, but a small yet
            powerful part of me was disappointed. I realized that I wasn’t entirely sure, in Ana’s words, what I was “really into.” I
            think I rather wanted her to tell me. I wanted her, to borrow another phrase, to obligate me.
         

         
         She crossed her arms and smiled, like she, too, was both very relieved and a little disappointed. “Good.” Outside, the gunpowder
            bursts of fireworks were beginning, in anticipation of a new year.
         

         
         “I think we should hug though,” I said.

         
         “Yeah?” She looked uncertain.

         
         “Definitely,” I said.

         
         10, 9, 8. She scooched down the couch toward me. We shouted out the final numbers as they went. And then, in a snap, the calendar turned.
            She pulled me in for a hug. “Happy New Year,” she murmured into my shoulder.
         

         
         “Happy New Year,” I said and hugged her as tightly as I could.

         
         

         
            
               Allen hypothesized that humans’ severe stress was linked to their predisposition for loneliness. Their biology was suboptimal, although they—the little mammalian chauvinists—would never admit as much. They deployed the term “hive mind” as an insult, which, as Allen tried to remind himself, just came from a lack of awareness, perhaps even jealousy. He didn’t know how they lived with all that neuro-psychic isolation. Allen himself was never alone. The line between his own mind and that of his hive was porous. He had some privacy, of course; the hive couldn’t read his thoughts. But there was a level of mind below thought, closer to the elemental core of being, and this was where his consciousness was shared; this was where the feelings and the needs of the collective thrummed beneath his own, a net beneath the wire. Indeed, his earliest memories were not his own but his colony’s. 

               
               Allen had just hatched when their current queen’s predecessor died. It gave him chills to think about it even now—how in his
                  first moments of fresh consciousness, he had felt the aching weight of all her years as her pheromones flooded out of her,
                  foretelling the end of her reign and her life. He knew, then, what it was to be old and to die, even though he had only just
                  been born. In the vacuum their deceased leader left behind, Allen and everyone else in the colony fell into a kind of terrified
                  torpor, a listless dread and grief that Allen feared, in his larval naïveté, would go on forever. His newborn mind believed
                  this was just what it was like to be alive. But then, the next day, a new queen hatched. Allen’s whole being filled with calm
                  and renewal and relief. The new queen’s mind did, too. Her first memories were of the rest of her brethren, her subjects,
                  being so grateful that she was here, of overwhelming communal joy at her existence.
               

               
               Humans went to great lengths to re-create these kinds of experiences for themselves, though they always fell short. They tried to conjoin their consciousness with a mate, a child, even members of other Earthling species who they kept in their homes as companions. They ingested all sorts of substances and did all sorts of exercises that they took very seriously just for a glimpse of what Allen and his conspecifics took for granted: communion. The alternative—to have one’s consciousness walled off from the world, unwitnessed, unshared, unseen!—was almost too terrible to contemplate, though Allen contemplated it quite often. His poor humans; they broke his heart. No wonder they believed they were alone in the universe. They were alone all the time. 
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         Justin did stop for a break eventually, at a truck stop on the crisp edge of the California border. The gas pumps here were
            wreathed in mourning-black trash bags, all long since drained of fuel. A large cardboard sign in the window said: ALL ROAD
            AND TRAIL MAPS SOLD OUT DON’T ASK. Another read: NO CASH IN ATM DON’T SHOOT. I gnawed nervously at my thumbnail. I wanted
            to get out of there as soon as possible.
         

         
         “Last stop before we go out into the dirt roads,” Justin said. “So stock up on whatever you need now.” He rubbed his hands
            together with a Christmas morning smile. “I’m gonna run in and get my poison,” he said.
         

         
         “Poison?” I said, shakily.

         
         He held up an empty can of a watermelon-flavored energy drink emblazoned with howling wolves and a font I associated with
            professional wrestling. “My poison.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I said, exhaling. “Okay.”

         
         Justin winked. “Just so long as they’re not sold out of this, am I right? You want one?”
         

         
         “I’m okay.”

         
         “You sure? Sugar-free, twenty-three grams of protein, too.”

         
         This seemed both gross and impossible but also sort of intriguing. I hesitated long enough that Justin saw an opening. “I’m
            gonna get you one. Just to try it! Might surprise you.”
         

         
         I stretched my legs and, free from Justin’s judging eye, checked my phone for the news.

         
         The Signal had not changed since several hours prior but people’s reactions had escalated. The general panic seemed more frightening
            than the still-undefined crisis of the Signal itself. I learned that a man in Irvine was being held on assault charges after
            beating another shopper into a concussion over the last twelve-pack of toilet paper, that after widespread bank runs the FDIC
            had put a temporary halt on all customer withdrawals, and that, about one hour after my departure from Las Vegas, the Nevada
            Gaming Commission had suspended gambling throughout the state. This last piece of news frightened me most of all: No one left
            money on the table unless things were serious.
         

         
         I was lucky to learn any of this because, simultaneous to these events, a major North American cell service provider had gone
            offline and was struggling to get its towers operational again. NSA, the FAA, the FTC, the whole alphabet soup of official
            statements maintained that all of these events—the cell tower failure, the satellite interference concerns, the Signal—were
            totally unrelated and had unremarkable explanations, like a software glitch or an anomalous radio burst. That or, of course,
            Chinese government hackers. But either way, nothing to worry about.
         

         
         “The right answer isn’t always going to be the sexiest answer,” a telecom expert told The New York Times, in an attempt to counter conspiracy.
         

         
         But people were obviously worried. How could they not be? I was fucking worried. I had seen the gas lines. I had seen the
            ATM runs. And still, no one could give a straight answer—sexy or otherwise—about what was going on. I checked, once again,
            the betting markets: Sentient or rogue AI was now firmly in the lead—“This is doomsday,” a prominent VC said on X. “Autonomy
            wins. Sayonara humanity.”—right ahead of cyberterrorism, something called “premature solar death” and, last but not least,
            aliens.
         

         
         In spite of myself, I sifted through everything to get to the aliens, anyone debunking and anyone supporting. I wanted to see the debate I’d had internally my whole life between skepticism and belief played out by others, taken seriously. (Semi-seriously, at least. People were still mostly making jokes about it.) 

         
         I flipped to my texts. I had told my sister only that I was “okay,” which had not satisfied her: ALEX, CALL ME, she’d written back. I dreaded explaining where I was, why I was here. But I couldn’t keep her this worried.
         

         
         I walked across the deserted lot. Near the entrance, a teenage boy with a staff badge and softly cratered cheeks was looking
            at his phone. “Excuse me,” I said. “Do you have a bathroom?”
         

         
         He turned to look at me with an air of such pure, uncut boredom that it seemed impossible to imagine we were on the verge
            of apocalypse. This reaction is, I’ve discovered, more common than people assume. There is a vast silent majority of indifference.
            Even I, anxious to my core, can understand this. These days, things both awful and extraordinary seemed to happen all the
            time, and most people didn’t give a shit. They panicked momentarily, then reset, living evidence of humanity’s most ambiguous
            blessing: our ability to get used to anything. Seen through this lens, the Signal was a blip, another black swan event in
            a world full of them. Even if it was aliens or the Rapture, that would matter only briefly and in the long run not make much
            of a difference at all.
         

         
         “Yeah,” the boy said. “We do.”

         
         I waited for more information, but none was forthcoming.

         
         “Where is it?” I asked.

         
         “It’s inside.”

         
         “Awesome, thanks.”

         
         “But it’s out of order.”

         
         “Oh.”

         
         He nodded. “Yeah. Sucks.”

         
         “Is there anywhere near here with a bathroom?”

         
         He looked down at his phone, then back up at me, as though he’d just Googled the answer. Then he pointed out and around toward the other side of the building, where it backed up into the desert. “Just go back there, man. It’s fine.” 

         
         I hid myself as best I could behind a dumpster. The air was warm, the scrubby mountains gold. After peeing, I lingered for
            a moment as I texted Claire: Sorry, I’ll call in a sec. Had to go to California.

         
         My phone rang immediately. I tried to answer as casually as I could.

         
         “Hello?”

         
         “You’re in California?”

         
         “Well, almost.”

         
         “Where are you exactly?”

         
         “The Nevada border.” I looked out at the honeyed light of the afternoon sun on the mountains, the promise of dirt roads ahead.
            “I flew into Las Vegas.”
         

         
         “Vegas? Are you kidding me?”

         
         “I’m not here partying, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

         
         “Please, I would never think that.”

         
         “Okay, ouch.”

         
         “Just tell me this isn’t for work.”

         
         “Claire, stop.”

         
         “Because the way they treated you . . .”

         
         “It’s not for work,” I said.

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Really.”

         
         “So, you just decided to fly across the country, in the middle of a crisis, for fun?”

         
         “Well, it didn’t seem like quite as big of a crisis when I left,” I said. “And I don’t know if this is ‘for fun’ per se.”

         
         “See, the way you said that makes me think it is for work.”
         

         
         “It isn’t.”

         
         “Because if it is, you know I’ll tell you to quit.”

         
         “It’s not for work.” I hesitated. “I’m visiting Ana.”

         
         “Ana Pincer? Ana Ana?”
         

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         A pause. “Wow.”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “When did you guys plan this?”

         
         “We didn’t really.” I gnawed at my lip. “It was kind of impulsive. I only booked my flight last night.”

         
         “After we talked?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “Well, fuck, Alex, now I feel even worse.”

         
         “Claire, don’t feel bad, please. I would have done it anyway.”

         
         “You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”

         
         “I’m not.” I wasn’t. Well, I had said it to make her feel better, initially. But as soon as I had uttered the words I knew
            that it was true. This was always the choice I was going to make.
         

         
         “How are you getting there?” Claire asked. “Are you driving?” She said driving with the same skepticism Ana had.
         

         
         “Yes,” I said defensively.

         
         “You are driving.”
         

         
         “Well, not exactly.”

         
         “Then how are you getting there?”

         
         I didn’t really want to tell her I was, in essence, hitchhiking, but I felt I had no choice. “I’m driving with someone. They
            were out of rental cars at the airport, so I had to hitch a ride with this guy out to the desert, and he is sort of a Christian
            survivalist, but he’s weirdly nice, actually, and . . . Jesus, Claire, are you crying?”
         

         
         “I know you said it wasn’t my fault but that conversation in the car,” she said, her voice teary. “I shouldn’t have said all
            of that.”
         

         
         “Stop.”

         
         “I feel like I pushed you into this.”

         
         “Seriously, stop it.”

         
         “I know but . . .”

         
         “You’re pulling a Mom.”

         
         Her crying pulled up short, with an abrupt sniffle.

         
         “Sorry,” I said. “That was harsh.”

         
         “No, it’s okay.”

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         “Don’t apologize,” Claire said. “You’re right. I’ll stop.” Her voice softened. “How’s Ana been doing?”

         
         It is a testament to Claire that she shifted so quickly into acceptance. She asked what we were going to do together. She
            didn’t flinch when I said Ana was leading an experiencer retreat. She didn’t try to convince me to come back home or tell
            me what I was doing was stupid. Our brothers would have done that. I am positive our parents would have. But despite my accusations,
            my sister was not like our mom or dad or other siblings or even like me. She did not try to bend the people she loved to her
            own preferences. She might put up a fight at first, but ultimately, she could accept defeat, accept that reality was other
            than what she wished it would be. She was better adjusted than any of us.
         

         
         “It always made me really sad,” she said. “That you two stopped talking.”

         
         “It did?”

         
         “Of course,” Claire said. “I could never tell if something happened or if you guys just grew apart.”

         
         I ground the dust of the parking lot beneath the toe of my shoe. “Both,” I said, though the passive phrasing—grew apart, something happened—obscured my own responsibility in the event, a responsibility I was not keen to claim.
         

         
         “Just for the record I’m still pissed at you,” she said. “But I’m happy you’ll be together.”

         
         “Even if you thought we were lying?”

         
         I was joking, but she did not take it that way. When she finally spoke it was softly, sadly:

         
         “She was your best friend,” Claire said. “I never thought you were lying about that.”

         
         

         Justin leapt into the car clutching four enormous silver cans.

         
         “You ready to hit the road?” He passed one of the cans to me.

         
         “Oh, no, I’m okay.”

         
         “It’s for you! I already had one. These are just my spares.”

         
         “Thanks.” I placed it in my cup holder.

         
         Justin raised his eyebrows. “Need the verdict before we can get going,” he said.

         
         I took a tentative sip. It was delicious. “It’s so good,” I said. I drank again. It tasted precisely like a liquified watermelon
            hard candy. I checked the nutrition facts again. “There’s no sugar in this?”
         

         
         Justin shook his head.

         
         “How do they get it so sweet?”

         
         “I don’t know,” Justin said. “That’s the poison.”

         
         He flipped the radio on but unlike earlier, he did not jump around. He stayed on the Christian station he’d settled on before.
            It was not talk anymore but praise music, a song with triumphal chords and looping lyrics: It may look like I’m surrounded / But I’m surrounded by you. We approached the edge of the Mojave. I could see the smudges of thunderclouds and rainstorms sweeping across the landscape,
            like herds of great, gray animals in the distance.
         

         
         “Monsoon season,” Justin said. “Got to be careful out here, the floods will kill you quicker than you can see ’em coming.”

         
         I took my phone out to check the weather. I thought Justin would yell at me for relying on my phone instead of my heart. But
            he looked worried, for the first time on our whole drive. “Those satellites are down, too,” he said. “Only forecast we got
            is what we can see.”
         

         
         I leaned out the window and gazed up at the hard blue sky, trying to sense the weather that was coming. I imagined seeing our car from above, from the perspective of whatever was pulsing out the Signal, be it a satellite weapon or agent of Satan or aliens or only my own rolling fear. 

         
         

         The dirt roads Justin followed were almost invisible to me. They must have been truly invisible to everyone else, the “mindless
            mappers” as he called them—we didn’t see a single other car the entire time. I kept my eye on the horizon, scanning for monsoons.
            Justin was uncharacteristically quiet.
         

         
         Outside, the Martian expanse of the desert stretched onward, outward. The moon loomed, half-full, visible in the daytime.
            I had avoided this part of the world for fear of stirring up memories, but now that I was here I saw how misguided that had
            been. The desert stirred up nothing but itself for me. It had a wild blankness to it that seemed to blot out the past and
            the future. An eternal now. I loved it.
         

         
         Is this what being in space is like? I wondered. I’d had a debate once with an ex-boyfriend, Perry—my only serious ex-boyfriend—about my suitability for space
            travel. Not so much a debate as an argument. It was toward the end of our relationship. The two of us had initially bonded
            over our shared past as high school debaters, but that initial spark was to be our downfall as a couple. We debated a bit
            too much, played the devil’s advocate with each other over anything, everything. Which was to say: We fought. In the beginning,
            it was very playful, foreplay almost. But then at some point it turned, and we were falling asleep with chilly backs to each
            other over an argument about, for example, free will. Toward the end, we could find enmity over anything.
         

         
         That night, we were over at a friend’s place for dinner and the conversation turned to space travel and whether, if given
            the opportunity, we would go into orbit as tourists.
         

         
         “I would never do that,” Perry said.

         
         “Never is a strong word,” I said, needling.

         
         “I mean it strongly,” Perry said, with a glower. “It’s so wasteful.”

         
         Our friend giggled. “Well, be that as it may, if Jeff Bezos offered me a seat for free? I would go,” she said. “I think it’d
            be fun.”
         

         
         Perry patted my thigh. “Alex wouldn’t go.” I had told him about my childhood in the broadest, most dismissive strokes, barely
            mentioning Ana, framing the whole thing as a detour into humiliation that I preferred not to talk about. Perry assumed this
            attitude concealed a well of trauma; I could not speak about it because it was all too unspeakable. In fact, it concealed
            the inverse: Bringing up my childhood triggered a nostalgia so fierce that I was frightened to indulge it.
         

         
         “Yes, I would,” I snapped.

         
         Perry burst out laughing. “You couldn’t go on the Cyclone at Coney Island.”

         
         “So?”

         
         “So I doubt you’d enjoy a rocket.”

         
         I sniffed that my stomach could handle it for the sake of the mission.

         
         “What mission?” Perry asked. “A billionaire’s dick-measuring contest?”

         
         “No, like . . . exploration. Science.”

         
         Perry drained his wine. “Science. That’s what they want you to think.”

         
         “Would you just go into orbit,” our friend asked, “or further?”

         
         “I’d go wherever,” I said. Mostly I wanted to get out of that room.

         
         “Mars? That’s like four years round trip.”

         
         “Yes,” I said. The answer came out so quickly that it surprised even me. Perry looked surprised, too.

         
         “Really?” he asked.

         
         I cleared my throat and tried to couch it, to make the response seem less instinctive and more rational. “It would be such an incredible opportunity. Plus, four years isn’t that long in the grand scheme of things.” 

         
         Perry let out a snort. “So, I guess I should take your name off the lease?”

         
         “We’re just talking,” I said. “This isn’t real.”

         
         “What am I supposed to be doing for those four years?”

         
         “I don’t know, what if you came with me?”

         
         “I wouldn’t.”

         
         “Okay,” I said. “Then I don’t know.”

         
         Our friend tried to intervene with an off ramp of an after-dinner cocktail, but it was too late. We were caught up in the
            current of our own animosity.
         

         
         “If four years doesn’t seem so long,” Perry said, “what about ten? Or twenty?”

         
         “If we’re speaking hypothetically,” I said, “yes. I’d still go.”

         
         Perry crossed his arms. “What about forever? What if you could go to space but if you did, you’d never come back to Earth?
            Would you still do it?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Really?” He looked furious. “You’d really do that? You’d leave Earth and never come back?”

         
         I paused as though I were deliberating, trapped in my usual waffling and indecision. But instead, I was struck with an atypical bolt of certainty. Staring into his angry eyes, I could have answered right away without regret or hesitation. I imagined the rumble of the rocket as I rose, the moment when the ship crossed the hazy band of the upper atmosphere, drifting into the glinting dark, past the moon, past Mars, the eye of Jupiter, the rings of Saturn, the blue orbs of Neptune and Uranus, past Pluto, past the Kuiper Belt, through the deafening roar at the edge of the solar system, into the heliopause and then out, out into interstellar space, with the twin Voyager probes and their matching golden records, hurtling outward forever to the edge of the galaxy, the universe, everything, never to return. I imagined Allen waiting there to receive me. And Ana. I could not leave the planet without her, even in my mind’s eye. 

         
         I turned to the boyfriend I’d once thought I’d be with forever and now knew I’d soon leave. “Yes,” I said, in a tone intended
            to wound. “I’d still go.”
         

         
         Staring out at the desert, I decided I’d been contrarian but, ultimately, correct. If this was what space was like, flying
            out into the unknown in a quiet tin can, watching the sky, I decided I did have the capacity to go to space. Thinking about
            it now, I felt less of the blazing clarity I had when I’d been asked about it in that apartment with Perry. But if circumstances
            demanded? If Ana could come with me? I would do it. I would go.
         

         
         

         
            
               Because humans were not hive creatures, Allen found many of their experiences very challenging to relate to. Bob said it was important that he try, but there were some things Allen still struggled with. Family, for example. That was a toughie. The choosing of a mate, the lifelong connections to one’s littermates and offspring. These all troubled him. They implied not just a different form of reproduction or societal organization but an orientation toward one’s inner life and outer reality that was so totally different from Allen’s own as to border on the unimaginable. He knew he was not alone in this struggle. Many of his colleagues could describe these ideas intellectually but failed to really grasp them, intuitively. 

               
               “So is the mother like their queen?” one of Allen’s fellow students had asked back in school.

               
               “No, no. It’s more like . . .” Their professor paused. “Like their hatchery attendant.”

               
               Now that Allen was of breeding age, he knew this analogy was incorrect. He had to come here to the hatchery on a quarterly
                  basis, to contribute his fertilizations. He never found in the attendants there any of the warmth or drama that humans seemed
                  to find in their mothers. Perhaps there was something of the duty that humans felt toward the other humans who reared them.
                  But it was a requirement devoid of emotional intensity. He signed in and settled into his chair in the extraction room. His
                  involvement in the colony’s reproductive cycle was, like the rest of his life, prescribed by others, constrained by his caste,
                  determined by the needs of the collective. The hatchery attendant on duty approached.
               

               
               “Hey, Connie,” he said.

               
               “Hey, Allen. How have you been?”

               
               “Fine.”

               
               “You’re cutting it close with this visit.”

               
               “It’s been really busy at the Institute.”

               
               “Uh-huh,” she said, sliding the long needle into his abdomen. “Little pinch now.”

               
               Allen winced.

               
               “If you came earlier in your cycle, it wouldn’t be so uncomfortable,” she said. “Putting it off just makes it worse.”

               
               Allen reminded her that he had a mission coming up. That’s why his timing was off.

               
               “Ah, that’s right. The big one. Well, just think of this as a little enforced break then. Try to relax.”

               
               Connie left. Allen shifted in the reclining chair, trying to lessen the pressure on his thorax. On the wall across from him,
                  a looping informational video ran, soothing instrumentals over images of wriggling larvae and watchful hatchery workers and
                  long rows of shimmering, green nursery crops. He shut his compound eyes and tried to imagine himself into a family.
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         Long before we stopped speaking, Ana and I began to lose touch. That ninth-grade trip to LA was something of a last hurrah.
            We talked on the phone still, but the pace slowed. A planned trip for her and Cyndie to New York never materialized. The phone
            calls slowed even more. Ana and I both grew “busy” in ways we kept vague to the other person. I was getting more into debate
            and the long, pressurized ramp-up to applying to college. Ana had been doing who knew what. Then, finally, she called me one
            day and revealed that they had been shooting and pitching their reality show and that it had been picked up by a cable network.
            I wasn’t surprised. This was the height of the Osbournes, the cradle of the Kardashians. Reality TV was hungry for famous
            families. Why not Ana and Cyndie? Why not Pincer Paranormal?
         

         
         The credit sequence showed the two of them standing back-to-back, arms crossed, blond hair in identical blowouts, as mist
            and spotlights swirled. Headlines about The Palm Springs Abduction™ floated above them in ghostly sepia. My bandaged face
            as a six-year-old drifted by, then vanished. But you couldn’t read my name. The voiceover didn’t mention me, either. It was
            all about Cyndie and Ana: a mother and daughter, torn apart and brought back together for a purpose, for the pursuit of truth, for . . . Pincer Paranormal.

         
         I was shocked at how much the tagline annoyed me. “It’s not real investigating,” I muttered.

         
         “No shit,” Jake said. “It’s fucking Paris Hilton: Ghost Hunter.” He was watching the episode beside me, hand wrist-deep into a box of crackers. He had broken up with his girlfriend, with
            whom he’d been living in Brooklyn Heights, and moved back home. “Broken up with” is a little misleading; he’d cheated on her
            and she’d thrown him out. I looked sidelong at Jake swigging his third sad beer.
         

         
         The pilot began; it was an investigation into a series of Sasquatch sightings in Washington State. It opened with time-lapse
            footage of clouds pouring in thick mists of liquid around the treetops of a temperate rainforest. (Allen’s favorite place, I thought. Somewhere cool and wet, somewhere nothing like home.) Then Ana and Cyndie appeared in matching pink neon raincoats, walking in slow motion beneath a bright gray sky. On the screen
            below them was a string of identifying text, just in case anyone didn’t know who they were watching: ANA AND CYNDIE PINCER,
            it read. SURVIVORS OF THE PALM SPRINGS ABDUCTION. This, too, bothered me.
         

         
         “Why?” Jake asked. “Because you feel left out?”

         
         “Well, no,” I said, though that was part of it. I couldn’t explain the whole backstory to Jake, but it felt like the final
            collapse of Cyndie and Ana into a single unit. Nothing Ana’s alone. Everything shared, even her disappearance.
         

         
         “I think it’s accurate,” Jake said, pressing his hand to his heart. “The families suffered, too.” He popped a cracker into
            his mouth. “You know, I hate to say it, but Ana looks hot.”
         

         
         “Ew.” Jake was twenty-seven at the time. Ana and I were sixteen.

         
         “Trust me,” Jake said. “I don’t like it any more than you do.”

         
         I told Jake and everyone else that I didn’t like the show. But I secretly recorded it, filling up our family DVR and then bingeing it alone in the middle of the night. Ana was in fact done up to look “hot” on the show and the producers played up her desirability, even though she was still a minor. In one episode about cattle mutilation, a rancher calls her jailbait and then, after he motions for Ana to follow him over a fence, hoists her up without asking if she needs help, his hands gripped tightly around her bare midriff. Midair, Ana tries to pull her shirt down. Her dark-rimmed eyes flash back toward her mother. But Cyndie is looking down at her shoe, which, in the editing anyway, has picked just that moment to squelch into a pile of manure. 

         
         Even though I’d been grossed out at my brother’s comment, I also felt intensely and bizarrely jealous of Ana. Both because
            I wanted to protect her from the attentions of older men and because I yearned for the attention of older men myself.
         

         
         Cyndie and Ana came to New York a little while after the show premiered. Ana didn’t tell me she was in town until the day
            before they were leaving. It had been almost two years since the trip where we hitchhiked down Sunset Boulevard. We hadn’t
            seen each other since. Now, we were sixteen and very different, distant from the selves we were back then.
         

         
         “Sorry, Allen was supposed to call you,” she said, twirling a soggy fry through streaks of ketchup. We were at the diner by
            my apartment building.
         

         
         “Guess he must have forgotten,” I said. I watched her bring the fry toward her mouth, take a small bite, then put it back
            down and ask for more coffee. The waiter smiled at her warmly. Everyone did. Pretty as a peony. But her prettiness had shifted
            in some indefinable way. She looked sharper than normal, like all her features had been filed to a point.
         

         
         “Aren’t you hungry?” I asked.

         
         “No. How’s school?”

         
         She sounded like an adult, asking a little kid about their life. How’s school? Do you have any friends? What’s your favorite class, sweetie? She made me feel like one, too. Gone was the camaraderie of Lily’s party. She had mentioned another party that she “had to go to” later that night and had not invited me to, as though making the party sound like an obligation would soften the blow. In fact, I felt like the obligation. I felt like I was something for her to get through. 

         
         “It’s fine,” I said. “Everyone’s freaking out about the SATs, but other than that it’s okay.”

         
         “Wow, yeah, that’s right. The SATs.” She spoke the letters of the test in slow, spaced-out wonder—The S . . . A . . . Ts—as though it were some novel and exotic term she had heard tell of but never spoken aloud herself. But I guess it was exotic
            to her, even though I couldn’t conceive of not thinking about it on an almost hourly basis.
         

         
         “How’s the TV show?”

         
         “Oh, it’s good, I guess. They want to renew it.”

         
         “That’s great,” I said.

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “Is it not great?”

         
         “No, it is,” she said. “I mean, big picture, it’s good.”

         
         “You could always quit.”

         
         To which she gave the reply she always did: “I can’t.”

         
         “But why not?”

         
         She sighed and said it was too complicated to get into. We fell into another uncomfortable lull. In my experience, the less
            you talk to someone the less you have to talk about. I gazed at Ana across the black Formica table and tried to think of what
            I might ask her about if I were talking to her as a stranger. The show, though it seemed a sore subject. But maybe the actual
            content of the episodes was not.
         

         
         “What happened with that family in Washington?” I asked.

         
         “The Sasquatch one?” That was the episode I’d seen with Jake.

         
         I clarified that I had meant not the state but Washington, DC. “The past life thing.”

         
         “Oh, right. Those people.”

         
         This episode had been, if not my favorite, the one that had stuck with me the most. From what I’d seen, the tone of Pincer Paranormal was typically pretty goofy and misogynistic. It was in spirit, as Jake had said, Paris Hilton: Ghost Hunter. Look at these hot blonds out of their depth. It played up Cyndie’s squeals and Ana’s eye rolls, ditzy mom and spoiled daughter.
            The cases were merely different backdrops against which they could play out this dynamic. Cyndie would ask a stupid question
            (“I thought Sasquatch was in Scotland?” “No, Cyndie, you’re thinking of the Loch Ness monster”) and Ana would balk at something
            seemingly “beneath her” (“You are dreaming if you think I’m going to climb that tree”). The people claiming contact with,
            say, poltergeists ironically seemed more grounded: Can you believe it? their expressions implied. At least we’re not as bad as these idiots. I hated that the show made Ana and Cyndie look that way. I hated that Ana put up with it.
         

         
         But the episode in DC had been different, less silly and more disturbing. It followed a biracial family in which the four-year-old daughter seemed to be recalling a past life as an enslaved woman in South Carolina. The details she conjured up—of punishment, of terror—were vivid and specific. She would wake screaming from nightmares, recounting names of places and people her parents had never mentioned in her presence, facts about the details of daily life in the early nineteenth century that would have been obscure for even the most devoted historian. “For God’s sake,” the father said, almost shaking with terror. “She doesn’t even know how to read.” But the father, who was Black, did not talk very much in the episode, whether by his own choice or not. It was the white mother who was the most enthusiastic about discussing her daughter’s condition. She seemed to view it as a kind of gift—she talked about their daughter’s “connection to her ancestors” with a beatific gleam in her eye. But the most haunting thing about the episode was that they never showed the daughter’s face; a title card at the beginning said it was because her parents wished to preserve her privacy. And yet the effect it had was to make the faceless glimpses of the girl, as she described the horrors of slavery, all the more frightening. It made it feel like, if she turned to face the camera, a long-dead woman would have been staring back at us, instead of a small child. 

         
         “Oh. Those people.” Ana sighed. “Right. Sorry, they all kind of blend together.”

         
         “What was really going on there?”

         
         “What do you mean? Like versus what they showed in the episode? Because that mom was a fucking piece of work. They’ll be divorced
            within the year, I guarantee it.”
         

         
         “No, I meant, was that girl describing a real woman? Or was it just, like, a confabulation?”

         
         She laughed. “Confabulation. You really are studying for the SATs, huh?”
         

         
         “It’s the right word,” I said.

         
         “Not if I don’t know what it means.”

         
         I had learned it two weeks earlier in reading something for debate and could not stop thinking about it. It had felt uncannily
            resonant with our abduction story. But did I understand it well enough to define it? “It’s like a story someone tells when
            they can’t remember, or if something is too traumatic to remember, only they don’t even realize that they’re lying. An honest
            lie is what this book called it.”
         

         
         “That sounds like a contradiction,” she said.

         
         “It’s not.”

         
         She shrugged.

         
         “Maybe that’s what was going on with that girl, though,” I said. “You could have asked her.”

         
         “I’m not going to use confabulation on set. My producers are already always telling me to use simpler words.”
         

         
         “No more vocab games, I guess.”

         
         She looked briefly confused as though she’d forgotten what that was, then giggled, as if she were recalling something from distant childhood, even though it did not feel that distant to me. “No,” she said. “Definitely not.” 

         
         “Well, regardless, I just wondered if you thought that little girl was telling the truth.”

         
         “Oh my God, Alex, you’re taking this so seriously!”

         
         “It is serious!”

         
         “Have you seen the show? It’s not. We’re not out there like CSI forensic psychologists or something. None of it’s real. It doesn’t matter.”
         

         
         Yes, it does, I thought. I looked across the table and saw someone I loved but wasn’t sure I liked anymore. She didn’t care about the truth
            at all. And yet she’d gone and made a career out of pretending to seek it, then pretended again that none of it mattered.
            But she knew that wasn’t true. She and I knew more than anyone, I thought, that what story a child told on TV could matter
            a great deal. It could matter for the rest of their lives.
         

         
         If Las Vegas was when I really began to doubt our story, I remember this evening at the diner as when I decided to stop believing
            altogether. I decided that we had confabulated, although to cover what, I did not know. Honest or not, we had lied, about
            everything. And our friendship had come to seem like the biggest lie of all.
         

         
         

         Ana and I might have simply drifted apart, with no direct confrontation. But then, in the late autumn of 2008, twin crises
            rocked the Whitman family: Our father lost his job and our mother lost her life, though they occurred, technically, in the
            inverse order. My mother died of pancreatic cancer. She was not sick for very long, which was both a blessing and a curse.
            She suffered less, but we had less time. She died a month and a half after her diagnosis, on December 1, 2008. My father got
            laid off two days after that.
         

         
         The timing was heartless, but not personal. It was the height of the financial crisis and the investment bank he’d worked at for twenty-five years, the one that had been so concerned about the threat my disappearance posed to its sterling, storied reputation, had collapsed in an astonishing and spectacular fashion, putting into perspective which actions certain institutions considered embarrassing (claims of alien abduction) and which other things (over-leveraged complicity in a global economic collapse) they did not. 

         
         It was bad timing for many, many people, but especially for my father. He’d been on the verge of retirement, and now the money
            he’d planned to retire on, tied up as it was in the now-worthless holdings of his liquidated employer, was mostly gone. He
            was not completely insolvent. He had the apartment—our childhood home, which he would now need to sell—and a small inheritance
            from his own parents, which, given the market at that moment, wasn’t what it had been. None of it was enough to sustain the
            life he’d been living for the last thirty-some-odd years, not by a long shot. He would not retire as he’d imagined he would,
            in style, but rather as most people do, on a knife’s edge of tightly budgeted dignity. Suddenly I, with my stash of money
            from the toothpaste commercial and childhood sitcom appearance and various other endorsements and speaking fees, became the
            most solvent member of our small household at the age of seventeen.
         

         
         My father insisted that I give him none of that money. “Use it for school,” he barked, when I offered to help him. “That’s
            what your mother and I always wanted.” I resolved to use it not just to go to college but to go to the right kind of college,
            then to law school, to replicate the kind of life that he and our family had lost in one fell swoop. I would regain the staid
            stability I had always taken for granted.
         

         
         I scheduled a meeting with my college counselor that week. I had been given leave from school but I didn’t care. I was flush with grief and ambition. The counselor’s name was Mrs. Cuntley, poor woman. It always seemed a testament to the power of love or patriarchy that she took that name by choice, especially as someone who worked directly with high schoolers. But she must have found a way to make the best of it—she had been the college counselor when Jake and Art were there, too. 

         
         I told her I wanted to expand my list of schools and rattled off the ones I planned to include. She looked at my file and
            smiled neutrally. She had a thick velvet headband on, like a five-year-old at Christmas, even though she was nearing seventy.
         

         
         “You’ve got a great profile for a lot of schools,” she said. “But those might be a bit too much of a reach.”

         
         “Well, I thought I could change my essay,” I said. “I wanted to write about my mother.”

         
         “I was so sorry to hear about her passing,” Mrs. Cuntley said.

         
         Everyone was so sorry. I was in the stage of grief where I never wanted to hear anyone say sorry again. “Thanks,” I said,
            through gritted teeth.
         

         
         “Are you applying premed?” she asked.

         
         “No?”

         
         She waved her hand, dismissing her own idea. “Even if you were, I might advise against it,” she said. “Again, these schools
            you’re talking about need an edge. If it’s going to be worth it to you to redo your essay, you need a topic that is unique
            to you. And, as crass as this sounds, the loss of a parent is a little common.”
         

         
         I wanted to flip the desk. “Okay.”

         
         She cocked her head and squinted at me. “You had something interesting happen to you as a child, didn’t you?”

         
         I had very purposefully not brought this up in our previous meetings.

         
         The squint narrowed further. “The aliens,” she said.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         The squint gave way to a smile. She leaned back in relief. “That’s right! Oh, that’s perfect,” she said. “Find a way to write about that!”
         

         
         I asked her if she honestly thought this would help, since a minute before she’d seemed so down on my prospects.

         
         “I can’t guarantee it’s enough, of course. But you’ll certainly stand out. It’s a very unique angle. A phenomenal hook for an essay.”
         

         
         Hook, angle. She sounded like Cyndie. Maybe that was okay, though. I was feeling raw and ruthless. My previous reservations about cynically
            using our childhood story no longer seemed worth heeding. I was angry. What was the point of being noble now, when so much
            was going wrong? Why not scavenge what I could from the wreckage and use it to propel my escape?
         

         
         I searched for a prompt that would contain the story. Overcoming difficulty? A stretch. Meaningful identity? Not quite. I scanned the list until I settled on:
         

         
         Reflect on a time when you got something wrong.

         
         

         My siblings had been staying over intermittently since my mom went into the hospital and were now sleeping in the apartment
            the night before the shiva. I don’t know why they decided to do that; they all lived in the city. Jake was single, but Claire
            was engaged and Art was married. They were adults—around thirty. They’d regressed, however, with our mother’s death, to earlier,
            more teenaged versions of themselves, and I think it was this that let them see me, their actual teenage sibling, as a peer
            for the first time. We were close, at last, in the way I’d always wanted. We passed the days as a unified front, taking turns
            calling credit card companies, phone companies, lawyers, going grocery shopping, cooking, making sure our dad was eating the
            groceries we had bought and the things we had cooked, cleaning the apartment, making the apartment messy, giving up on cleaning
            the apartment, watching bad movies, staying up late. The hours stretched. Life took on a strange intensity.
         

         
         “Was it like this when I was missing?” I asked Claire one night. I had stayed home from school; we had spent the day with our dad picking out urns. We had just ushered him to bed and now lay toe to toe on the long living room couch. “Everyone banding together?” 

         
         “No, the opposite, actually.” The memory seemed to settle over her physically, like a heavy coat. “That was awful. I mean,
            this is awful. Obviously. But that was different.”
         

         
         “Guess I didn’t miss anything,” I said.

         
         Claire shook her head. Her eyes were unfocused, screening a private film reel of the past. “God, I wanted to kill Jake.”

         
         “Even after I came back?”

         
         “No. Well, yes. It took a while.”

         
         “For him, too, I bet.”

         
         Claire exhaled a sharp shadow of a laugh. “Yeah, I think that’s still in process.” She stared at me, eyes roaming my face.
            “He was the baby before you,” she said. “I forget it sometimes. But that’s still who he is.”
         

         
         I had never thought of Jake like that. That was how I saw him as he wobbled into the kitchen the night before the shiva: a
            little brother, a little sad, a little beer-soaked, the baby before me. I was the same age now as he had been when I went
            missing. Wasn’t that strange? He had been applying to college, too.
         

         
         “What are you working on?” he asked.

         
         “I’m just reading over my common app essay.”

         
         “I thought you were finished with that. Didn’t Ol’ Cuntley force you to have those in weeks ago?”

         
         “I changed it.”

         
         “To what? You writing about Mom? Dad losing his job?” He took a sip of beer. “Great timing for admissions season. Lots of
            hardship to overcome.”
         

         
         I looked down at the counter. I hadn’t discussed my essay with anyone other than Mrs. Cuntley. I didn’t really want to. But
            if I was going to tell anyone, I thought, it seemed right that it should be Jake. “I’m writing about what happened to me and
            Ana,” I said.
         

         
         I braced for anger, but he just laughed. “That’s what I wrote about, too.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “She always wants everyone to have their ‘thing,’ right? And I didn’t really have one. My essay ended up being about pigeons
            and like, how cool it was to be from New York City. Something stupid like that. But then. Then.” He took another sip of beer. “Everything happened. And she made me write a follow-up essay, sort of a letter, just
            about your disappearance. She thought I should get ahead of the fact that half the country probably thought I’d tried to murder
            you. She put it in a more Cuntley way than that, blah blah blah ‘challenge misconceptions.’ But you get the idea. So in a
            way, I guess your ‘thing’ was my thing, too. God, I wonder where that is. I’d let you see it if I could find it. I remember
            being kind of proud of it.”
         

         
         I don’t know what possessed me to show Jake the essay. Maybe it was as simple as guilt. Your thing was my thing, too. I didn’t want this to be anyone’s thing, not mine, not his, not Ana’s. I wanted to erase it for all of us. I felt responsible
            for the way my life had derailed his. I wanted Jake to know, after all of his pleading with me as a child to just tell the
            goddamn truth, to stop telling this ridiculous story about aliens, that I had finally come to doubt it myself. I wanted him
            to love me, and I thought if I told him that he was right, he really would.
         

         
         I watched Jake read. He smiled. “You’re a good writer,” he said.

         
         “Thanks,” I said, buzzing with pride and brotherly connection.

         
         He kept reading, then appeared to jump back to the beginning and start to read it again. His brow furrowed. He looked up.
            “Who’s Allen?”
         

         
         

         It wasn’t until Allen’s name passed Jake’s lips that I realized the depth of my betrayal. I was cruel to Ana in the essay. I talked about her show, how it was a sham, purporting to look for the truth but existing only to “bolster her personal fiction.” I wasn’t proud of that. But for whatever awful things I said about Ana’s TV show, I knew that mentioning Allen in the essay was the deeper breach of trust. She might have exploited our story for profit, but as far as I knew, she’d never used Allen. From the second of his creation, he was a secret shibboleth, something for me and Ana alone. I had violated that, now and forever. 

         
         I tried to convince myself that Ana wouldn’t care. I was semi-successful at this self-deception. I was aided by the myopia
            of grief and all its lopsided moral equivalencies. (What did it matter if I told people about our imaginary friend? My mother was dead.) But still, I couldn’t sleep that night, and the next morning I confronted Jake in a rushed cascade:
         

         
         “Hey, just, uh, that thing I showed you last night, could you not tell anyone about that? Because I probably shouldn’t have
            shown it to you, and I just would really appreciate it if you didn’t talk about it with other people.”
         

         
         “Your college essay about the imaginary alien? That’s private?”

         
         I whipped my head around to make sure no one else was listening. “Yes,” I hissed. The essay did not posit that we lied, exactly,
            but that we confabulated to conceal some event too awful to comprehend. Ana, I went on to say, had clung to this fiction,
            while I had courageously cast it aside in the name of truth. (I used this as a lead-in to why I wanted to major in history,
            “to find the real stories beneath the nation’s narrative.” Cuntley loved that pivot.) I did not have a “real story” to explain
            what had happened to me. That was what Jake had always wanted me to confess. But I came closer to validating his position
            than I ever had. I was saying I wasn’t sure I’d been honest when I was a child. That was what he’d maintained all along.
         

         
         “People are going to ask what you wrote about. Are you just going to lie?”

         
         “Well.” I hadn’t thought about this. “No. But can you just keep the details of it between us?”

         
         Claire walked into the kitchen, hair askew, eyes red-rimmed. “Morning, guys.” She looked between Jake and me. “Everything
            okay?”
         

         
         Jake extended his hand. I did, too. We shook.

         
         “Yeah,” Jake said. “Everything’s great.”

         
         

         Despite how we had grown apart, I remember being glad that Ana was coming to the shiva. The two of us hadn’t spoken, in any
            real way, for almost a year, but that was okay. It felt meaningful that she would be there. This was when old friends mattered,
            wasn’t it? When things were bad? When you lost a parent? I don’t remember how I told her about the shiva—we never talked on
            the phone anymore—or if Claire had been the one to invite her and Cyndie. Regardless, I remember the relief I felt when they
            stepped in from the elevator, their cheeks pink from the raw cold outside.
         

         
         Cyndie took my father’s hand. “Phil, honey, I’m so, so sorry,” she said, pressing her other hand to her tanned chest. She looks so different, I thought, and then realized that it was the only time I had ever seen her wear black. Ana was in black, too. It made her
            look older. She took a tentative step toward me, then pulled me into a hug.
         

         
         Over her shoulder I watched the room reorganize around her and her mother’s arrival. This was the height of Pincer Paranormal, not that that height was ever so high. But they carried themselves like television stars, and Ana had the unmistakable aura of celebrity. She seemed aware at all times that she was being watched and yet behaved as though she was not. Everyone watching her pretended the same, that her presence had not affected them at all, even as they cheated their bodies slightly toward her, a pas de deux, between Ana and her public, of pretended indifference. At other times in my life, I might have felt jealous. But tonight, I had a similar heliotropic pull derived from my status as the bereaved, motherless boy. The eyes of the room, for once, tracked me as much as Ana, a useless comfort but a comfort nonetheless, at a time when I was short on anything to make me feel better about my life. People were finally taken with me, too, and all it took was my whole life falling apart. 

         
         “Hey, Ana.”

         
         It was Jake. He was already tipsy. He had basically been tipsy since our mother died. I hadn’t thought much about this until
            I saw him face-to-face with Ana. Now it seemed like pulling a pin from a grenade. He’s going to act out. He’s going to say something, I thought. He’s going to bring up the essay.

         
         I rushed to his side, a sheepdog nipping at his heels.

         
         “Jake, I was just going to show Ana around. She’s never been to the apartment. Isn’t that nuts?”

         
         “I’ve been here,” Ana murmured. “Remember? When we were ten?”

         
         “Oh, right.” I barely knew what I was saying. I just wanted to get her away from Jake.

         
         “Well, soak it in,” Jake said. “Before we have to sell it.”

         
         “Oh, no,” Ana said. “You’re selling? Why?”

         
         “Haven’t you heard?” Jake said. “The economy is collapsing.”

         
         Claire walked up and pulled Ana into a hug. “Thanks for coming,” she said.

         
         “Of course,” Ana said. “I’m so sorry.”

         
         “Thanks,” Claire said.

         
         “I keep expecting to see her, somehow.”

         
         “Yeah, us, too.”

         
         “Maybe you guys will see her,” Jake said, winking at Cyndie. “Since you’re ghost hunters now.”
         

         
         “Jake, that’s not funny,” Claire snapped. Ana giggled nervously.

         
         But Cyndie cooed, unbothered, eyes on the prize. “Always nice to meet a fan,” she said.

         
         

         I hurried Ana back to my room, hoping to keep her tucked away for as long as possible, drinking warm white wine, just to avoid further contact with Jake. She collapsed on my bed. 

         
         “It’s so nice here. Do you really think your dad will sell it?”

         
         “He was going to retire next year,” I said. “Only then he got fired and now all his stock is worthless. And my mom’s treatment
            was superexpensive.”
         

         
         “You could help him out. Toothpaste money.”

         
         I shook my head. “He wants me to use that for school.”

         
         “Yeah, but circumstances have changed.”

         
         I rubbed my temples. “I know, but it’s what he wants.”

         
         Ana looked dubious. We sipped our wine in silence. After a moment, she shook her head, laughing to herself. “God, I can’t
            believe Cyndie said that.”
         

         
         “Said what?” I asked.

         
         “About having another fan. She’s so fucking shameless.” She had fished a pack of American Spirits out of her bag, the same
            kind her mother had always smoked and which I recalled Ana once telling her mother were “deeply offensive.”
         

         
         “They’re owned by Native Americans,” Cyndie had said.

         
         “No, they’re not,” Ana had replied, in an indignant eighth grade whine. “They just want you to think that.”

         
         I pointed at the pack in Ana’s hands. “Are those your mom’s?” I asked.

         
         Ana looked down at them, as though she’d forgotten she was holding them. “Oh, uh-huh.” They weren’t. “God, do you remember
            that phone sex story that came out about her? She thought it was so cool. She wasn’t even embarrassed. She just said, ‘Whatever
            shit they give you, use it.’ I was six!” Ana laughed. “Isn’t that fucked up?”
         

         
         I didn’t want to listen to her complain about her mother when mine was dead. “Well, you’ll be eighteen soon,” I said. “You
            can do your own thing. Without Cyndie.”
         

         
         “We’ll still be on the show together.”

         
         “Yeah, but you’ll be an adult. You won’t have to do the show anymore unless you want to.”

         
         “I don’t want to, I have to.”
         

         
         That’s not true, I thought. I almost said it. All my angry, internal thoughts were so close to the surface now, as if grief and fear had rubbed
            away my mind’s protective coating.
         

         
         “Actually, speaking of the show, can I tell you some cool news? That would maybe be a fun distraction?”

         
         “Sure,” I said, though I doubted it.

         
         “Well, I told our producers about your idea to investigate our own case . . . and they loved it!”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “And . . .” She smiled. But I noticed she was sitting on her hands. She was nervous. “They want you to do it with me. Special
            episode, special co-host. It’d be just like old times.”
         

         
         “Whoa.” This did not exactly align with my plan to enter college under my mother’s maiden name and sever all ties with my
            past. But an old part of me stirred to life. I wanted things to be like old times again. What if being on camera with Ana
            could be like a portal? The eye of the lens could magic me back to childhood, to the sitcom set, where Ana and I were still
            best friends and my mother was still waiting in the wings.
         

         
         “Oh God, Alex. I’m sorry.”

         
         I was crying. Any time I thought about my mother, even for a split second, I started crying. “I’m fine,” I said, tears still
            flowing.
         

         
         “We can talk about the show later.”

         
         I didn’t want to talk about the show at all anymore. “Not tonight,” I said. “Maybe later. I just can’t think about anything
            right now.”
         

         
         “Sure. Of course.”

         
         “Hey, Alex?” It was Art, knocking at the door. “Are you in there?”

         
         “Yeah?” I shouted back.

         
         “The South Carolina cousins just got here. Can you come see them?”

         
         “Be there in a sec.” I turned to Ana. “Sorry, you’re not leaving yet, are you?”

         
         “No, I’ll be here,” Ana said. “Oh, and I forgot.” She handed me an envelope. I could feel a card inside. “From me. Well, ‘me.’”

         
         I slid the card into my pocket and promptly forgot about it. Grief, I’ve found, does funny things with memory.

         
         

         I lost track of Ana for a while that night, lost in a swirl of relatives. But as the crowd eventually thinned, I spotted Cyndie.
            She was at the dining room table, talking to Aunt Molly and my dad. They both seemed to be listening very intently to Cyndie,
            who was speaking with the posture of somebody successfully selling supplements or timeshares or God, intent yet casual, reeling
            in their mark. I hesitated to interrupt them—I did not want to be sold on anything—but Aunt Molly spotted me.
         

         
         “What is it, hon?”

         
         I was going to tell them that I was looking for Ana when I noticed a piece of paper on the table in front of Cyndie. It was
            a release form. I recognized it from my own TV days.
         

         
         “What’s that for?” I asked.

         
         Cyndie waved her hand. “I’m just leaving it for you all. No business tonight.”

         
         Aunt Molly leaned forward. “She says you and Ana already talked about it. I know your dad thinks it’s a little silly, but
            I support it. I think you might need a little silliness in your life right now.”
         

         
         I was confused. I looked from my sagging, defeated father to poor Aunt Molly, trying so hard to cheer us up, to Cyndie, smiling but tense. “Ana said this was all really your idea and I thought it was brilliant,” Cyndie said. “Investigate our own case! Filming will be so fun, I bet we can even stay in the same house.” 

         
         “I’m sorry,” I said. “Did Ana tell you I’d said yes?”

         
         Cyndie cocked her head. “Didn’t you?”

         
         I asked where Ana was. I needed to talk to her.

         
         “She’s right there,” Molly said, pointing past my shoulder. “With Jake.”

         
         I turned just in time to see them disappear into the elevator together, laughing, Ana passing him a cigarette from the pack
            she’d said was her mother’s.
         

         
         

         I don’t know what Jake said to Ana on the sidewalk. All I know is that when they came back up, she was as icy as the snow
            on her coat. But I was, too. I pulled her into the kitchen.
         

         
         “Hey,” I said, brandishing the release. “What the fuck is this?”

         
         “You know what a release is, Alex.”

         
         “Did you tell your mom I was doing the show?”

         
         She raised an eyebrow. “Did you tell Jake you thought we lied about being abducted by aliens?”

         
         Shit. “Ana, that is not what I said.”

         
         “Well, what did you say?”

         
         “It’s complicated.”

         
         She laughed. “I bet it’s not that complicated.”
         

         
         “Look, can you just stop talking to my dad about your show? It’s really fucked up.”

         
         “My mom thought it would be something fun.”

         
         “At his wife’s shiva?”

         
         Ana twirled a strand of hair back and forth around her finger. “Well, it’s also sort of urgent for us. Like timing-wise?”
            She cleared her throat. “The show’s not doing that well.”
         

         
         “This is unbelievable. Our family is broken, do you understand that? None of us are thinking about your stupid show.” That protective coating between my thoughts and my words had now vanished completely. I knew if I kept talking I would say everything I’d been holding in. 

         
         Ana narrowed her eyes. “Do you know why I do that stupid show?”

         
         Here it comes. “Because you’re addicted to attention?”
         

         
         Ana laughed. “To support my mother, you asshole.”

         
         “You don’t need to support her; you never needed to.”

         
         “Yes, I did. You know, you always had all of this.” She waved her hand at the stately walls around us. “Big fancy apartment,
            big rich family. We didn’t have shit. You know what my mom always said? Our abduction was the best thing that ever happened
            to us.”
         

         
         “If that’s true,” I said, “that’s the most fucked up thing I ever heard.”

         
         “It’s not fucked up at all, Alex. It’s the truth. Our life would have been fucking hard without this, in ways I think you are incapable of understanding. Your dad is just too proud to ask for it, but you need to
            use your money to help him out now, and instead, you’re using it to go to college where you can write more stupid essays about
            how full of shit we were as kids. If anything is fucked up in this whole situation, it’s that.”
         

         
         “My parents value education,” I snapped.

         
         “Oh, yeah? Well, Cyndie and I value each other.”

         
         We paused as a South Carolina cousin passed through the kitchen with an empty crudité platter.

         
         “You kids okay?” she asked, blue eyes wide.

         
         “Uh-huh,” I said.

         
         Ana smiled, her charming miraculous smile, and pointed at my cousin’s dress. “Is that—” She named some designer I’d never
            heard of. My cousin fanned her skirt out, delighted. “It is,” she said. “Do you like it?”
         

         
         “Oh, it’s beautiful.”

         
         Stop it, I thought. I couldn’t believe she was doing her charm routine, even now, even here. I gripped her arm and pulled her into the powder room, locking the door behind us. 

         
         “What are we doing in here?” she asked.

         
         “Just listen to me.” I felt queasy. I had never had a fight like this with anyone, and it was scaring me. Maybe I did need
            to tell her about the essay. Maybe if I explained it to her, she would understand and things would calm down. “Do you remember
            when I had that panic attack in Las Vegas, at Wendy’s thing? During the meditation?”
         

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “Do you know what I remembered when we did that meditation? Nothing. I remembered being alone in the desert with some wind
            and garbage. I didn’t remember any spaceships or stars or people made of light. Nothing from our story. And I don’t think
            you did either. Am I right?”
         

         
         She crossed her arms and stayed silent. I took that as a yes. I was right.

         
         I shook my head. “Nothing happened to us, Ana. Or something did. But whatever it was, I don’t think we were abducted by aliens.
            I think we just made that up.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         I lowered my voice. “Ana, we were probably molested.”

         
         “Do you have a memory of that?”

         
         “Well, no.”

         
         She burst out laughing. “Then if we have zero evidence we were molested and zero evidence we were abducted by aliens, I guess
            it doesn’t matter which one we believe.”
         

         
         “But one is so much more probable, Ana.”

         
         “But it’s also just a story, Alex! We have nothing to prove anything either way, and you know what? We never will. And in the meantime, yes, I’m going to stick with the story because the show needs it and I need the show and nobody else seems to have a problem with it except for you. You have this fantasy that Major Williams will send us a little postcard and everything will get explained. That’s not going to happen.” 

         
         “You don’t want it to happen,” I said. “Because it would be inconvenient for you. You’re too obsessed with your story to let
            anything disrupt it. Oz told me that.”
         

         
         “Oz? When did you—actually, you know what? I don’t care when you talked to him or why. Just move on, Alex.”

         
         I was so angry that I couldn’t stop myself. “Move on? I’m going to college. I’m going to have a life. I am moving on. I appreciate
            that you want to support Cyndie, but you could support her doing something else, something respectable.”
         

         
         “Respectable?”
         

         
         “You know what I mean, Ana! You don’t need to make a career out of pretending you’re still six years old.”

         
         The air around us went quiet. Her eyes narrowed. “Fuck you,” she said. And with a slam of the door, she left me alone in the
            windowless room.
         

         
         

         I chased after her.

         
         “Wait, Ana.” I wanted to say I was sorry, but I was also still furious. I needed her to be honest with me. Just this once.
            The hardest part of the slow realization that I could no longer believe in what we said as children was having to lose my
            belief alone. If she would just listen to me, if we could talk it out, maybe she would agree with me and then everything would
            be okay again. We’d be disillusioned, together. The underlying lie of our friendship would not break us apart if only we both
            admitted to it. I followed Ana out into the foyer, where she was collecting her coat and her mother’s, as Cyndie lingered
            with Aunt Molly like a reluctant child.
         

         
         “Aw, don’t go,” Jake said.

         
         “Sorry,” Ana said, wrapping a fringed scarf around her neck. “We have to.”

         
         “I’m losing my smoking buddy.” Was he flirting with her? Had she been flirting with him? I looked to Ana for a clue but her fury at me was all encompassing. 

         
         “Maybe Alex will join you,” she snapped.

         
         Jake punched me, slightly too hard, in the arm. “He’s too good of a boy to smoke.”

         
         “Ask anyway. He’s full of surprises tonight.” She beckoned her mother from across the room. “Cyndie! Let’s go.”

         
         “Well, bye,” I said, as she furiously jabbed at the elevator button. “Thanks for coming, I guess.”

         
         “Bye.” She softened briefly, her social graces still present beneath the rage. “I really am sorry about your mom.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         We hovered for a moment in silence. Here was our brief window for apology; we had both used each other, we had both been dishonest,
            we had both said things we wished we hadn’t. Say something, I thought. Say it now. But I hesitated too long, and Jake spoke first.
         

         
         “Well, good to catch up with you,” he said. “Give my best to Allen.”

         
         I’d assumed that when Jake had told her about the essay, he’d also told her about Allen. But I guess he had understood that
            that was more sensitive. As Allen’s name left my brother’s lips, Ana jerked back like she’d been slapped.
         

         
         “No, wait,” I said.

         
         She shook her head and turned toward the elevator, which had just dinged open behind her.

         
         “Bye, honey,” Cyndie said, blowing a kiss as she stepped in. “Be strong.”

         
         “Ana . . .” I said as she followed her mother inside. “Wait.”

         
         She did not. The doors closed. And that was that. We didn’t speak again.

         
         Until, of course, now.

         
         

         “You sure this is the right place, son?”

         
         We’d made it, ostensibly. The driveway that Justin and I had finally arrived at snaked up a hill. It was farther from town
            than I’d thought based on Google Maps, which I now couldn’t check. We were relying only on the address I had screenshotted
            and Justin’s sense of direction.
         

         
         “I think so. I’ve never been here before.”

         
         “Who are you meeting here?”

         
         “My friend,” I said.

         
         “You seen this friend before?”

         
         “Well, not in a long time, actually.”

         
         Justin nodded, then moved his hand toward his holster.

         
         He had not touched his gun the entire drive. I had forgotten it was there. It was sort of like the Signal, on a smaller scale.
            Something alarming but so constant that soon you forget to be afraid of it. I expected to be frightened as I watched him unholster
            the gun and place it in the center console. But the gun now made me feel safer. This realization was not comforting.
         

         
         “You tell me when you recognize something, okay?” Justin said.

         
         I nodded. I knew there were four structures—one large house, two smaller windowed sheds, and the yurt. It was the yurt I noticed
            first as we bumped higher and higher up the dirt driveway. It was covered in a fabric that must have once been neon pink but
            had faded in the dust and sun to a streaked and sickly taupe. It looked more bedraggled than it had in the pictures on Ana’s
            website.
         

         
         “I think we’re in the right place,” I said.

         
         “I won’t leave you ’til that think becomes a know,” Justin said.
         

         
         We passed a couple of cars parked in front of a big, adobe house that did look like the pictures Ana had sent. I was in the
            right place. But the property seemed too big for how deserted it felt. People must have canceled. I wanted to call Ana to
            check, but I couldn’t get any service. I hadn’t been able to get any for hours.
         

         
         Someone stood up on the porch. Justin reached into the console and cocked the gun. “I’m not going to shoot,” he said, when he saw me flinch. “I just want to be ready.” 

         
         The figure on the porch waved. I squinted. It wasn’t Ana. It was a man, it looked like, his right forearm encased in a bandage.
            A woman rose beside him and waved, too. I tried to see around them. Was Ana back there? I craned my neck and searched for
            her face with a mix of dread and elation. It was a rush to be finally proximate to someone I had been so far from for so long.
            But she wasn’t here.
         

         
         I rolled my window down. Justin kept his hand on the gun.

         
         “Is this Ana Pincer’s retreat?” I shouted.

         
         The woman clapped. “Yes! You’re in the right place!”

         
         I hoped so. I hoped this was the right place for me to have chosen to be. Justin seemed satisfied, though. He beamed at me
            with proud, wistful eyes, like a parent dropping a child off at college.
         

         
         “Take care of yourself, brother,” he said.

         
         “You too,” I said.

         
         “Remember: God’s got a plan for each of us.”

         
         “I don’t really believe that.” I was startled by my own bluntness. It was not typical of me. But I was too worried to censor
            my words. I immediately regretted it. Justin’s indomitable smile slackened just slightly, and I recalled the gun, safety off,
            still sitting in the console. He could still kill me, I thought. Careful.

         
         “For me, I mean,” I added, hastily. “I’m not sure that God has a plan for me, specifically.”

         
         Justin hooked his arm out the window. He nodded but didn’t say anything, a new occurrence. I spoke, panicked.

         
         “I just . . . I look at my life and how things have gone, and I don’t see much of a plan, if that makes sense. It’s hard for
            me to believe there’s a higher logic to it.”
         

         
         “Huh.”

         
         I swallowed. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I hope I haven’t offended you.”

         
         Justin’s dour silence evaporated. He began to laugh. “Ha! Offend me!” His crow’s feet crinkled. “Man, you crack me up. You’re all so sensitive these days, good grief. Offended! I’m not offended. It doesn’t matter if you believe. Or actually, it does,” he added, quickly. “It matters, you know, in a big way. ‘Man is saved through faith alone.’ But He’s got a plan for you and me and all His children, regardless. It might be hard to see or it might not be a plan that’s all sunshine every day. Might be some hardship. Lotta hardship. But the design is there. It’s just up to us to open our hearts and then we see it, clear as day.” 

         
         I wanted this to be true, not in the exact, Christian sense, but in the general sense. I wanted my life to have an order,
            for the chaos of the world to have a purpose, even if I could not yet perceive the pattern.
         

         
         “I’ll think about it,” I said.

         
         “Don’t think! That’s the last thing you should do. ‘Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not
            seen.’”
         

         
         “Okay,” I said, doubtfully.

         
         Justin laughed. “You’re a real skeptic, you know that?”

         
         I told him yes, I’d gotten that before.

         
         “Your moment will come, my friend. You’ll be a believer yet, I can tell.”

         
         

         
            
               Allen was now the sole employee of the human studies department. Bob had retired, then died almost immediately afterward. This was common among members of Allen’s species; they were creatures born with their purpose encoded within them. They existed to fulfill their service to the hive. Once their service was through, they would linger for a bit. But usually, death was swift. 

               
               Allen expected to continue his work apace. But then he discovered that Bob had been keeping a secret, a project he had been
                  running entirely on his own. Allen discovered it buried in his mentor’s messy files. He’d expected ethanol-addled scribblings.
                  But what he found was something audacious, elegant, not pointless at all. Allen brought it to the Board during their call
                  for mission proposals; they had to see this for themselves. Surely something this bold and innovative would rehabilitate the
                  entire human studies section. But he did not get the reaction he expected. The head of the board skimmed the proposal, tapping
                  his pincers on the table.
               

               
               “Yes, we’re aware of this,” he said. “To be frank, we considered pulling the funding. Only reason we didn’t is because Bob
                  said you could run the whole thing yourself.”
               

               
               “Just me? But it will take years.”

               
               “It will. And that’s exactly why we can’t allocate any more money to this. Either you go it alone, Allen, or we pull the plug.”

               
               “I say we pull the funding anyway,” another board member piped up.

               
               “Agree,” another added. “It’s awfully inefficient.”

               
               Allen bristled at this. In spite of his annoyance at Bob for saddling him with this project, Allen still wanted to go through
                  with the mission. He would defend it, even if it meant his career ultimately went nowhere. He straightened up and launched
                  into his pitch:
               

               
               Most measures to alleviate suffering, Allen argued, were, in the short term, considered inefficient. It would take time, yes. Time was its essential element. But it would be worth it. Allen’s species was not studying Earth out of mere curiosity. They needed to expand beyond their own world, establish outposts on other planets, explore the edges of their galaxy. And if they were to do this successfully, they would need to know what was out there and how they would fare against it. Studying humans or termite mounds or (he hated to bring them up but he knew the Board would love it) dolphins would help them in this effort. These Earthlings could teach them how they might prepare their own bodies and minds for a successful, permanent mission away from their home planet or what their own stress response might wear down, out there, under distant stars. Consequently, those creatures they experimented on in service of this goal deserved to be treated with the same care they’d one day bestow on their own kind. They aimed to alleviate the Earthlings’ suffering in the hope of alleviating their own. 

               
               “Those are all very lovely sentiments, Allen,” one said. “But let’s talk numbers.”

               
               Bob had already done the first and most expensive step, Allen reasoned. From here on out, all they had to do was wait. The
                  only upcoming costs were the subject retrieval, and those wouldn’t run any higher than a standard mission to Earth.
               

               
               “Well, in that case, fine. Approved.”

               
               Back in his office, Allen tried to drink some of Bob’s ethanol in celebration but choked on the burn. How had Bob tolerated
                  this stuff? Allen never developed the taste for Earthling food that Bob had. Allen lacked an adventurous palate. Yet he still
                  liked the occasion of it. He tried to see through time, as Bob had, to see the universe occurring all at once, his mentor
                  sitting across the desk from him, his own drink clutched in his mandibles.
               

               
               “Thank you,” he said, lifting the vessel in the air for a toast, in the human fashion. “We won’t let you down.”
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         Ana wasn’t there. I mean, she was at the retreat. But apparently, she had run out to the store for supplies.

         
         “Oh. Okay.” I was a little relieved—I was nervous to see Ana in person, wondering if we could sustain the connection we’d
            managed to re-create in our texts once we were actually face to face. But I was also a little disappointed—I had built up
            our reunion so much that to put it off even further was maddening.
         

         
         “Guess you’ll just have to talk to us!” Marina said.

         
         Marina and Hector were the two people I’d seen sitting on the porch, and now they were my de facto welcome committee. I didn’t
            know what I would talk about with them. I worried they’d ask what brought me to the retreat, what my “experience” had been,
            and I was not quite ready to disclose that. Maybe everyone would guess, but I wasn’t keen to lead with it. They didn’t ask
            about me, though. We opened with the Signal, which had become like the weather, only scarier—the default small talk topic
            because it was universally felt.
         

         
         “We were a little nervous about coming,” Marina said, in a way that made me think she was still nervous. “We’re just in Long
            Beach, so the travel wasn’t so bad, but the roads were just awful. Weren’t they, honey?”
         

         
         Hector agreed that they were.

         
         “He has the best sense of direction, though,” Marina said. “I didn’t worry about the maps at all. Just running out of gas.
            But we didn’t!” She patted her husband’s bandaged arm. “Hector is a pilot. That’s why he’s such a good navigator.”
         

         
         “Was a pilot,” Hector said.

         
         “Is,” Marina said, emphatically. “You’re just taking a little break.”
         

         
         Hector nodded but said nothing. Marina stared at her husband for a moment and then smiled at me, as if only just remembering
            that I was there.
         

         
         “But we wouldn’t miss this. Ana has been such an incredible help to us. She saved our marriage. We met her, what, six months
            ago?”
         

         
         “Just about,” Hector said.

         
         “But you’d heard of her, hadn’t you?” Marina asked. She seemed to speak exclusively in leading questions, like an adult drawing
            out a shy toddler.
         

         
         “Oh, sure,” Hector said. “But everyone knew her story, at the time.”

         
         “That’s true, everyone did.” Marina smiled at me, almost apologetically. I couldn’t tell if this was an acknowledgment of
            the fact that she knew who I was and that I was included in this description or that she had said something so obvious as
            to be embarrassing. “Hector had read a lot, though, hadn’t you, honey? About all this stuff?”
         

         
         “I had,” he said. “It’s hard not to in my line of work.”

         
         “Hector had an incident where—” Marina cut herself off and placed a hand on her chest. “Sorry, honey.”

         
         “It’s okay,” Hector said.

         
         Marina shook her head. “No, no.” She smiled at me, with nervous, chastened eyes. “Ana says that the experiencer has to take the lead. They’re the only ones who can speak to what they went through. ‘You’re there as their support, not their best supporting actor.’ That’s her little catchphrase for family members. Isn’t that clever?” 

         
         I thought of Cyndie’s tearful face, filling up TV screens, spokesperson supreme, Survivor of the Palm Springs Abduction. “Very clever,” I said.
         

         
         “It’s been a hard year,” Hector said. “If you’re here, I’m sure you understand.”

         
         Husband and wife were now gazing at each other with watchful, weary eyes. They looked to be in their late forties. I wondered
            if their marriage really was saved or if they were still in the process of saving it. The matter of precisely what had brought
            them here was dropped; Hector didn’t elaborate any further on the particulars of his experience, except to say that he was
            “reluctant to speak on it.”
         

         
         But his reluctance did not extend to Ana. He had liked her, he said, right from the start: “It was very easy to share things
            with her.”
         

         
         “It was,” his wife affirmed. “Because she’s not judgy.”

         
         “That’s true.”

         
         “That Zoom was amazing, wasn’t it?”

         
         “It was,” Hector said, though I sensed a certain skepticism.

         
         “Other people we’ve met,” Marina said. “UFO type people, I mean—you get the sense they’re kind of sizing you up. But with
            Ana, I felt like we could say anything to her, and she’d accept it. She really listens.” A cool breeze blew across the porch,
            and a fly buzzed by in the bright desert afternoon. “She just makes you feel . . .” Marina paused, searching for the right
            way to capture Ana’s magic.
         

         
         “Special,” Hector said. “Like you’re really worthy of attention.”

         
         Marina smiled and patted her husband’s arm. “That’s exactly right. It sounds small when you put it like that. But it isn’t.
            Do you know what I mean?”
         

         
         “I know exactly,” I said. It was the trick I’d seen her pull so many times, the magic of her attention, the way she listened, the way she lit up around a stranger. I had spent so many years viewing this as a negative, as something that annoyed me as her friend, that I hadn’t ever thought about what it felt like to be the stranger, all of those strangers over the years who felt so special to be seen by her. Who cared if this behavior came from neediness, a compulsion, a fear of abandonment, a flaw? As Ana herself would have said, the outcome was more important than the cause. All my youthful jealousy and resentment seemed so foolish in the face of what I was suddenly realizing Ana had meant to Hector and Marina and all the others like them. There was a reason that I, too, had decided to spend the possible end of the world with Ana. She had a pull beyond our shared past, something inherent to who she was. She made me feel special, too. 

         
         “Speak of the angel!” Marina said. “Here she comes now.”

         
         A boxy white Jeep bumped up the driveway. I rose, excited in spite of my nerves.

         
         It’s funny—even though I had seen her on TV just twenty-four hours earlier, I think I still half-expected to find myself face-to-face
            with Ana as a child, or a teenager, and not Ana as she was, an adult woman, the same age as my own current adult self, weighed
            down by armfuls of blue and white grocery bags and the ravages and responsibilities of the last fifteen-plus years of life.
            I don’t think I had really imagined what it would mean to see Ana at all, to be in the same physical space again, not just
            texting or talking, but here, in the flesh. The image had just faded out, as a movie might leave its leads forever at the
            altar. I think on some level I believed I would never see her, but instead always be about to, forever separated as we were
            in my sole memory of our alleged experience.
         

         
         I wiped my palms on my pants and tried to smile in a normal, excited way. “I made it!” I said.

         
         Ana looked back at me with a nervous edge in her eyes. “Hi,” she said. “Sorry.”

         
         It wasn’t like Ana to open with an apology. That was something I would do. “For what?”

         
         A bright blond head popped out the passenger side window, face half obscured by a huge white visor and bug-like sunglasses.

         
         “HA! I told you he’d show. Ana, baby, you owe me twenty bucks.”

         
         Marina came up next to me and nudged me on the shoulder. “It’s so sweet, isn’t it? That Ana decided to include her mom.”

         
         

         Half an hour later, Ana leaned against the door to what she’d informed me was “my room,” which seemed like an overstatement,
            as I was staying in a curtained-off area inside the yurt with a set of two rollaway twin cots pushed together to form a single,
            larger bed.
         

         
         “I didn’t think you were actually going to make it,” she said, by way of explanation. “So I had to, you know . . . rearrange
            some stuff. There’s a compost toilet in that little lean-to. Or you can go to the house.” She cleared her throat. “That’s
            why I brought you the flashlight.”
         

         
         The late sun coming through the faded neon canvas of the yurt’s walls gave everything a hazy glow. But Ana and I were both
            jumpy, our conversation caught in a repetitive loop.
         

         
         “I still can’t believe you came!” she said, for the third time now. “How was it getting here? Insane, I bet. Tell me about
            your hitchhiking adventure.” She sat down on the cots, which slightly squeaked apart as she did. She stood up, in a jittery
            flutter. “Oh, whoops, I can push them back—”
         

         
         “Just leave it,” I said.

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         “I’m fine.”

         
         “I know the room isn’t ideal.”

         
         “It’s not that.”

         
         “Okay, and Cyndie being here is also not ideal.”

         
         This was the root of the jumpiness. I wasn’t upset that Cyndie was here, necessarily, but I was upset that Ana hadn’t told me. It made Cyndie’s presence feel like a trap. It took me back to my mother’s shiva, the release on the table before my grieving father. It had also been shocking to see the two of them together; Ana now looked more like I remembered Cyndie looking, while Cyndie looked more like a wax figurine of herself, everything a bit too frozen, a bit too full, her skin as smooth and taut as the shiny surface of a blister. My internal bitchiness did not go unanswered because the first thing she said to me after pulling me into a hug was: “Aw, honey, you look totally exhausted.” 

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me she was coming?” I asked.

         
         “It was really last minute.”

         
         “More last minute than five hours ago when we talked?”

         
         “Well, no.”

         
         “Was she with you when I called you from the airport?”

         
         “Uh. Yes.”

         
         “Ana!”

         
         “What?”

         
         “You didn’t think it was important information to share?”

         
         “She wasn’t ‘with’ me.”

         
         “Where was she?”

         
         Ana blinked. “In the other room.”

         
         “Generally speaking, being in the same house as someone counts as being with them.”

         
         “Well, I guess I’ll keep that in mind for the future.”

         
         I repeated my original question: “Why didn’t you tell me she was coming?”

         
         She pressed her lips together, then finally said: “I was embarrassed. Obviously.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         She laughed. “Name someone more embarrassing than my mother.”

         
         “Ana . . .”

         
         “See?” she said. “You can’t. Anyway, I thought that if I told you she was going to be here, you wouldn’t come.”

         
         I was taken aback. “Why?”

         
         “I thought you hated her.”

         
         “I don’t hate her.”

         
         Ana picked at the fraying hem of her shorts. “It felt like you did the night . . .” She pulled herself up short. “Well, the
            last time I saw you.”
         

         
         I tried to reimagine our argument with this as its white-hot center. Was that how she remembered it? Was that what I had said?
            “I just hated . . .” I stopped. Neither of us could get a full sentence out without second-guessing ourselves. “I just didn’t
            like who you could become around her,” I said, finally, carefully.
         

         
         Ana laughed. “Yeah, well, that makes two of us.” She picked up the flashlight and turned it on and off, on and off, blink,
            blink, blink, like a firefly.
         

         
         “Did Cyndie actually bet you $20 that I would come?”

         
         “Oh, of course. She never doubted you were coming. She said she remembered you as being, quote, ‘incredibly reliable.’”

         
         “I think that’s code for boring.”

         
         Ana laughed. “Oh man, you’ve forgotten what she’s like. There’s no code with her. If she thought you were boring, she’d just
            say it.” She flopped back on the bed, yawning, and rubbed her eyes. She looked, as her mother had said of me just minutes
            earlier, totally exhausted, although Ana’s version of exhaustion was more elevated than my own. My face did not have a wide
            margin of error and the first cracks of aging had only narrowed it further. Too little sleep, or too much salt, and whatever
            handsomeness I had retreated. Ana could have all the salt, none of the sleep, and it would only reveal some previously unseen
            facet of her loveliness. Still pretty as a peony, I thought.
         

         
         “I have so much shit to do,” she said. “I need to get up.” But she made no motion toward doing so. I watched her as she lay there, the heels of her hands pressed over her eyes. It was easier than I expected, being together, despite our edginess, almost like no time had passed, like we were still as familiar to each other as we had been in childhood. And yet, underneath that layer of ease, there was something strange and strained. We were bantering like no time had passed, like we were still close, and yet it had and we weren’t. I got the sense that we were both imitating how we wished we could talk
            to each other.
         

         
         Outside, I heard a trill of laughter that I recognized as Cyndie’s. Ana winced at the sound. Weirdly, I realized I was grateful
            that Cyndie was here. Otherwise, what would Ana and I have had to talk about? More loops of stilted conversation as she asked
            about my flight and I asked about her drive. What else was left? Only the taboo arguments of our past, the terrifying outside
            news of the present, the narrow logistics of the retreat itself. And then a sheer cliff of awkward silence.
         

         
         “Oh, I forgot to tell you,” Ana said, her eyes still closed. “Allen sends his regards.”

         
         “He couldn’t be here?” This was part of the Allen myth. We were always just missing him. Allen was very busy.

         
         “No,” Ana said. “He had work.”

         
         “Bummer to miss him.”

         
         “Yeah, I know you guys had a lot to catch up on.” She was still lying with her hands pressed over her eyes. “I need to get
            up,” she said, again.
         

         
         “Then let’s go.”

         
         She still didn’t move.

         
         “You want me to do a count?”

         
         She nodded.

         
         “Three. Two. One.”

         
         Ana stood up, and four hundred million miles from Earth, among the moons of Jupiter, the Signal moved again.

         
         

         
            
               Allen was having his anxiety dreams again. He always had them in the run-up to a mission, and they were (almost) always the same. He would be on Earth, absorbed in some fiddly task, pleasurably and utterly focused to the exclusion of all else, forgetting himself and his body, feeling at one with the alien planet, endogenous to it. He was blissful, in the dream. He would feel like he belonged here, imagined he could breathe Earth’s air, coexist with Earth’s microbes, so at ease that he felt like he didn’t even need to wear his spacesuit. Then, he would look down and realize that he wasn’t. His suit was torn, half off. The alien atmosphere would start to choke him. He would realize, with absolute certainty, in one great rush of fear and feeling, that he was going to die. 

               
               But this particular dream was different. Allen was not on Earth yet but on his ship. They were passing through the Kuiper
                  belt, the most perilous leg of the journey, when he felt the whole ship shake. Then he felt it again. Then again. The ship
                  had been struck by something. This was normal—the Kuiper belt was an asteroid field. And yet, Allen knew, with that same rush
                  of noetic certainty, that it was not normal this time. Outside the craft, the stars began to spin. The solar sail shimmered
                  ominously. It was breaking apart. The stars turned and turned and turned. They had been knocked off their trajectory. He would
                  miss his retrieval. He would never make it to Earth. He would never make it home.
               

               
               Allen awoke, mandibles vibrating. This was the third instance of the dream. He lay in the darkness of his sleeping pod and
                  restrained himself from getting up to check the flight plan. Bob would have told him not to bother. What would checking change?
                  The course was set, in more ways than one.
               

               
            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            13

         
         “I can’t see anything.”

         
         “You wouldn’t be able to see the Signal with the naked eye.”

         
         “Why not? Because it’s a radio wave?”

         
         “No. Because it’s interdimensional, I’m sure.”

         
         “Try not to focus on looking,” Ana said, in the bright, firm tone of a kindergarten teacher. “But on letting yourself really
            see.”
         

         
         We were out behind the main building for a stargazing and “ship spotting” activity, previously scheduled for after dinner,
            but now moved up, for obvious reasons, even though it was barely dark. It was a small group, only seven people including myself,
            Ana, and Cyndie. Hector and Marina were there. Corey, a twenty-three-year-old in shorts and shower slides. And Kaya, our chef
            for the weekend. They encompassed the familiar range of personalities I remembered from childhood at events such as this:
            ex-pilots (Hector), hippies (Kaya), conspiracists (Corey), and a wildcard participant (Marina) from the world of the normal.
         

         
         “Hey,” Corey whispered. “Check this out.” I looked up at the sky, expecting to see a satellite he swore was a flying saucer,
            but he was pointing at his phone. He was the only person who still had service—“T-Mobile finally coming through, dude”—our
            only source of news. He was the one who had told us the Signal’s origin point had moved. Now there must be something else.
         

         
         I looked. Corey had a live blog from The New York Times pulled up. The Signal’s origin had moved yet again. Not just that, but the speed of this shift was striking. It meant whatever
            was broadcasting the Signal was moving at a velocity calculated at around 10 percent of light speed. This was not only beyond
            the ability of any known technology, the Times pointed out, but to reach that speed from a previously fixed position would have taken an enormous amount of fuel. Then there
            was its trajectory. The blog reposted a tweet from a prominent astrophysicist:
         

         
         “Look at this and TELL ME it isn’t a FREE RETURN,” he wrote, captioning an image of a line labeled SIGNAL ESTIMATED ROUTE.
            The indicated trajectory ran from Pluto past Jupiter and then (and this part of the line was only a prediction, it had not
            yet come to pass) looped around Earth like a lasso, forming a figure eight, using the momentum to slingshot back out of the
            solar system. Beneath this image was another one that looked almost identical in trajectory but was shorter in distance: It
            was the Apollo missions’ approach to the moon. Hector and Marina and I stood huddled around Corey’s phone. Anyone could see
            it. The flight plans looked exactly the same.
         

         
         “Any discussions of a ‘free return’ are gross speculation,” Space Force officials said, the same reaction they had when words
            like “fuel” or “ship” were tossed around. But what other conclusion, an anxious public cried, was one supposed to draw? What
            else could behave like that, other than a ship? And if it was a ship, then whose? We would find out soon enough, it seemed;
            the astrophysicist’s plotted flight plan had the Signal’s origin point reaching our orbit in just under forty-eight hours.
         

         
         Corey beamed. “That’s how I’d approach if I was coming in for a flyby, getting ready to drop a surface module.”

         
         “Or something worse,” Hector muttered. “A bomb.”

         
         “Excuse me,” I said, pulling out of the huddle. I wanted to tell Ana about the trajectory. She was standing a little way ahead of the rest of the group, higher up on the ridge. We had climbed the small hill behind the house and then shut off our flashlights to let our eyes adjust to the dark. Ana had a hoodie tightened around her face so that only the bare minimum of flesh was showing, just as she’d done when I saw her in New York before our interview with Diana Park. We do not change as much as we think. 

         
         “Hey,” I said.

         
         “Hi.”

         
         “Where’s Cyndie?” I asked.

         
         “A little too outdoorsy for her. She said she didn’t want to change out of her wedges.”

         
         “Cool.”

         
         Ana laughed. “‘Cool’? Are you okay?”

         
         “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “The Signal is like still . . . getting closer.”

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         “Like, whatever is broadcasting it is heading toward Earth? And it’s probably going to enter our orbit in a couple of days.”

         
         Ana nodded slowly. “Orbit. Wow.”

         
         “I think it’s . . .” I didn’t know if I could bring myself to say it. The ontological shock was setting in, even though I
            had been immersed in UFO culture since I was six years old. If this was how it felt with that exposure, I couldn’t imagine
            what the rest of the world was feeling. We were all goldfish in the bag, doing our best to survive as the fresh water rushed
            in. “I mean, it’s probably . . .”
         

         
         “Aliens,” Ana said. “You can say it.”

         
         I couldn’t. “Yeah.”

         
         “You’re serious.” She laughed. “Holy shit. Is that confirmed?”

         
         “Well, no. Not officially. But what else could it be?”

         
         Ana shrugged. “That’s what everyone else here has thought before about whatever they saw, and they got told it was something
            else.”
         

         
         “But if this is first contact . . .” I began.

         
         “Can you not say that?” Ana said. “Please.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “It devalues our experience. Not our experience.” She gestured between the two of us. “But our experiences as a community. It implies that our contact wasn’t real.”
         

         
         “Well, this seems pretty different from Hector seeing a flying saucer from the cockpit.”

         
         “Don’t do that,” Ana said, quietly. “I know you think all of this stuff is stupid, but if you’re going to make fun of it,
            just keep it to yourself, okay?” She pulled her fleece more tightly around herself and glanced back at the rest of the participants.
            “These people are vulnerable. They’re all alone. It is not my job to litigate whether or not what they went through was literally
            extraterrestrial. It is my job to validate that their experience of it was real. Emotionally. So don’t do that. Leave our stuff out of it.”
         

         
         “Sorry,” I said.

         
         “It’s okay. Sorry, I’m just on edge.”

         
         I looked behind us. In the foreground, Kaya, Marina, and Hector were now standing with bowed heads beside Corey, everyone
            staring at his screen, probably looking at the trajectory map. None of them were ship spotting anymore. The Signal was realer
            than any light in the sky they might see tonight. Beyond them I could see the whole valley, the dark humps of the mountains,
            the phosphorescent glow of the spread-out towns. My family was back there, somewhere in the eastward darkness.
         

         
         “Do you think these retreats help people?”

         
         “If I didn’t think that,” she said, “why would I do them? Actually . . .” She held up her hand. “Don’t answer that. I can
            guess what you’d say.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t say . . . whatever it is you think I would.”

         
         She laughed. “Wow, we’re mind readers now.”

         
         “I guess so.”

         
         “What am I thinking about, right now?”

         
         “Allen?”

         
         She deflated. “Dinner. But Allen would have been better.”

         
         In the corner of my vision, a starburst of white light blinked and vanished. Fuck. “Did you see that?” I asked.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Like a bright light? I think I’m getting a migraine.”

         
         “No, wait,” she said. “I saw it, too.”

         
         We both turned back to the house. We could just make out a low whirring noise. The lights in the main house were on but slightly
            flickering. The lights in all the other structures were dark.
         

         
         “The generator just kicked in,” Ana said. She squinted past the property, then widened her eyes in alarm. I didn’t see anything,
            though. Then I realized that was the point. All the lights were out in town. All the lights were out as far as I could see.
         

         
         

         “Well, in that case,” Cyndie said to me, as another keening wail came muffled through the wall. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

         
         It is difficult for most people to talk over the sound of someone sobbing, but Cyndie was not most people. We were chatting
            in the kitchen beneath the light of a single bulb, the generator humming in the background, where Cyndie and I had been tasked
            with prepping dinner after Kaya had descended into a panic attack. Ana had gone to tend to her.
         

         
         “She won’t help,” Ana had said, pointing at Cyndie as she left the two of us behind the kitchen.

         
         “Stop it,” Cyndie said. “Of course I will.”

         
         Both women were right. In the sense of literally helping me with the completion of our assigned task, Ana had been correct:
            Cyndie had yet to touch a knife or cutting board, beyond the act of passing them to me. She had managed to delegate her way
            into a position that my sister’s business school classes would have described as “pure managerial.” But in another sense,
            Cyndie was helping, in her own, unintentional way.
         

         
         It was only because I had the small, definite task of making a salad that I was not at Kaya’s level of emotional collapse. Things were very, very bad. Corey remained the only person who’d been able to get cell service and he relished his position as clearinghouse and correspondent. We all read the news over his shoulder, crowded and hovering over his screen, mouths popped open slightly in matching expressions of horror. The power was down across the entire American West and much of the South. The outage had knocked out air conditioning in the height of summer, and hospitals were using backup generators, with only the gauziest explanations as to why the outage had occurred and no indication when power would be back. Proceed to your nearest cooling center and have a nice day. The governors and grid operators said it was nothing to do with the Signal but some issue related to a new substation coming online. But how could the timing indicate anything else? In the current national mood, correlation was enough, causation could come from anywhere. Anodyne explanations be damned. There were dark skylines over Manila, Vienna, Kyoto, Tehran. A power plant outside Moscow had exploded. China had gone into a nationwide lockdown. There was no obvious geopolitical rationale behind these various events. Even the AI explanation seemed more and more unlikely. It had to be aliens. Who on Earth could have stationed an autonomous weapon at the edge of the solar system? How could it have even caused these blackouts? No major news sources would (yet) confirm it definitively—what proof could ever be extraordinary enough?—but as the minutes crept by, extraterrestrials seemed more and more plausible as an explanation. 

         
         “I won’t give too many details,” Corey said as we all clustered around his phone. “Because I don’t want to compromise my sources.
            But I can say with a high confidence interval that what we’re dealing with here is genuine contact.”
         

         
         I seriously doubted that Corey had any “sources” to speak of. But this didn’t matter to Kaya, who, already curled into a comma
            of anxiety over her dark phone screen, began to hyperventilate.
         

         
         Now I could hear Ana speaking to her through the wall. “Breathe,” she was saying. “Just breathe.”

         
         Cyndie, meanwhile, cracked a window, pulled out a vape, and asked me again if I had a boyfriend.

         
         “No,” I said.

         
         “God, between you and Ana. Easier if you two could just date, huh? She always had a little crush on you. Don’t tell her I
            told you that.” She exhaled and then pointed at me with the blue-glow tip of her pen. “You know, I do have someone to set
            you up with.”
         

         
         “Oh, no, that’s . . .”

         
         “He’s my landlord’s son and he’s fifty-eight but very handsome.” Through the walls, another muffled sob. Cyndie leaned in and winked. “Very handsome.”
         

         
         It’s important to understand that Cyndie was not a sociopath. She was simply not a worrier. Nor was Ana, but in Cyndie it
            was more extreme. Anxiety is a luxury; it is for people anticipating problems without facing real ones. Cyndie had faced real
            problems. She did not speak much about her past; she looked neither forward in worry nor backward in rumination. But I knew
            that, like Ana, she had never known her father, and that she had not spoken to her mother since she was seventeen, when she
            left home for good. This all happened before she became a single parent to Ana at age twenty-two and then almost lost Ana
            in the most shocking, public way imaginable. I don’t know if experience forged Cyndie’s personality or if Cyndie survived
            because of the personality she was born with. But Cyndie would say it didn’t matter. Who cared why? The point was that she
            survived.
         

         
         “Honey, your finger—you’re gonna get blood in the salad.”

         
         I looked down. I had gnawed my fingernail to the quick. I was not like Cyndie. “Sorry,” I said, as Cyndie grabbed me a paper
            towel. I watched her rip several sheets free, way more than I needed. I cleared my throat.
         

         
         “We should probably be rationing that,” I said.

         
         Cyndie laughed. “God, the things you find to worry about. You haven’t changed a bit. You remember that time when you told me—” 

         
         “Yes,” I said, grabbing the towels and cutting her off.

         
         At age six, just before a television interview, I whimpered to Cyndie that I was afraid. My own mom, a devoted worrier, had
            run to the bathroom, so I had no one else to turn to.
         

         
         “What of, baby?”

         
         I sniffled. “Of crying.”

         
         “Oh, you don’t need to worry about that,” she said. “Crying’s good TV.”

         
         “But what if I cry so hard that it drips into the microphone and it breaks and electrocutes me and I die?”

         
         Cyndie looked at me with complete astonishment, then burst out laughing. My mother walked back into the room and stood, stricken,
            looking between my tear-stained face and Cyndie, in hysterics, slapping her knee. Cyndie beckoned her close. “God, Liv, wait
            until you hear what your son just said. I don’t know where he comes up with this shit.”
         

         
         When my mom asked, with wide, worried eyes, what exactly I had just said, I mumbled that it was nothing and wiped away the
            tears I’d been so terrified of with the casual back of my hand. I was humiliated, because Cyndie had made me feel ridiculous.
            On the other hand, I’d stopped crying, because she also made me realize that my fears were ridiculous.
         

         
         My fears did not seem so ridiculous now. But I still wanted Cyndie’s bone-deep practicality, her soothing self-absorption,
            her limitless self-belief, to make them seem that way. I wanted her to puncture my anxiety even if, this time, I was right
            to be anxious.
         

         
         Cyndie dipped a fork into the salad dressing I’d prepared according to Ana’s vague instruction and grimaced.

         
         “Yikes, lotta vinegar in there.”

         
         “It’s a vinaigrette.”

         
         She gulped down a glass of water. Ana was right—if she’d wanted to call me boring, she would have just said so.

         
         “I don’t know if people will be that hungry anyway,” I said.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because of . . .” I jerked a thumb toward the wall, through which Kaya’s crying had been audible just minutes earlier. “Everything.”

         
         “Oh, sure, I guess.” Cyndie sighed. “Wonder how that one’s faring. She was pretty freaked out.”

         
         I wondered what other possible reaction anyone could have. “Given what’s going on, I don’t think it’s insane to be freaking
            out.”
         

         
         “Honey, it’s always insane to freak out.” She took a pull of her vape. “I was telling Ana, all of this stuff is great for
            business. She’d never say so, but she’d been struggling a little before this. That’s why I’m here, I wanted to help her out.”
         

         
         I seriously doubted this was why Cyndie was here. “Uh-huh.”

         
         “But then this news was just a goldmine. She did this interview on Russian TV, got a ton of new followers on social media.
            I had been telling her for months that she should start pitching a reboot of Pincer Paranormal, and she kept saying the timing wasn’t right but I kept telling her she was wrong and of course she didn’t listen to me,
            but I just knew. I had this feeling. And now . . .” She smiled, full of I told you so. “Now, she says she’s ‘considering it’ but that I don’t know the industry anymore, or some crap like that. I managed both
            of our careers and got her where she is today, so I like to think I know a little bit about ‘timing’ and ‘the industry,’ but
            hey.”
         

         
         “She probably wants to wait and see what’s going on.” I gripped the mason jar of salad dressing. How long would the food we
            had last for all of us here? If cell towers were down, credit cards must be, too. Bank accounts, all inaccessible. How long
            would it be until the grocery stores were looted bare? When would it sink in that we were completely on our own? “I mean,
            society might not . . . survive.”
         

         
         Cyndie hit her pen again and squinted at me, skeptically, through the mist of her own vaporous exhalation. “Society can survive a lot.” 

         
         “I hope so,” I said.

         
         “I know so.” Cyndie cocked her head, as though really taking in my presence for the first time. “It really is nice to see
            you, sweetie.”
         

         
         I laughed.

         
         “Why is that funny?”

         
         “We were just talking about society collapsing.”

         
         She waved her hand like this worry was a mosquito, something small and squishable. “How’s your family doing?” she asked.

         
         “They’re okay.”

         
         “Can’t believe the last time I saw you was at your mom’s memorial. Such a sad day.”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “How’s your dad holding up?”

         
         I laughed. It wasn’t funny, but how often was it that the last time you saw someone was at their spouse’s memorial, and then
            the next time you asked after them, they’d also died. “He passed away. A couple of years ago.”
         

         
         “Shit, honey, I’m so sorry. God, he must have been young, huh?”

         
         “Not really,” I said. “He was eighty.”

         
         “Still,” she said.

         
         I knew what she meant. He’d been a perfectly normal age to die, but I’d been young to have both my parents dead.

         
         “You’ll see, though,” Cyndie added. “The older you get, the younger eighty sounds.” She absently touched at the inflated planes
            of her face, the places where she’d injected something to forestall the appearance of aging, as though time were something
            one could inoculate against.
         

         
         “But your siblings, they’re all still with us? Or are you all alone, you poor thing?”

         
         “No, they’re all okay.” I gulped. “For now.” What if I never see them again? I started to feel shaky. I searched, vainly, for something else to fix my attention on. Cyndie’s gold necklace. Cyndie’s gold
            hair. Make my fears feel silly, I prayed. Please let this somehow miraculously be okay.

         
         “You’re all still super close?”

         
         Still? I thought. “Did we seem super close back then?”
         

         
         Cyndie held her two beringed, sun-spotted pointer fingers flush together. “Like this,” she said. “Ana was always so envious,
            it drove me nuts. Like raising her on my own wasn’t enough, I should have given her three siblings, too? Please.”
         

         
         “I didn’t realize that,” I said.

         
         “Oh, yeah. Big time.” Cyndie leaned back against the counter, kicking one long leg back to rest on the cupboards—the pose
            of a flamingo. “Personally, I hate my sister. Haven’t spoken to her in more than three decades, and you know what? Good riddance.
            Better to be an only child than stuck with people you hate. And that’s what I’d always tell Ana when she was going on about
            wanting a brother or a sister or whatever. I’d say: ‘Careful what you wish for, hon. You don’t get to pick your family.’”
         

         
         “You sure don’t,” I said.

         
         “Well, and that’s also what I told her,” Cyndie said, pointing at me emphatically. “I had to remind her that she just liked
            the way it all looked from the outside. And it seemed like you really were all close, which is nice, but she had no idea what
            it was really like to be in a big family like that, to be a Whitman, and get piano lessons or whatever.” She hit her vape
            and exhaled with a smile. “Maybe you all secretly hated each other.”
         

         
         “Only sometimes,” I said.

         
         “That’s normal,” Cyndie said. “That’s like you and Ana.”

         
         What had Ana told her mother about what happened between us? Cyndie smiled again, cat-like.

         
         “Speaking of which,” she said. “What prompted this little reunion?”

         
         “I saw Ana on that Russian station you mentioned,” I said. That had been only—what? Two, three days ago? It felt like years. I felt like a different person. 

         
         “See, I told her that interview was a good idea.”

         
         “It got me here.” Though I wasn’t sure if this qualified as a “good” idea.

         
         Cyndie leaned back against the counter and beheld me with sudden sweetness. “Aw, I wish your mom could be here, honey. It’d
            really be like old times.”
         

         
         “She’s probably happy she’s not here, if that’s any consolation.”

         
         “Are you kidding me? She loved this stuff.”

         
         “Really?” I said, genuinely surprised. “I thought she hated it.”

         
         I felt my greed for more, the way I always did when someone brought up my mother. I’d lost her so young. By now, I had lived
            almost as long without her as I had with her, and everyone I met in all that time, every lover and friend and colleague, always
            felt a little dimmer than anyone I’d met before—like Ana, for instance—because none of the new people would ever know her.
            They couldn’t. Time did not work like that. That was why I got so desperate for these kinds of spontaneous stories about my
            mother whenever I was with someone from the past. If I could hear something new, it made the time without her feel less colorless.
            She’d lived so much without me, too. I was still getting to know her.
         

         
         “Acting like she hated all this was part of what she loved. Liv wasn’t the kind of woman who could enjoy something straight.
            She needed a little salt in her chocolate. You remember?” Cyndie slid her voice into my mother’s genteel Tennessee drawl.
            “It’s not really my thing!”
         

         
         It was such a good impression. I laughed, then almost felt like crying. It was the kind of imitation only someone who knew
            her very well, and for a very long time, could have done.
         

         
         “She really enjoyed it?” I asked.

         
         “Oh, yeah. It was a break for her. Your world could be a little . . .” Cyndie searched for the word. “Tight.”

         
         I smiled. “That’s how I felt, too.”

         
         “See?” she said. “We all have more in common with our mothers than we’d like to think.”

         
         

         After another few minutes of comforting Kaya, Ana walked into the kitchen, a defeated look on her face. “Everything okay in
            here? Cyndie, you helping?”
         

         
         Cyndie pointed at me. “I’m supervising. But I think Alex screwed up the salad dressing.”

         
         Ana rolled her eyes and came to my side. She ran her hand across the carrots on the counter. “How do our food supplies look?”
            she asked. “Like, how long could we stretch things?”
         

         
         I’d thought this was just my personal paranoid spiral. “Why do we need to look at our food supplies?” I asked. “Did you get
            more news?”
         

         
         She spoke very slowly and carefully. “They put out a shelter-in-place order.”

         
         “Because of the power outage? Or because of . . .”

         
         “I’m not sure. We couldn’t load more. Corey’s phone stopped working. Can I try the dressing?”

         
         I passed her the mason jar. My hands were shaking. “It’s okay,” she said, to me or to herself, I wasn’t sure. “Let’s just
            stay in the present.”
         

         
         She shook the jar with almost startling vigor, any latent worry forced into this one motion. Then she set it down on the counter,
            unscrewed the top, and dipped the delicate tip of her pinkie into the dressing.
         

         
         “Is it okay?” I asked.

         
         She smiled, noncommittally, and wiped her pinkie on her pant leg. “I don’t think anyone’s going to be that hungry anyway.”

         
         

         I couldn’t eat anything at dinner. I took a miniature portion of dry salad that I found I could not finish. Almost everyone else, I noticed, took similarly small servings of food and barely touched them. Corey, however, took a full plate. He seemed not just unworried, but excited about the Signal’s frightening, inexorable arrival. 

         
         “This is it, man.” He stared at me with preacherly intensity. He had been trying to buttonhole Ana, and she had offered me up as a sacrifice
            in her stead.
         

         
         “Alex would love to talk to you,” she said, squeezing my hand. I squirmed it away. I didn’t want her to think I was consenting
            to this conversation.
         

         
         Corey leaned in. I would say he leaned in “conspiratorially” but that would feel too on the nose, given that “conspiratorial”
            was not just his speaking style but his ethos, his entire orientation toward the world.
         

         
         “Yo, so are you . . .” He raised his eyebrows. “‘Alex.’” He spoke my name with implied scare quotes. “Like, Ana’s Alex.”

         
         I admitted that I was, indeed, Ana’s Alex.

         
         “Damn. Damn.” He was impressed. “That’s so fucking cool. And how fucking cool that you’re here. For this.” He spoke with a lot of implied italics, too. “I saw my first UFO as a kid, man, just like you. They’ve been with me since
            I was twelve.”
         

         
         Hector and Marina sat down at the end of the table. His plate was very full and hers was very restrained, but she must have
            filled his plate for him because it sat untouched, while she tore into her small portion. They were quiet; they seemed to
            be eavesdropping on Corey.
         

         
         “I felt them,” he said, tapping at his solar plexus. “Even when I didn’t see them, I knew. I fucking knew they were there. Because I’d always done really badly in school, right? But after I had my first sighting. BAM. I was getting straight A’s. Killing it in math. The teachers were fucking shocked. This pudgy little dyslexic-ass kid, suddenly churning out papers in a night, getting bumped up to high school–level algebra. They thought I was cheating because I could never explain how I got to my answers. I just knew this stuff. And you know what? I was a good kid, so I told them. Someone is giving me the answers.” 

         
         “Who?”

         
         “The Pleiadians! I was fucking downloading this shit direct from Taurus. You must have felt that,” he said. “Didn’t you ever just know something, and you didn’t know
            how?”
         

         
         “I guess so.”

         
         “That’s ’cause you’re star seed,” he said. “That’s Cherokee shit.”

         
         “Are you Cherokee?”

         
         “No. Jamaican-Scotch-Irish. Little bit of Norwegian. This medicine man I met on a mushroom retreat told me that. Incredible
            dude.”
         

         
         Corey took a contemplative bite of his veggie burger. I did not believe the Pleiadians were real, which meant my only conclusion
            was that Corey was unwell, possibly delusional. And yet I did not like aligning myself with the other people in his life who
            had thought he was delusional: the social workers and teachers who threatened to call CPS on his mother unless she sent him
            to a psychiatric facility. His mother had tried to resist it, he said—“She knew I was in touch with the angels. She didn’t
            see the scientific aspects to it, but she knew I was a receiver”—but the forces of the state were too strong and she was too
            frightened, and so he went. The Pleiadians never abandoned him. But it had been, as he put it, a long road back to himself.
            He’d started to believe the people who told him he was crazy.
         

         
         “Then I read about you and Ana, and I was like . . .” He mimed his head exploding. “Other kids went through this. And you
            guys weren’t crazy. Right?”
         

         
         Corey addressed this last bit to someone seemingly behind me, a Pleiadean perhaps. But I turned and it was Ana. She smiled.
            “You guys getting along?”
         

         
         “Hell yeah,” Corey said, and clapped his hand on top of mine. “Just saying to my man here that it’s our time. The Signal is coming, the Pleiadians are coming, they are here.” He grinned and lifted a can of fruit-punch-flavored seltzer into the air. “Hey, guys! Here’s to proving all those assholes out there wrong. Everyone who called us crazy? Everyone outside this retreat? They’re gonna feel pretty fucking stupid pretty fucking soon.” 

         
         “Why is that?”

         
         We all turned. It was Hector. He was glaring at his uneaten plate of food, which his wife was now picking bits of pasta salad
            from with her fork.
         

         
         Corey looked confused. “What do you mean? We’re on the verge of contact.”

         
         “Oh, according to your sources?”

         
         “Yeah, man. According to my fucking sources.”

         
         Marina put a warning hand on her husband’s arm but he shook her off.

         
         “Well, I’ve been a pilot for twenty-five years and I have my own ‘sources,’ and I haven’t heard shit about the Pleiadians.”

         
         “Whoa, man.”

         
         Marina spoke to him in a low, soothing voice. “Hey, take it easy, honey.”

         
         Again, Hector shook her off. “I don’t know why you think all of this has anything to do with what happened to you or me or
            them.” He jabbed an accusatory finger at me and Ana. “Or any of us.”
         

         
         Corey seemed genuinely confused. “Hector, you saw craft and reported them, and now craft will land and everyone will see that—”

         
         Hector cut him off. “But that’s what I’m saying—see what? Huh? What if this craft, the Signal, whatever it is they’re calling
            it now—what if it does land and it looks nothing like what I saw? Huh? What if it’s completely different?”
         

         
         Corey shook his head. “They’re getting to you, man. You’ve gotta wake up. Just because our contact has taken the form of non-physical, interdimensional intelligence does not mean this particular landing discredits the connection we have. It validates it, dude. It’s gonna validate us in front of the entire planet.” 

         
         Hector started laughing, which was far more alarming than if he’d started crying or yelling again. “Validate us? Are you fucking
            kidding me?” He gestured around the room. “What do you think is going to happen? Some little gray alien is gonna trot down
            the ramp and call roll? This is unprecedented.”
         

         
         Corey started to speak. “You can’t say definitively . . .”

         
         “I can, kid.” He had begun to mirror the italicized intensity of Corey’s speech. “This right now? This is not what I experienced or what you experienced—which, by the way, are also different. I saw these things buzzing my plane, you got psychic downloads, these two got pulled
            up onto some ship, and Kaya thinks aliens are time-traveling humans from the future.” Hector threw up his hands. “Our accounts
            all contradict each other! And if none of us even saw the same ‘aliens’ then they sure as hell aren’t the same aliens that
            are coming now. Whoever is sending out this Signal? They aren’t Pleiadeanese.”
         

         
         “Screw you, man,” Corey muttered.

         
         Ana stepped forward in an attempt to calm the waters. “Your experience will still be valid. No one can take that from you.”

         
         Hector shook his head. “You’re wrong,” he said, and pointed up. “They can.” He stood up abruptly from the table. Marina trotted after him. Sorry, she mouthed to all of us as she left. Be right back.

         
         Soon after, I heard the tire screech of Hector and Marina’s car as it sped off down the darkened driveway, its headlights
            the sole brightness in the vast, velvet dark.
         

         
         Our numbers had fallen by two. I wondered at Corey’s certainty. Did he really think it was the Pleiadians piloting that ship,
            now? Who did I think it was? At this point, the only alien I could imagine was Allen. If we all survived to feel such things, who would feel
            more foolish? The people at this retreat or the people outside of it?
         

         
         

         Ana stood on her tiptoes and took another can of chickpeas off the shelf. “Wait, no, it’s seven, actually. Did you get that?”

         
         “Yep.” I kept our ledger by the glow of my receptionless cell phone’s flashlight.

         
         “Glad I didn’t get more dried beans,” Ana said. “So we don’t have to waste fuel cooking them.”

         
         “You want to know something weird?”

         
         “I guess.”

         
         I spun the pen between my fingers. “I keep wanting to ask you how long this is going to last.”

         
         She laughed. “How would I know that?”

         
         “You wouldn’t,” I said. “I just want someone to give me an answer, even if it’s made up.” I remembered reading that a person
            could survive anything if they knew it was finite. I thought if I could put a cap on the uncertainty around me, I could face
            it more calmly.
         

         
         “Hmm.” Ana pondered, arranging the cans so their labels all faced outward. “Ten days.”

         
         I laughed. “I don’t know if that feels too long or too short.”

         
         “Well, we have ten days’ worth of food, so let’s assume ten.”

         
         “It might last longer if more people storm off—Hey!” Ana had hurled a bag of chips at me. “Don’t do that,” I said. “Uncrushed Tostitos are going to be a luxury item.”
         

         
         “Speaking of which . . .” Ana sat down beside me and pulled a beer out from behind her back.

         
         “I thought this was an alcohol- and drug-free event.”

         
         Ana cracked the top. “Just don’t sue me,” she said, and poured half the beer into a paper cup. “What should we toast to?”

         
         “Contact?”

         
         Ana shook her head. “You heard Hector. I think that might be sort of a net negative for me.”

         
         “I think he was just scared.”

         
         “People come to places like this because they feel isolated. They have this huge thing they’re carrying that they can only unload here, because they can’t do it by themselves. They have to share it to feel less alone. You can’t feel alone about something that happens to the whole world all at once. Then it’s not a community, it’s just . . . existence.” She sighed. “They have this thing they think makes them damaged and then it makes them special and then, suddenly, it’s not special anymore. What am I supposed to do with that?” 

         
         “Maybe it’s not good to make our damage the most special thing about us.”

         
         “Little late for me.”

         
         “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

         
         Ana shrugged. “It’s okay if you did. You were right, ultimately.”

         
         I didn’t know about that. Was the life I’d created in New York what it looked like to be right? If so, she wasn’t missing
            out. “I wouldn’t worry about the retreats,” I said. “I think you could make anything feel special.”
         

         
         Ana nodded. I could tell she still thought I was placating her. “Thanks,” she said, and took a long sip of her beer.

         
         “You know Wendy wrote me this letter after my mom died . . .” I began.

         
         Ana laughed. “God, people are always sending you letters.” She’d said it as a joke but looked a little stricken. Major Williams’s letter reared. She cleared her throat. “Anyway,
            tell me what Wendy said.”
         

         
         “She said that death was just change and that we were afraid of death because we were afraid of change. So maybe this is just
            another form of change, you know?”
         

         
         Ana laughed so hard that beer dribbled out the side of her mouth. “I’m sorry, that’s just such bullshit.”

         
         “Okay, I thought I was helping!”

         
         “How is that helping? Like, am I dying in this scenario or is my career?”
         

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         “No, don’t apologize. I should have asked you to colead this with me—that’s exactly the kind of b.s. I should be saying to
            calm everyone down.” She rolled a can of chickpeas back and forth on the ground in front of her. “Do you still want to see
            Major Williams?”
         

         
         “I don’t know if that’s even possible, Ana.”

         
         “But you want to. That’s, like, the whole reason you came.”

         
         “I came to see you.”

         
         She smiled. “That’s not exactly how it sounded on the phone.”

         
         She was right. Major Williams was, if not the whole reason I came, a large part. But it seemed impossible now to get to him.
            “I think that ship has sailed.”
         

         
         Ana shook her head. “Don’t say that. We could still go. First thing tomorrow. It’s not a far drive. I checked it. I have an
            old map in the car.”
         

         
         “I thought you didn’t want to go,” I said.

         
         “I didn’t but then . . .” She took another sip of beer, as if steeling herself. “It’s like I was saying about Hector—I cared
            so much about not disrupting my story. But that story is over now. Nobody is going to care in forty-eight hours who was abducted
            by aliens and who wasn’t. They won’t have to believe anyone’s story. They’ll just know. Because they’ll see it with their own eyes.” She fixed me with a steady gaze. “If they’re all going to know, then I want
            to know, too.”
         

         
         “Okay,” I said. “Then we’ll go.” She nodded. I looked back down at the list of our provisions one more time. “I’m glad you’re
            out of bananas already,” I said. “I hate them.”
         

         
         Ana looked at me with affectionate incredulity. “Come on,” she said. “You think I didn’t remember that?” She’d never bought
            any to begin with.
         

         
         

         
            
               Allen had almost everything in order for the mission. He had scheduled his sleeping pod to power down while he was gone. He had paused his meal service. He would be missing Marcus’s Moon Day party, but it couldn’t be helped: The flight plan was immovable, even if details of the mission were still in flux. Everyone at the Institute had their pet projects that needed to be inserted into the schedule, their own hypothesis to be tested or samples collected. But Allen’s job, at least, was set. 

               
               Allen handed over his tablet to Morgan, the flight coordinator.

               
               “Ah, the human team. What do we got here? Just a standard catch and release? Old bag and tag situation?”

               
               “No,” Allen said. He didn’t like that term. Bag and tag. It sounded so careless and violent. He didn’t like to think what
                  he did to his humans was violent or that he treated them carelessly. Plus, they were doing something different this time.
                  He handed Morgan the mission brief.
               

               
               Her left antennae twirled absentmindedly as she scanned his screen. She was so fidgety. It made him nervous even though he
                  knew everything was in order. “Wow.” She peered up at him. “I forgot about this one. Quite the experimental design.” She sounded
                  impressed, which pleased and surprised Allen.
               

               
               “It was Bob’s idea. He was my mentor and—”

               
               Morgan’s laughter cut him off. “Oh, trust me, we all remember Bob. He was a real . . .”

               
               Allen didn’t want to hear whatever Morgan was about to call him. “He was just very passionate,” Allen said.

               
               “Well, no offense to the old guy, but I’m glad I’m dealing with you and not him. By the way, have you heard about the dolphin
                  team? They’re so behind.”
               

               
               “They haven’t turned in their live cargo list?”

               
               “What do you think? With Leslie, it’s always one thing or another. Before the last launch . . .”

               
               As she went on about the systemic dysfunction of the cetacean division, Allen stood before her station, looking over his own list, one last time. He had lived with this mission so long that now he was afraid to let it go. What if, after all these years of preparation, the experiment failed? What if it had done nothing to help the subject understand what was happening to them when Allen did “the old bag and tag,” as Morgan had put it? Or what if it did help them understand and it only made them more afraid? What if—and this was almost the worst one to contemplate—they did feel less afraid, but it still did not help their survival rate or their bodily stress? Time away from one’s own planet was very, very hard on a life-form. Allen had seen it in the data of his past subjects. Even if they were unconscious, he could still tell that their bodies yearned for Earth, for the soil and the seas of the planet that had made them; he could read it in the patterns of their brain waves, the rhythms of their hearts. Even silent, he could hear them. They wanted to go back. They wanted to go home. What if this new protocol, as cleverly and elegantly as Bob had designed it, could never alleviate that basic fact? What if nothing could prepare any creature for life under alien stars? 

               
               Morgan handed Allen back the tablet. “Okay,” she said. “You’re good to go.”

               
               “Thanks.”

               
               Morgan stared at him. Allen worried for a moment that he’d missed something on his pre-mission checklist. But no, it wasn’t
                  that.
               

               
               “I know you get the short end of the stick with funding,” Morgan said. “And no one respects the human studies department,
                  and everyone sort of pities you for having to work with Bob and then having him saddle you with this project and everything.”
               

               
               Allen tried not to look too stung. He could tell she believed she was about to pay him a compliment. “Uh-huh.”

               
               “But we’re all really impressed that you pulled this off,” Morgan said. “I bet you probably don’t hear this enough, like I
                  said, with the way people treat your work. But I remember reading about this, and, man, I was just blown away.”
               

               
               Allen was overcome. He tried not to show it, though. He did not want to seem too emotional or attached. But it meant the world. “That’s nice to hear,” he said, softly. 

               
               Morgan leaned back against the control console. “And, um, in exchange for being so nice and everything, could you do me a
                  favor? Are you going by Area 51?”
               

               
               Allen said no. He’d never been. “I’d love to go, though,” he said. “I’ve heard great things.”

               
               “Oh, then in that case, don’t worry about it.”

               
               “Anything else, though?” He was feeling generous toward Morgan. She was the only member of his whole colony who’d said anything
                  encouraging to him about the mission, and he wanted to make her happy.
               

               
               Morgan’s antennae pressed together in thought. “There is one thing.”

               
               “Tell me.”

               
               “Could you bring me back some of those little saltwater rock plants?”

               
               Allen tried to think what she meant. “A coral?”

               
               “Yeah.”

               
               Allen deflated. “I can’t, I’m sorry.” He felt compelled to add that coral were animals.

               
               Morgan laughed. “Allen, Allen, so detail-oriented. You’re sure you can’t swing it? Do not make me ask the cetacean team!”

               
               He tried to think of how he might shift things, but the very nature of the mission meant that it was unshiftable, its course
                  long set. If Allen had been predetermined to get Morgan the coral, if it had been an important part of the mission, it would
                  have been built in somehow. But it hadn’t been. He had to accept disappointing her.
               

               
               “No, I really can’t. I’m not going to be by the water.”

               
               Morgan kept clicking around on her monitor, her antennae twitching in concentration. “Really?” she said. “That whole planet’s
                  water.”
               

               
               “Not where I’m going,” Allen said. “My team’s landing in the desert.”
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         Our plan was to drive to Major Williams just after sunrise, before anyone could see us leave. I figured we’d be the only ones
            up. But as I was walking back from the composting toilet across the driveway, I saw Cyndie rocking on the porch, coffee in
            hand. I tried to avoid her—I ducked behind a car, which I’m not proud of—but she spotted me.
         

         
         “Alex? What the hell are you doing up at the butt crack of dawn?”

         
         I started to stammer out nothing when Ana emerged from the yurt. She looked unaffected by her lack of sleep. To the untrained eye, she would have looked radiant,
            polished, unconcerned. But I knew her better. She was nervous, I could tell, because she had taken my advice about the water.
            The outlines of two plastic bottles strained the filmy cyan surface of the grocery bag she was carrying. “We’re just going
            to the store,” she stage-whispered, as softly as she could.
         

         
         “We didn’t get enough yesterday?” Cyndie shouted back.

         
         Ana looked pained. “Can you keep your voice down, please?”

         
         Cyndie regarded us coolly over the rim of her steaming mug. “You’re not letting him leave, too, are you?”

         
         “Do you see any bags?”

         
         She pointed at Ana’s bag of bottled water.

         
         Ana rolled her eyes. “Get in the car, Alex.”

         
         I slid into the Jeep as Cyndie called out to us, one eyebrow raised in skepticism.

         
         “Nice catching up, sweetie. See you never!”

         
         “We are coming back,” Ana said.

         
         “I’m coming back!” I shouted. “I promise.”

         
         

         The distance to Major Williams’s house had seemed short when I’d checked it back in New York, but tracing my finger on the
            map in Ana’s Jeep, I realized it was actually longer than I remembered. We had to loop around the national park.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” Ana said. “I’m a fast driver.”

         
         She was. She had no competition. There was no traffic. The roads were eerily empty, a few cars here and there, but nothing
            like the traffic jams out of Las Vegas the day before. Everyone seemed to be taking the shelter-in-place order very seriously.
         

         
         “Maybe we shouldn’t have done this.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “The shelter-in-place.”

         
         Ana shrugged. “I’m sure they’d allow an exception for essential business.”

         
         “Do you really think this counts as essential business?”

         
         “Well, you flew all the way across the country to have this conversation, so I’d say it’s pretty essential.”

         
         “I also came to see you.”

         
         “Also,” she repeated.
         

         
         “You know what I mean.”

         
         “As I recall, you made it pretty clear that you’d only come if we did this.”

         
         “I would have come anyway,” I said.

         
         Ana laughed. “That’s such a lie!”

         
         “I swear! I would have.” It was true. I knew that now. I would have come anyway. I was always going to come.

         
         She flicked her eyes at me and I could tell she was smiling, just a little. She turned onto the highway. “Whatever you say.”
            She flipped on the radio; static fizzed over the dial, pierced faintly by what sounded like the long wail of an emergency
            alert signal. Or maybe it was the Signal itself. No message followed it. We tried the other stations. The same thing. Ana
            turned the radio off, briskly.
         

         
         “This car’s got a CD player,” she said. “If you want to root around in the glove compartment.”

         
         The jewel cases were cracked and scuffed. They seemed like Cyndie’s old CDs. The most recently released album was The Very Best of Sheryl Crow from 2003. I tried to imagine “All I Wanna Do” bouncing out through speakers over our current scene. I looked out the window
            and saw a motorcade of camouflaged vehicles surrounding a flatbed twice as long as a normal eighteen-wheeler, at least, going
            in the opposite direction on the highway and carrying a fighter jet strapped down with yellow ripstop yokes. Ana took one
            hand off the steering wheel and gripped mine as we passed the motorcade. She didn’t let go until the jet had disappeared around
            a bend.
         

         
         

         We obviously had not been able to call Major Williams to tell him we were coming. This occurred to us only as we were pulling
            up to a closed, intercom-controlled gate at the end of a long, dusty track. Ana buzzed but got no response.
         

         
         “Fuck, I should have told him while I still could,” I said.

         
         “We’re here now. It’ll be fine.”

         
         I was about to point out to her again that maybe it wasn’t wise for us to defy a shelter-in-place order on the eve of an apocalypse
            to visit a high-ranking ex-member of the military, when a voice crackled out, almost inaudible through the thick wall of static.
         

         
         “HELLO?”

         
         Ana’s face bloomed into a radiant smile, as though the voice on the other end could see her through the intercom. “Hi! Major Williams? It’s . . .” 

         
         I waved my hand in front of her face and mouthed: He doesn’t know you’re coming.

         
         She mouthed back—It’s. Fine.—then continued brightly. “It’s Ana Pincer. I’m here with Alex Whitman.”
         

         
         I moved the dust beneath my feet. It was dead calm. A windless, silent morning.

         
         The buzzer crackled. “OKAY!”

         
         We waited. The gate did not open.

         
         “Maybe try him again?” Ana said.

         
         She buzzed.

         
         “HI.”

         
         “Um, hi. Can we come in?”

         
         “YES.” His voice came in a staticky burst. “GATE IS BROKEN. PARK BY ROAD. COME ON FOOT, OVER.”

         
         Ana elbowed me, smiling. “COPY YOU,” she shouted back. “WILL PARK THEN PROCEED, OVER.”

         
         “COPY YOU.”

         
         Ana grinned. “See? We’ve been preparing for this our whole lives.”

         
         

         “Mr. Whitman, Ms. Pincer. What an unexpected pleasure.”

         
         Major Williams had been right in his email: I had thought of him as so old then that he didn’t register as looking any different
            to me now. In my conception of the major, he’d been born mustached and white-haired. Today he had a cannula in his nose and
            an oxygen tank beside him sitting up like an alert, loyal pet, his hand looped through its handle like a leash.
         

         
         “Hello,” he said, looking from one of us to the other.

         
         “I’m Alex Whitman,” I said.

         
         “I know,” Major Williams said. “I’m not that doddering yet.”

         
         I could feel that beneath her usual charm, Ana was struggling not to fidget. We hadn’t been nervous last night. But we were nervous now. 

         
         “You probably weren’t expecting both of us,” she said.

         
         He smiled. “I try to live without expectations, but I will say that it’s a very pleasant surprise, Ms. Pincer. Please, come
            in.”
         

         
         His house was small and neat, like its resident. There were very few personal effects except for a sepia photo of the major
            as a much younger man, leaning jauntily against a seaplane, his arm around the waist of a laughing woman.
         

         
         “It’s a lovely house,” Ana said.

         
         “If you look out back, you can see straight onto that ridge where they found you two.”

         
         “Really?” I said.

         
         “Yep.” He led us and his oxygen pet over to the bathroom, where there was a small window in the shower just above the fall
            bars. “See that?” He pointed to a line of brown scrub. “That’s it. Look familiar? They tore those houses down, which was a
            shame. But the landscape is the same.”
         

         
         We took turns peering out the small window. I squinted at this supposedly familiar landscape. If the manmade landmarks of
            the houses had still been there, I might have been able to insert myself into the scene, recall or at least confabulate some
            memory. Without the structures, I was lost. I looked and looked. There was something there. The shape or shadow of some vague
            recollection. But only a shadow.
         

         
         Ana took her turn. She pressed her nose to the glass. “Maybe,” she said. “I think so.”

         
         But all of us knew she was lying.

         
         I expected more small talk, but the major was a military man. Once we had taken our seats he said: “You know there’s a shelter-in-place
            order?”
         

         
         We nodded.

         
         “Then I won’t waste your time. Let’s get right down to it.”

         
         

         “I apologize for the cryptic nature of my letter,” he said. “But I try not to reveal more than I have to. Old infosec habits die hard.” 

         
         “We understand,” Ana said.

         
         “But it got you here, which is good.”

         
         “Was that the intention?” I asked.

         
         “Let’s call it a hope,” he said. “I don’t have many visitors.” He looked at Ana. “Did he show you the email?”

         
         Ana and I nodded in anxious unison.

         
         “And you’re here to find out what I know.”

         
         Again, we nodded. Ana was sitting on her hands.

         
         “Well,” he said. “Ask away.”

         
         Even though I had gone to law school to escape the strange world of my childhood, my training had indeed prepared me for this
            most important conversation. This was a cross-examination in some ways. A cooperative witness, yes. But a drawing-out nonetheless.
         

         
         “You wrote to me to apologize,” I began. “But not to Ana?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Why did you only write to me?”

         
         “Because I worried that my actions had impacted you more negatively than they did Ms. Pincer.”

         
         “Were those actions the ‘damaging narrative’ you referred to in the email?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “What narrative were you referring to?”

         
         The major looked over at Ana, almost apologetically. “The narrative that you were abducted by aliens.”

         
         Okay, so we had gotten to our first revelation. I cleared my throat.

         
         “Did you create that story?”

         
         “Technically, you did,” he said. “You had already told a story that suggested extraterrestrial contact, so, no, we didn’t
            make it up, per se.”
         

         
         “But you found it convenient?”

         
         “Yes, I think that’s a good way to put it.”

         
         “Did you conduct any investigation into our case?”

         
         Major Williams looked down at his lap. The tank breathed beside him. “No.”

         
         This pulled me up short. “None at all?”

         
         He shook his head. He looked ashamed. “Investigation wasn’t really my remit.”

         
         “What was?” I asked.

         
         He sighed. “Spreading that narrative. There were certain things a civilian might have seen around the base and this UFO story
            created a good cover, for lack of a better word, for those civilians to interpret those things in a way that my superiors
            preferred.”
         

         
         “What things were those?”

         
         “There are certain questions I can’t answer,” he said.

         
         “But they weren’t UFOs?”

         
         He looked amused. “They were UFOs to anyone who could not accurately identify them. But from my perspective, no.”

         
         I glanced sidelong at Ana before asking my next question. “Did you ever interact with an individual who went by the name of
            Oz? A stage magician?”
         

         
         The major’s face clouded, then broke into a laugh. “Oz. I remember him. God, isn’t it funny what we remember.”

         
         “How did you meet him?”

         
         He waved his hand. “No, to be clear, I never met him. But he played up at Morongo for a while. Put it this way: I remember
            the billboard.”
         

         
         Ana closed her mouth over a laugh. But I was focused. Oz’s ridiculousness was precisely what interested me.

         
         “Did you or your colleagues ever leak any information to Oz about the UAV testing on this base? Or any other military programs?”

         
         The major thought. “I cannot speak for what my colleagues may or may not have done,” he said. “But personally, I think that would have been very clever.” 

         
         “Why would that have been clever?” I asked.

         
         “Ms. Pincer’s reaction sums it up nicely, don’t you think?”

         
         “Oz wasn’t seen as a serious person.”

         
         “I think that’s more of a statement of fact than a question.”

         
         The question I wanted to ask sounded so paranoid that I hesitated to even put it into words. But I had to. What other chance
            would I ever have?
         

         
         “If you found it convenient for the public to believe in UFOs,” I began, “and you wanted to stoke that belief, then you would
            also have wanted to cast doubt on any alternative explanations for the UFOs people reported seeing. To sow uncertainty about
            reports concerning your real work. Correct?”
         

         
         The major nodded, ever so slightly.

         
         “Is that why it would have been clever for you to use Oz as a channel for the truth about what you were doing on the base?
            Because then no one would take the information seriously? Because his profile alone would have discredited it?”
         

         
         Major Williams looked pleased. “If you put the truth in the mouth of a fool, people will hear it as a lie.” He winked at Ana.
            “Alex is very good, isn’t he? They made a mistake not making him partner.”
         

         
         I gripped the edge of my chair. Had he been spying on me? How? I’d accepted that he’d found me; it wouldn’t have been that
            difficult, like I said, to ascertain who I was through the changed last name. But to know about the loss of the promotion . . .
            He was spying on me, I thought. And he wants me to know it.

         
         The major adjusted his cannula and smiled. Why had he said that? Because he wants me to understand that his information is accurate, I thought. He wants me to take him at his word. It was, in a way, an act of trust. But it was also a show of dominance. It frightened me. It riled me up. It reminded me why we were there: not just because he’d wanted to apologize but because we’d been lied to and used in the first place. 

         
         I tried to regain my footing. “Just to summarize,” I said. “You found our existing story convenient, never investigated further,
            and actively disseminated stories about extraterrestrials in order to conceal your actual work, which you might have leaked
            to debunkers or skeptics like Oz or others in order to create doubt about what was actually true?”
         

         
         “When you put it that way,” Major Williams said, “it sounds much more elegantly planned out than it actually was. But yes.
            That is what we did.”
         

         
         “And you don’t know what really happened to me and Ana?”

         
         The major hesitated. His eyes looked watery. “No,” he said, at last.

         
         There it was. So much easier than I had anticipated. And so much more deflating. There had never been any investigation into
            our case. The US military did not know or care what had happened to us, only how useful the story we told could be to them.
            The “damaging narrative” had not been his retraction, as Ana had believed, but the story of our abduction itself, which Major
            Williams had spread only to cover up some nefarious defense project. All my suspicions were confirmed. I was right. But I
            did not feel as triumphant as I had expected. In fact, I did not feel triumphant at all. I had gotten exactly the answer I’d
            claimed I’d wanted, but all I felt was disappointment. I had wanted him to tell us it was true, I realized. I looked over
            at Ana. She looked very pale and was sitting very, very still. I felt slightly queasy.
         

         
         Ana spoke. “Can I ask something?” Her voice matched her still, pale face.

         
         The major gave an assenting nod.

         
         “I’m not really asking this with a strategy,” she said. “I’m not a lawyer.”

         
         “I know,” he said.

         
         She laughed nervously. I saw a dark spread of sweat blooming in the armpits of her T-shirt. “So, you never believed us? You were just using us the whole time even though you thought we were lying?” 

         
         Major Williams looked sort of hurt by this line of questioning. “I was using you. That is true. But that doesn’t mean I thought
            you were lying.”
         

         
         “So, you thought we were telling the truth?”

         
         “Well, not you.” He shifted to sit up taller in his recliner—a chair the color of wet cement with favored patches rubbed bald where his
            legs and arms now rested—then raised a long wrinkled finger and pointed at me. “I thought he was.”
         

         
         Ana had grown even paler now. I looked between her and Major Williams’s rheumy, regretful eyes. “Me?” I asked.

         
         Major Williams sighed. “Young man, I raised four children of my own, and I ran a strict house. I flattered myself that I could
            tell when a child was lying, and your story was certainly outrageous enough to look like a lie. But when I spoke with you . . .”
            He shook his head. “You never wavered. You spoke with such clarity and conviction.”
         

         
         Major Williams turned to Ana now. “Ms. Pincer,” he said. “I hope you don’t take offense. You were a very charming little girl,
            but I got the sense that you were following the leader a bit, and that leader was Mr. Whitman here. He was the one who had
            the story down. You would wander a little bit. But no matter what I asked him, he stayed so consistent.”
         

         
         “I did?” My mouth was so dry.

         
         “You did,” Major Williams said. “I knew we were going to push the alien story no matter what; my saying I believed you, then the retraction—that was all planned. But after I spoke with you, it tore me up. Because I knew that you were telling the truth, or the truth as you understood it. And I knew that what I was going to do, what this whole media circus would do, was to corrupt whatever kernel of truth you had left and make you doubt yourself forever.” He sighed. “I don’t know what happened to you two out there. I can’t fill in the blanks of those missing thirty-six hours. I can’t give you an answer as to what you saw or what you went through. But I can apologize for what I did. And I can tell you, with all my heart, that I have never seen a child as lit up with the fire of truth as you were on that day I interviewed you. I can’t tell you if you were abducted by aliens. But, God, I can tell you that you believed you had been.” 

         
         It is a cliché for a reason: I really did feel that my heart was going to beat out of my chest. “Is that all true?” I asked,
            shakily.
         

         
         “What would be the point of lying now?”

         
         

         “I’m sorry,” the major said, into the silence that followed. “I think I might need to have a lie-down.”

         
         Ana and I fumbled over each other in apology. “We took up too much of your time,” she said.

         
         “God, no. This was time well spent for a regretful old man. I just don’t have the stamina I used to, not in this heat.”

         
         “Do you need us to get you anything?” Ana asked. “Do you have everything you need?”

         
         He nodded. “For the moment,” he said, very quietly. He was looking at his oxygen tank. How quickly would that run out, I wondered.
            How many of those could he have on hand? How many other people were there, across the country and across the world, trapped
            at home like this, right now, watching their oxygen or their medications diminish, wondering if they would ever get the chance
            to get more or if they would measure their coming death by the fullness of a tank or a pill bottle.
         

         
         “I do have one more question,” Ana said. “It’s not about us.”

         
         “I’m listening.”

         
         “You don’t know what happened to us. But do you know what’s happening now? With the Signal?”

         
         The major smiled, sadly, like he’d been waiting for this line of questioning all along. He took a long pause before answering. “Yes,” he said. 

         
         Ana and I looked at each other.

         
         “Is this contact?” I asked.

         
         For the first time all morning, he seemed genuinely reluctant to speak. I wondered if the house was bugged or if he feared,
            rightly or wrongly, that it might be.
         

         
         “Actually, sorry,” I said. “You don’t have to answer that.”

         
         “I don’t,” he said. “But I can. I think you two, unlike many people, have a better chance of understanding.”

         
         “We won’t tell anyone,” Ana said.

         
         “Don’t promise that,” he laughed. “Everyone tells someone.” He looked back and forth between us; I tried to hold my face still
            and neutral. He seemed to be searching for something in our expressions that might determine his course of action. “Yes, this
            is contact. I can’t tell you much more than that because I don’t know too much more. But I can confirm that, in the opinion
            of several major world governments, our own included, the Signal is a transmission from an extraterrestrial intelligence of
            some kind. And it is being transmitted from what we believe to be a craft, manned or unmanned we don’t know. But it is going
            to be arriving imminently. It might be visible to the naked eye, if we knew what we were looking for.”
         

         
         “How long have you known?”

         
         “Under a week. Not long. But that’s why I reached out to you when I did. I wasn’t sure how much time I’d have to talk to you
            before . . . well, whatever’s coming next.”
         

         
         “Don’t you know what’s coming next?” Ana said. “This can’t really be first contact.” Had she meant to say first, like that? She must have. There was a plaintive hope in her voice that she didn’t bother to hide.
         

         
         “That’s more your field, Ms. Pincer.”

         
         “But haven’t you been acclimating all of us to this, with little bits of disclosure? You must have known it was coming, or it must have happened before. Aren’t there alien biologics out in—” 

         
         The major cut her off by laughing. “No, no. God, spare me from ‘biologics.’”

         
         “That wasn’t true?”

         
         “No, never. That’s not to say it isn’t possible that whatever is coming now hasn’t visited before. But that was part of the
            beauty of the UFO as cover. It covered us either way. It was either a method to get the public ready to face something they
            otherwise would not be psychologically equipped to survive or a distraction that kept them busy long enough for us to carry
            on with our work. I hate to give you another ambiguous answer but that’s the truth. Although now, with the Signal, they’ll
            have to run a different playbook. Funny, isn’t it? We use aliens as a cover story for decades and then they become the thing
            we need a cover story for.”
         

         
         “But you can’t cover it up,” Ana said. “Not with everything that’s already happened. There’s been too much disruption to just
            sweep it under the rug. People know.”
         

         
         Major Williams smiled. “If my work has taught me anything it’s that the human will to ignorance is stronger than you think.”
            He opened the door, the desert sunlight flooding in, already baking hot and not yet 9 a.m.
         

         
         “Do you know when?” Ana asked. “If you don’t know the what.”

         
         Major Williams looked at his wristwatch. There were no numbers on it, a blank face with two hands, but he answered without
            hesitation. “Imminently.”
         

         
         I cleared my throat. This was too much. “But last night, I read that the trajectory wouldn’t bring it into orbit for another
            two days.”
         

         
         Major Williams looked at me kindly, like a grandparent before a small child who had just asked them a question with a sad
            and complicated answer.
         

         
         “I know,” he said. “But it accelerated.”

         
         

         “You should go for a walk on the ridge,” the major said as he led us out the door. “I miss it. It might be nice for you to see it again, while your legs and lungs are strong.” 

         
         “We will,” I said. “We’d like to see it.”

         
         “Good.” He shook my hand, surrounding mine with his in a double grip. His eyes were rimmed in red. The tubing of his cannula
            fogged with each breath. “I’m so sorry,” he said.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” I said.

         
         “No,” he said. “It isn’t. But that’s what happened. Can’t change it now, can we?”

         
         “Goodbye,” I said.

         
         “Goodbye.”

         
         I waited for Ana’s goodbye, but then I realized with a shock that she wasn’t beside me anymore.

         
         

         “Ana, wait.”

         
         She was rushing ahead of me in long, quick strides. I saw at the end of the track that several army trucks had parked down
            there, boxing in her Jeep while we were in the house, and now a cluster of soldiers were milling nearby. Shit.

         
         “Wait!” I called.

         
         Ana kept walking. I was nervous about running so close to the soldiers, but I was more worried about Ana. I ran up to her
            and grabbed her. “Ana, just hold up.”
         

         
         I realized when she turned around that I had never really seen her cry. Not this intensely or earnestly.

         
         “What’s wrong?” I said, though what a stupid question, given what we had just been told. I felt an odd calm, though. Maybe it was just that everything I had ever been anxious about had come to pass, and I was still here. I had lived at a level of panic above everyone else for so long that, by the time world events rose to meet me, I was already used to feeling like this. It was like the UFO disclosure strategy, the goldfish in the bag. 

         
         Ana wiped at her face and squinted up into the blinding sky. “I wonder if we really could see it now. Fuck me, I can’t believe
            this is really happening.”
         

         
         “It’s going to be okay,” I said. I didn’t know why I thought that, but I really meant it.

         
         Ana laughed. “Anyway, are you happy, now? You were right?”

         
         “About what?”

         
         “Weren’t you listening? The ‘damaging narrative’ was exactly like you said. There were no aliens. It was always just a fiction,
            from him and from us.” She laughed as a few more tears fell. Her voice got tight. “You were believable, at least. I wasn’t
            even a good liar. I’m as full of shit as you always told me I was.”
         

         
         “No, Ana. That’s not true.”

         
         “Yes, it is.” She laughed, wiping at her cheeks again. “I’m sorry, did we go from fighting over which one of us Major Williams
            would prove wrong to now neither one of us wanting to be right?”
         

         
         I smiled. “Yes, but I’m right about this.”

         
         Ana shook her head. “You’re so insufferable, you know that?”

         
         “Yes, I do.”

         
         “How are you right?”

         
         I looked back at the major’s small quiet house, the man I had built up so much in my mind, rightly or wrongly, as the sole
            messenger of all definitive truth. And even he couldn’t give us the answers we needed. “When I’d say I wanted to know the
            truth about what happened to us, you always knew that it wouldn’t be there. There’d be no evidence in any direction of anything.
            We had our story, our memories, and those would be all the facts we’d ever get.”
         

         
         “I said that because I was afraid of what we’d find.”

         
         “It doesn’t matter why you said it. You were right. We were both right.”

         
         Ana smiled. “Or both wrong.”

         
         “Same thing.”

         
         Ana sniffled. “Hey, can I confess something?”

         
         I nodded. This was the day for confessions.

         
         “Do you remember Wendy’s meditation? The one we did in Vegas?”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “Remember I said I saw the ship that took us or whatever.”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         She bit her lip. “I didn’t remember a fucking thing. Not like that. No aliens or anything. The only thing I remembered was—”
            She stopped.
         

         
         “What was it?” I asked, cautious.

         
         She shook her head. “It’s funny. I never told anyone about it, not the police or Cyndie. No one. Because it was such a strange
            image. We were out here, in the desert, like in a cave, and I had just woken up sort of suddenly, from this deep, deep sleep,
            like I’d been startled awake. And I knew that when I’d gone to sleep, you were with me. But when I looked over, you were just . . .
            gone.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what happened after that. Like, I must have found you again, because they found us
            together. So I just never told anyone about it because it seemed like a dream or something. It had this uncanny quality to
            it. But I never forgot it. I mean, that’s an understatement. It’s the only thing I actually fucking remember. But I think
            it’s because of how I felt. I’ve never been more scared, I think, in my whole life than I was when I realized you were gone.”
            She looked at me with searching eyes, like I might be a mirage, my real self still missing in the desert thirty years ago.
            “Where were you?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” I said. “But I remember losing you, too.”

         
         She started crying again. “Alex, I’m so sorry.”

         
         “For what?”

         
         “Everything.” She buried her face in her hands again. “Fuck.”

         
         “Hey,” I said. “Hey, it’s okay.” I pulled her in for a hug.

         
         We were both quiet in each other’s arms. I hugged her tighter. We hadn’t hugged each other like this since we were teenagers. I held on to her as hard as I could. “I’m sorry for what I said to you. After my mom died.” 

         
         She sniffled. “I’m sorry, too. I always wondered what you thought of my card after that fight.”

         
         I pulled back from the hug. “Your card?”

         
         “Yeah, that I gave you at your mom’s.”

         
         The memory of her handing it to me came vividly back. I touched the back pocket of my jeans, as if I expected it to be there
            now. “I don’t think I ever read it.”
         

         
         “Oh, that’s probably for the best.”

         
         “What did it say?”

         
         She shrugged. “Some dumb Allen joke. I’d thought it would make you laugh.” She scuffed her toe in the dirt.

         
         “Can I confess something, too?” I asked.

         
         “Can you hug me again because I’m kind of freaking out.”

         
         “Do you need my panic attack technique?”

         
         “Stop, no. Can you just do this one thing for me?”

         
         I hugged her, dutifully. She hugged me back. We were quiet for a moment.

         
         “What’s your confession?” she asked finally.

         
         I sighed into the sun-warmed top of her head. “It’s going to make you feel better.”

         
         “You don’t know that.”

         
         “It might.”

         
         “Try me.”

         
         “Well, I just . . .” I paused. “I wanted it to be true. I would have given anything for the major to say that he had proof
            we’d been abducted by aliens.” I laughed. “I know it sounds crazy but some part of me thought he was going to say that.”
         

         
         “Really?” Her voice was muffled, her face buried in my shoulder.

         
         “Really.” It shocked me how much I had wanted this. I had lived the last twenty-plus years, ever since my first hairline fractures of doubt, thinking that I wanted that doubt validated. But in truth, I had always yearned for it to be wiped away. I wanted to be restored to that state of faith I’d had as a child. The one that Major Williams remembered. “I would have given anything,” I said, “to have him tell us our story was true.” 

         
         “Me too,” she whispered. “But I guess it’s true now.”

         
         I swallowed. “I guess so.”

         
         Then we were both quiet again. We heard the crunch of tires on the track and looked back to see another army vehicle pulling
            up alongside Ana’s Jeep. “Shit,” she said. “I don’t know how we’re gonna get out of here.”
         

         
         “Maybe we should just go for that walk on the ridge,” I said. “Take a beat to plan.”

         
         “Very funny suggestion.”

         
         I hadn’t meant it as a joke, but now I tried to pass it off like one. Ana could tell I had been serious though.

         
         “Alex, there is no ‘taking a beat.’ We have to go. Now.”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “Alex. We’re not going on a little stroll.”

         
         I knew she was right. But I felt paralyzed. Going to the ridge for a little stroll felt suddenly essential. “Major Williams
            said we should.”
         

         
         “‘Major Williams said we should’? Major Williams also told us aliens are about to invade. We don’t have time for this. We
            have to go back to the retreat. We have to warn everyone.”
         

         
         I found I could not move from this position, even as I knew she was right. I stood still and simply said, “Yeah.”

         
         “Alex, I don’t have time for you to have a panic attack right now.”

         
         Maybe that was what was happening. I felt the same tunnel-vision focus that I did during a panic attack. “I just . . . I need
            to sort of absorb all this.”
         

         
         “You can absorb it back at the rental.”

         
         “It’s not that I . . .” I paused. There was something I needed to do. “I just need to call my sister.”

         
         She blinked at me for a moment. “Is your phone magically working?”

         
         I pulled it from my pocket. Weirdly, it was. “Yes,” I said.

         
         She took out hers. “That’s so weird. Mine’s not.”

         
         “I need to call her,” I said. It felt like a sign.

         
         “Fine,” she said. “I’ll try to negotiate for my car to get released.”

         
         We both looked back at the soldiers.

         
         “Be careful,” I said.

         
         “Be quick.”

         
         I promised I would. Then I hugged her again. “Thank you,” I said.

         
         “For what?”

         
         I wasn’t sure. “For everything.”

         
         She hugged me back. “You too.”

         
         I looked down at her and was possessed suddenly by an urge to kiss her sunburnt part. I dismissed it and then thought: Why? Aliens are about to land. Why censor yourself now? I leaned down and put my lips to her hair.
         

         
         Ana looked up. I thought she’d be startled. But she seemed to have been expecting this somehow. She smiled, drew my knuckles
            to her lips, shut her eyes and kissed them. Then she dropped my hand and said:
         

         
         “I’ll see you at the car. Five minutes. Tops.”

         
         I walked to the backyard, where I could see the ridge Major Williams had pointed out. It looked close, but I was awful at judging distances. I did want to go. Now that I knew I had been so sure of my story as a child, I wanted to return to the place of my certainty, like a salmon swimming home to spawn. I stared out at the landscape and tried to call Claire, but nothing went through. I looked back out at the ridge. I tried to access that old sureness, tried to be someone who would know their mind and what they wanted to say. I wrote the text quickly, before I could rethink it: 

         
         I’m sorry I left the way I did and that I have been so out of touch during everything with the Signal the last couple of days.
               I just spoke with Major Williams. I know this sounds crazy, but he confirmed that what is happening right now with the Signal
               is contact. He didn’t know if anything happened to us as kids, which I hope gives him some credibility in your eyes. (He did
               say that he thought I believed I was telling the truth as a kid, whatever that means.) I love you. I hope you’re safe.

         
         I sent it to each of my siblings individually. I don’t know why. It felt more personal. I wanted them to know that I did not
            mean this as a blanket message of forgiveness, even though I had sent the same thing to all of them, but rather that there
            was something in it that was meant for each one of them. I waited. But the bubbles showed up green, like trees, ornamented
            with red exclamation points. None of them went through. Well, one did. Jake’s. It found its way through some narrow, closing
            space in our world’s clogged cellular networks. I don’t know how. Good, I thought. I’m glad it was him. Of any of them, I’m glad it was him. I looked one last time at the ridge. It was close. But there wasn’t time. I had to go
            back with Ana. Then I heard the warbled shout of a bullhorn behind me and a sound like a shot or a truck backfiring.
         

         
         I whipped around. I could just see Ana’s Jeep at the end of the track, but it was now partially obscured by a tank, bumper-to-bumper with the army trucks, several soldiers crouched beside it, two hovering Black Hawk helicopters circling above. Where was Ana, though? I didn’t think she’d leave me behind; I was sure she’d stick to every second of that five-minute warning, but a little part of me realized I had already been afraid that I’d turn and find her gone. I wasn’t sure how long I’d taken. I turned my head back and forth, horribly afraid that the blind spot I’d lived with for so long, with so far no catastrophic consequences, would now finally make me miss something essential and irrevocable. I began to doubt my depth perception. How far was I from the car? My walk turned into a jog and then to a run—I was afraid that the soldiers would wait no longer to hustle her away and I would be stranded as she started to drive off. And then, horribly, as I drew closer, I saw the tail of the Jeep lurch forward. Shit, I thought. Fuck, just waitjustwaitjustwait on a loop as I arrived at the end of the track and the Jeep finally came into full view. But that was when I realized that
            Ana’s Jeep was not moving under its own steam. It was being towed. The driver’s seat was empty. Ana was nowhere to be seen.
         

         
         

         The soldier kept pointing back at the major’s house like I lived there. “Sir, I need you to return to your residence.”

         
         “I told you I came in that car.” I pointed. The soldier followed my finger, suspicious and concerned. “I’m looking for the
            driver. She was just—”
         

         
         “All civilians are being cleared from this area, sir, that’s why we need you to return to your residence.”

         
         “What do you mean cleared?”

         
         “Sir, I need you inside or I will be forced to take action.”

         
         “What action? You’re not listening to me. What did you do with the driver of that Jeep?”

         
         He raised the bullhorn to his lips even though I was standing two feet away from him. “THIS AREA HAS BEEN DESIGNATED FOR MILITARY
            USE ONLY,” his amplified voice screamed out into the clear desert air. “ANYONE WITHOUT EXPLICIT AUTHORIZATION REMAINING IN
            THIS AREA AFTER WE HAVE CLEARED IT WILL BE TRESPASSING AND SUBJECT TO ARREST.” Then he lowered the bullhorn and said, so that
            only I could hear, “We have been authorized to use deadly force.”
         

         
         He looked frightened. Did he know what was coming? Or was he only a foot soldier, both literally and figuratively, unaware of the larger mission? His fear could be of the reality of contact or of the cover story they’d told him or just the universal terror of the unknown. Regardless, he was scared and armed, a bad, bad combination. 

         
         He pointed at Major Williams’s house. His finger was shaking. “Get inside,” he said. “Now.”

         
         I walked as quickly as I could back up the driveway—I was too frightened to sprint, scared this might be seen as a threat,
            some reason to shoot—but finally broke into a trot when I was close to the house.
         

         
         “Hello?” I knocked, three loud bangs. “Major Williams? It’s Alex Whitman.” I knocked again. “Major Williams? Could you let
            me in please?”
         

         
         Nothing. I tried all the doors and windows. Everything was locked. He had said he was taking a nap, but no one could sleep
            through all this. What if he had had a heart attack? Or a stroke? What if he was trapped in there, dying? I had heard of that
            happening, people making the final passage once their unsettled business was finally complete. I remember reading about a
            Boston man, 102, a lifelong Red Sox fan, who died the day after they won the World Series. I should go back down the road for help, I thought. But no one there would help me. They’d probably take me wherever they’d taken Ana. But then at least we’d be together.
            Or maybe:
         

         
         I tapped one final time at the shaded living room windows. “Ana?” I said. “Ana, are you in there?”

         
         I waited. It was, I admit, a long shot. But what if? I harbored a stubborn but unshakeable feeling that Ana had somehow evaded the soldiers’ “clearing” of civilians, that we’d be together by the time whatever was coming arrived. Maybe I was wrong, and they had “cleared” her, herded her off to some ominous secure facility. But if anyone could talk her way out of martial law, it would be Ana. Now all I had to do was find her. It felt imperative, above all other immediate needs, that we be together. I could face military detention centers and alien invasion if I was able to face it with her. That was why I had come across the country. On the then-slim chance that the Signal presaged the end of the world as we knew it or perhaps the end of the world, full stop, there was no one else I wanted to be with. 

         
         I looked back one last time at the place where Ana’s Jeep had been. It was gone now, towed, cleared, and the tank was now
            advancing slowly up the drive. I heard a truck backfire again, then twice more in quick succession. I realized it could not
            be a truck backfiring at all, but had to be gunshots. Jesus, what were they shooting at? There wasn’t anyone here but me.
            I stumbled backward, tripping over one of the major’s rainwater collection barrels, soaking my jeans and, more urgently, alerting
            the advancing cadre of frightened, gun-wielding soldiers that I had not followed their orders to “return to my residence”
            and was therefore eligible to be fired upon. A loudspeaker blared from the top of the tank.
         

         
         “SHELTER IN PLACE. THIS IS AN ORDER.”

         
         “Shit, shit, shit.”

         
         I abandoned the fallen rain barrel and darted behind the house, then took off running down the hill, toward the ridge. I could
            slip down behind it, I reasoned, if the property was as it had been when we were children. I did remember that. There was
            a drop-off, just below, where I could wait out whatever was coming, shelter myself from the proverbial, extraterrestrial storm.
            I had survived thirty-six hours in this desert as a child. Perhaps, as an adult, I could survive again. But you had Ana with you then, a voice inside me said. Could you have made it on your own? Behind me, I heard the sound of the soldiers’ bullhorn shouting commands into the air, but the roar of the helicopter had intensified—it must be drawing closer—and began to drown them out. I continued in a dead sprint, closing in on the ridge. It occurred to me only then, when I was halfway to it and I was already racing through the barbed underbrush, that this was how I might find Ana. She knew that’s where I was headed. Maybe she had fled there, too, unable to get back to the retreat. Maybe she had selected it as our rendezvous point. Of course she would have. Like Ana needing a hug, in the absence of holding on to her, I would hold on to the hope of seeing her just over the next horizon. 

         
         

         I had remembered correctly for once in my life. The ridge did drop off sharply, providing a wall behind which I could hide.
            The enduring memory was due to the fact that this was where I had injured my eye, the place linked forever with the indelible
            stab of pain I felt when I slipped and hit my head on the rocks. This time, I slid down carefully, so carefully that I almost
            slipped again because I was moving with such hesitancy.
         

         
         I was terrified. I mean really, truly frightened. I know that emergencies are meant to be ennobling, and for some people,
            I guess they are. But I felt a full-body fear so powerful I thought I might die. I know that is the universal feeling in all
            panic attacks, that you are about to die, but I believed it. You could die from fear. I had read about it, like a good hypochondriac.
            There was a psychiatrist in England in the 1960s who wrote a whole book about it. He was interested in premonition and reviewed
            cases of people who foretold their own deaths and then died of a particular kind of aneurysm, seemingly the result of having
            frightened themselves to death, no premonition at all but a self-fulfilling prophecy.
         

         
         So, yes, it was possible to die of fear. I tried to calm myself. If Ana had been there, that would have been easier. But she’s not, I told myself. You have to do this by yourself. You know how to do this. The technique. Yes. Okay. Notice. Breathe. What could I detect with my senses? What could I see? What could I feel? What could
            I hear? I tried to push down the fear derived from a fantasy of an unknowable future, the fear that I was never going to find
            Ana, and simply focus on the present. I curled into the stone wall of the ridge. What was real, right now, right in front
            of me?
         

         
         I kept my eyes closed, to begin with. My leg was soaking wet. I was so afraid, I wondered if I’d pissed myself but then remembered the rain barrel. Okay, good, I thought, in the voice of my old psychiatrist. Your wet pants against your leg. What else?

         
         It was very windy, I assumed from the helicopter. Little pinpricks of sand were getting kicked up against my face.

         
         Good. What else? Open your eyes. What can you see?

         
         I obeyed my inner directive, almost hypnotized. Was it working? Was I calmer? I opened my eyes. What can you see? Through the dust I saw a blue plastic bag, like the one Ana had carried our water in, tossed by the wind into a bush in front
            of me where it tangled up like a tumbleweed. That’s funny, I thought. I felt the lurch of déjà vu cut through my fear. I felt my pant leg, as damp as if I’d wet myself. Holy fucking shit.

         
         This was not déjà vu. I really had been here before. The bag, the pant leg, the dust whipping in the air. My only memory of
            our disappearance. The one that had flashed before me in a ballroom in Las Vegas. The one I had believed I was recalling from
            this same ridge, at age six. It had never been a memory. It had always been a premonition.
         

         
         I looked up, for the chopper blades, the source of the relentless draft on my face. But there were only clouds, oddly low
            and pearly white. No helicopter. Something else was the source of the wind. There was a sound, too, low and artificial, like
            the hum of an electric car or the bell on a cat, a noise put on something silent so you would hear it coming.
         

         
         I am going now, I realized. Oh my God, I am going now. And then: This was all to lead me here. My life was not thrown off track by my disappearance. This was always what was going to happen.
               This was the only life I ever could have lived. I remembered what I had said, and Ana had repeated in the police interview, that the aliens had told us: They said we didn’t have to be scared. We’d been preparing for this moment all our lives.

         
         I began to cry. I felt the most indescribable ecstasy. The purest joy I’d ever known. I felt awake, alive, at peace, prepared. I had been watched and cared for all along. I had never been alone. Only, it then dawned on me that I was alone in another sense: Ana wasn’t with me. I thought back to her blank expression when I had told her, all those years ago, about the wind on my face, the trash in the desert. Another revelation followed, and my peace left with its arrival: 

         
         If Ana doesn’t remember this, I thought, Ana doesn’t come with me.

         
         I looked up at the looming cloud. That’s our ride. Not ours, though. Mine. Wherever I was going, I would be going alone.
         

         
         

         I have run up now into the present. But the present is so fleeting. Now, I think, but the moment I think it, it’s already gone. Each instant past the instant it is observed—Now. Now. Now. Now—yet I still try to catch it. But for whom? Have I simply indulged in, to paraphrase Ana’s retreat description, the healing
            modality of the transformational power of storytelling? Or was there someone I imagined listening, all along? Ana, of course.
            I have been telling this all in the hopes that it will reach her, on some plane of existence, so that I won’t feel so alone
            in the face of whatever is to come.
         

         
         Maybe she is coming, too. Not yet. But one day. We might be like the twin experiment, the one with two astronauts: One brother went up into orbit and the other brother waited on Earth. When the one in space came back, he was younger than his identical sibling. His telomeres, the parts of his chromosomes that controlled his body’s decay, were longer, like he was aging more slowly, maybe even in reverse. But then, after a little while back on Earth, time leapt forward. The telomeres shortened, abruptly and dramatically, like he was now even older than his brother and getting more so. The doctors didn’t know what would happen next, if the accelerated aging would keep getting worse or not, but it did not seem good. Time behaved differently at high speed, the further away from the gravitational core of the Earth we got. It slowed, seemed to stop. The present there could be frozen, but only from our perspective down below. Up there, it would feel just as fleeting and hard to grasp, the same slippery fish to the astronaut in orbit, even if to his brother, it looked like a tortoise you could catch and cup forever in your hands. 

         
         Maybe Ana and I are part of a similar twin experiment. Maybe they will come back for her in another thirty years, return me
            to this same spot, scoop her up in my place. Why not? Perhaps this is a longitudinal study. Perhaps every thirty years, the
            orbital paths align just so, to allow their silver ships to slip through, to collect more data. And when I think of it this
            way, the years we might go without each other do not seem so long. We went without each other on Earth. We could live without
            each other up there. I will not be missing; I will be contributing to a great body of knowledge. She will not be left behind;
            she will be the control group. Don’t worry, I want to tell her. When I return, they will bring us back together so they can compare us, just like the twin astronauts.

         
         But I do worry about the telomeres. The return to Earth will be hard on me, after all those years in space, my body kept artificially youthful by the speed of my travels through the galaxy. The longer I am gone, the more severe the sudden aging might be when I finally return. Allen will be with me; he’ll wave goodbye as he sets me back down here amongst the boulders and the brush. I will rise a young man, but step forward middle aged and then again lined and old, my body flashing through years like a time lapse, the way that astronauts describe circling the planet, where whole days pass in minutes as they orbit high above. I won’t have much time to tell Ana everything. I will need to be quick. It’s good I’ve practiced telling all this now and good that I will be gone so long. It will give me more time to condense it down to the most essential elements. I can picture myself, on the day I return, when we are reunited for the final time, my words rushing out as I fade into senescence before her eyes: 

         
         I have not been alone, I’ll say, skin sagging, softening, vanishing. I’ve been with the aliens, and they explained everything. They told me they were sorry. They told me they were grateful. They
               told me we had done something important. They told me we were special, essential, unique in all the universe. And they told
               me to tell you hello.

         
         So, it was all true? Ana will ask, in our last moments, rushing against time, watching my body wrinkle and wither, returning to the dust of the
            planet that made it. It all really happened?

         
         All of it, I’ll say.
         

         
         And then I’ll be gone.

         
         

         
            
               Allen’s sole quibble with the experiment was that Bob had only designed it for one. A single human subject. Allen did not know why. From early notes, he could tell that Bob had wanted to do it with two and then dropped the idea. Perhaps Bob had been worried about funding. He knew it was more likely to get approved if there was, in the end, only one specimen to retrieve and to transport and to care for back on planet. But it seemed counter to the entire experiment’s aim. After they had worked so hard to reduce their subject’s stress, implant this human with the foreknowledge of his retrieval, he would still be so frightened to go all by himself. Another human would be such a comfort. 

               
               But Allen could hear Bob’s retort:

               
               “That’s your job, isn’t it? You have to be the one to comfort him. You have to make him feel at ease. And don’t try to use
                  human vocalizations or something stupid to communicate. You can’t do it well enough that he’ll understand you, and if he can’t
                  understand you, you’ll only scare him. Just use the translator pad. That’s the kindest thing you could do.”
               

               
               Allen tapped at the pad and readied himself. What could he say to soothe, to explain? What could ever be enough? But he did not have time to think. Because here they were. At last. His subject. A tiny speck below him still, but nonetheless, right where Bob had known he would be. Only Bob was not there to see it. Allen was alone, too, as much as he ever could be. That would be a consolation to the human—in the colony, no one was ever alone. He would be united not with members of his own species but with many millions of compatriots of another. Would that be a comfort or a terror? Allen was not quite close enough yet to read the human’s expression. Bob would have been able to read it, even at this distance. Had Bob been disappointed he would not be here to see this? Allen decided he hadn’t been. His experimental design must have, by definition, shown him that he would not live to see its end. Only its beginning, which was in a sense the same thing. 

               
               Oh. Of course. That’s what he would say.

               
               The craft hovered lower. Allen spoke into the translator pad:

               
               “Welcome back, Earthling,” he said. “We’ve been waiting for you, too.”
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