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      My name is Skye Snow – a beautiful name, say my friends. I’m the daughter of Annie Hansen-Snow and her husband, Mark. My hair is white-blonde and curled like egg noodles around a square jaw, green/hazel eyes like my mother, and rugged face very like my father.

      Born twenty-one years ago on the Ides of March, I inhabit this tall, athletic body that Annie and Mark named Skye Christine. They tell me I entered the world backward as a breech birth. I have been backward ever since. I would rather believe my life is a dream or hallucination than reality. They tell me it’s mental illness, like my mother’s. Or I think it might be an alien intervention. Fortunately – or unfortunately – I have been unable to produce any concrete evidence of extraterrestrial or interdimensional interference in my life, despite the story that follows and my unusual beliefs. My psychologist, Dr. Kettner, tells me that the following tale of alien abduction is a hallucination and delusion of a schizophrenic breakdown that happened to me this summer. Judge for yourself. My mother, Annie, has struggled with mental illness most of her life. Recently, she tells me they found me huddled in an alley screaming of aliens. I’ll tell you what I remember, although some of it is blurred.

      I am my mother’s daughter. My childhood years were influenced by tales of strange encounters and a theory that today’s abductee phenomena are the result of gods visiting us from another dimension. Little grey gods with huge black eyes and slits for mouths. Terrible beings with soft hands and treaties from governments allowing them to harvest us. Having seen them, I believe. We ourselves may be hybrids left here on Earth by extraterrestrials and monitored. I don’t know. It’s either that or government interference. My theory is not only plausible but probable, in my opinion. Many disagree. But I’ve had more than one encounter. I’ll tell you what happened to me in June.

      The encounters don’t always happen when I’m alone. Sometimes other people are involved. My mother, Annie, was with me the first time it happened. All too vividly I remember. It was a bizarre occurrence but at the same time beautiful.

      At the beginning of my memories of childhood, in my white wooden crib with the pink decals, I remember that Annie and Mark were in the next room while I lay with a nightlight on after being lulled to rest. My mother called, “Go to sleep, dear” as I cried out. The grey figure with the huge black eyes peered over the side of my crib, grasping the bars with skeletal grey fingers. My mother opened the door and the figure disappeared. I believe she caught a glimpse of a cold pale mist that lingered, but to this day we do not discuss it. Judge for yourselves, dear reader, as I unfold the unique circumstances of the life of Annie Hansen’s progeny since that time. My mother insists it was shadows and a dream. My mother and I have disagreed almost from birth about the most important events in my life. She has disappointed me.
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        * * *

      

      Graduating from high school at age seventeen, I enrolled at MacEwan University for three years in a graphic design course. Socially, a few friends remain in my life from that school, also, from my work at the small design studio as an apprentice graphic designer. I do have friends although diagnosed for many years on the autism spectrum or ADHD. Maybe I’m schizophrenic as some say, like my mother, or have alien implants in my body that affect my behavior. These implanted objects I think are in communication with somebody or something. I reached out to the population of the world through social media to wonder, “If the presence of extraterrestrials on Earth were made known, what would be your reaction? If a large number of people have been taken, why are only a small percentage open about it? In the generations to come, will this phenomenon continue?” I got no proper answer to my inquiries. I continued. “When will we have full disclosure?” Yet I wonder whether this alien intervention truly exists despite my vivid memories of it. My memory may be defective, like my mother’s.

      My mother, Annie, sees visions and hears voices of a terrible world to come. Her hallucinations also hint at a wonderful and beautiful world, shared by other civilizations over a continuum of universes and a thrumming on the strings of multiple dimensions. Quantum physics concurs with us. I have more advanced knowledge than the environment would allow for this tall, awkward twenty-one-year-old girl with a father on the normal spectrum and a mother like Annie Hansen-Snow.

      My story unfolds with a mystery that Annie was able to solve, and her husband and my father, Mark Snow, as partners in love and crime-solving, as the parents of an only child conceived on their first day in their newly purchased home in Westmount nine months before my birth in March.
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      Annie breathes softly, Mark beside her, tucking stray bits of short grey hair behind her ears. Their legs intertwine on the big blue velvet bed and their bodies breathe into one another’s chests. Annie’s hands caress Mark’s back. She sighs and pushes away.

      “What’s wrong?” He is perplexed. His stomach is soft over valentine boxer shorts. Annie, sleeker now than when young, swings her legs across his shins and straightens in bed. The blue coverlet slides to the floor.

      His wife wrinkles her pretty forehead. “What do you think?”

      It’s their daughter again, of course. “Skye. What’s she up to now?” Mark’s still muscular chest, less firm now and covered with white wiry curls, heaves with exasperation. Always the girl, the thought of her interrupting their lovemaking, interrupting their times together that should now be theirs – Skye Christine Snow, the progeny of his loins, an accident of fate during their first frenetic night in this vintage old house.

      Yet so like his beloved Annie.

      A tall, thin whip of a girl, twenty-one now – how did that happen to them, the years rocketing through the space/time of their lives, the time after a bump in their universe spawned a child: midwives, nurses, preschool, a wonderful first grade teacher, and middle school (ahh, the boys there!); leaving home at seventeen (so sad yet so right, just like mom); a steamy first night in their new home produced all this, forever and forever, an unexpected – yet delightful – gift from a goddess yet unnamed. They should have called her Diana, mistress of the moon. Mistress of the hunt. Virgin girl amongst the maidens. Mark sighs as Annie slides her long toes into fuzzy knitted slippers and stands naked at the open window, looking out at the riot of blooms in the back garden where once their first dog frolicked, now gone.

      Big green trucks grunt and roar in the alley, devouring garbage in their steely jaws. Annie hears a singular note soaring high, pretty, scattering idle blossoms of song in its wake. A homeless woman hunches over a black shiny trashcan, looking for cigarette butts or maybe bottles or cans. The beautiful flutelike notes continue. Annie cracks open the window another few inches, her frizzy hair translucent in the early morning light as Mark watches from the bed. Middle age has not shrunken her tall frame. Her hazel eyes, now green as glass, dart to the yellow bird half hidden in the crab apple tree. A Baltimore Oriole, rare this far north and west. Annie’s lips, pink and rounded, curve upward toward ruddy cheeks. She turns her head toward her husband reclining on the white sheets. She sees her image as he sees her, reflected in his eyes blue as the morning sky, his blond grey-streaked hair receding over a wide tanned forehead. I was plain before I met him, she thinks. I was a misfit and a wannabe cop, a juvenile criminal arrested for shoplifting and working out a community service with Lorne O’Halloran in a dirty private eye’s office in a small island town. I was dowdy and unloved except by my Sudanese friends Pepsi and Samir, now long gone to Vancouver and bright futures. “You lifted me up,” she murmurs and Mark, on the bed, raises a blond eyebrow and smiles.

      “What’s that about our daughter?” he asks. “Did you get one of her infrequent calls? Is she okay? Still working at the small design studio and still happy there?”

      Annie sighs. “Maybe to all three questions. And no, I called her.”

      “Should we send more money?”

      “I don’t think she wants our money. It’s too little and too late.”

      Mark snorts. “Too little? We did what we could. We have two City of Edmonton incomes. That’s enough to see our little girl through college.”

      “MacEwan is a university now. And she did well enough on her own, with a grant and student loans. Our help came from guilt, let’s admit it, Mark.”

      “She left us at seventeen. Maybe for the best for her to get on her feet and figure out what she wants to do with life besides listen to us. Still – yes, guilt.” He heaves his torso up onto a tanned hand, his bent elbow sinking into the mattress. “Where did we go wrong, Cupcake?”

      Annie turns away from the open window, her naked figure streaked with sunlight. The flutelike beautiful song continues, matched by another from a raspberry bush on the other side of the garden, which wasn’t so lush when they first moved into the house and their young golden retriever dug up anything they tried to plant. Instead, now they haul humus and tend flowers, after fifteen years still missing their dog and almost resenting the clipped neat hedges and flat lawns. Puppies followed, none so destructive yet as loveable as Chuckles. Annie smiles at the memory. Mark, noticing the smile, thinks it’s for him.
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        * * *

      

      Miles and lovely birdsongs away, their daughter Skye awakens to another dreary and perhaps frightening morning. She has to dress quietly while Bridgette sleeps after her nightshift at the bakery. Skye skips breakfast most mornings. She snatches a jar of instant oatmeal from the cupboard to eat later, has to trot along the cobblestones past the school and the delinquent boys, say good morning to Mr. Lee, then perhaps skirt the familiar black cat by the riotous poppies, and the figure in the deserted warehouse, the deformed crimson eyed street person, more sinister than the boys she has to pass every morning. Mr. Shepherd at the small design studio seems benign in comparison. She will sit straight and tall in her cubicle at nine o’clock, breathing deeply, the gauntlet run and conquered once more.
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      A lovely sunny early June day, and I, Skye Christine, am on my way to work. I am aware of my sensitive eyes and warm sensations in my neck and jaw. As I continue to move my attention down my body, I hear the rise and fall (clip-clop) of my sandaled feet on the cobblestones. A cluster of red poppies sways near a vacant warehouse. Racing around Lee’s ice cream shop half a block away, a black and white cat propels itself through the alley toward me. It smells of dust and musk. A trashcan clatters.

      My parents are cops – have been for about thirty years, first on a Discovery Island called Serendipity across the Georgia Straits from Vancouver then here in Edmonton, Alberta a year before I was born. They solved a lot of bizarre murders first on the island then from the downtown cop shop here in Edmonton. My dad, Mark Snow, works in a suburb called Sherwood Park as a canine handler for the Mounties. They live in an upscale neighborhood called Westmount in the westend. He started out as an RCMP Staff Sergeant in Sherwood Park and took a demotion so he could work with his dog. He trained in Innisfail with the RCMP canine training detachment for six months, and bonded with his dog Chuckles, a golden retriever they adopted before moving to Edmonton. I remember Chuckles. A wonderful dog, good with kids, a devil with the bad guys, good at sniffing out dead bodies and lost children, and making us love him all the more because he worked with my dad in what was then our family business. A canine police officer, a cop like my dad and mom. There were other dogs after that, but none as good as Chuckles.

      Now me – I’m a graphic artist, not a cop, but proud of my parents. My dad, anyhow. My mom not so much. She’s batshit crazy, you know; I remember packing my things and moving out when I was seventeen, soon as high school finished. I got a handsome allowance, I’ll give them that consideration, I took out a student loan and moved into a cute basement suite with my best friend from high school to save money. Went to MacEwan for my post-secondary education. Graduated last year and pow, I’m working at a small design studio in the inner city near Boyle Street, with the homeless people and the hoes. That’s why we keep a shotgun locked up in the back office, my boss says, for protection and we all know it’s there but he has the key.

      “Skye.” My long legs take me around the corner of Mr. Lee’s white clapboard shop. The elderly Asian man leans on his counter just inside the door. I can see him through the streaked plate glass window in front. “What up, girl? How’s your dad?”

      “Néih hóu, Lee. They’re both fine. Sorry, can’t talk. On my way to work.”

      His door creaks open. A few kids from the junior high across the way flock like starlings onto the street. One of the boys has noticed me. Hard to miss a tall, gangly, white-blonde frizz of hair and twenty-one-year-old feminine angst. My heart beats rapidly. It must be the heat that makes my palms sweat and my sandals stumble. I lower my eyes and walk faster. The boy easily keeps pace.

      “Skye, is it? That your name?” He wears a red baseball cap over a shock of burnt orange hair. He’s about five feet ten inches tall, the same as me, skinny like me, pulpy baby face not rugged and tanned like me and my dad’s. I think this boy is from another planet, soft, white, and wormlike. “You got a boyfriend, Skye?”

      I stride forward. Faster. Faster. Beside me, he begins to run. Behind, I hear his buddies jostling and cheering him on. “You got a girlfriend, dude?”

      My fists are clenched and moist. The sunlight is a molten furnace, golden and streaming on the cracked grey sidewalk. The boy doesn’t know I work out with weights and pulleys at the YMCA downtown. My biceps are tight and strain now against the thin fabric of my white shirt. My fists are clenched and moist, boy. I stop. My fists can pummel your puny white face, you alien trash, you wee bit of dog crap. I don’t say anything out loud. He stops, too. My friend Mr. Lee is two blocks back. Behind me, the boy’s buddies finish their waffle cones. The tableau is frozen in time. I move fast.

      Like a gush of molten steam from a vomiting port of water, fire, and earth I run from the white worm alien’s presence. A hot wind blasts my face. Pumping; lifting; my black flip flops slap the street as I veer across traffic. A city cop at the corner knows me and my parents from the downtown station. The boy behind me pants and gives up, seeing the cop. His buddies hoot and yell from afar. The cop’s name is Patrick. He works with my mom, the mad woman who solves crimes and was a matter of newspaper attention for good police work when they first moved to Edmonton. My dad’s Aunt Clarise was murdered in their apartment building in a macabre manner. They solved that crime and my mother joined the Edmonton City Police as a consultant on a part-time basis. Annie specializes in crimes like that. Annie is so bizarre she attracts the bizarre.

      “Pat,” I call to the cop.

      “You need help, Skye?” Blue-clad and oak-like, he has a partner. The two of them are on bicycles. The bikes replace horses or foot constables, I presume. Like modern centaurs. They dismount. Patrick stops traffic and I continue to cross the street. The boy and his pals have wriggled back into their alternate realities. I glance back to Mr. Lee’s shop and their school. The kids should be in class. They must be only fourteen or fifteen years old. I was terrified of a child.

      “Go ahead, Constable,” I reply. “He’s gone now. It’s nothing serious.”

      Wrinkling his brow, the partner screws his mouth sideways and nods. “Looked serious to me. Want us to call an Uber?” Patrick mounts his bike and begins to move in the direction of the fleeing teens. The other cop plunges his taser into his belt. They pedal across the street away from me. Darn, I didn’t mean to cause a ruckus. The kid was skinny, a child, and soft. I could have pushed him onto the shimmering asphalt and ground his face like a white grub into the gravel.

      When I get to the small design studio I’m perspiring but my heart slows to its normal rhythm and my arms swing loosely from my shoulders. I settle into my cubicle in the front by the big wide window. We are informal at the small design studio but I look disheveled enough that it arouses the curiosity of my boss, Mr. Cal Shepherd.

      “You okay?” he asks, sliding a cup of coffee onto the drafting table. “Here, kid, drink this. It’ll put hair on yer chest.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Shepherd,” I mutter, clasping the coffee, which I do not drink. Little muscles contract on my arms. Goosebumps. My close encounter with the kid sent chills along my nervous system, bonding me to fellow humans for warmth and protection of the herd. Mr. Shepherd gives me goosebumps, too, of the creepy kind.

      “There’s a couple of beat officers outside on the street, coming this way.” My boss leans over the laptop and the piles of foolscap that litter my table. Several large computer monitors, copy paper, graphs, instruments, and books by graphic artists are part of my bits and pieces at work. The two police officers push open the door. The bell tinkles as they step inside.

      I think of the white face of the kid. “You catch them, Patrick?”

      “Nah. Not worth the chase. They’re just kids at the junior high there. Old Lee knew them. He was worried about you. I think he called your mom at work.”

      “Oh, no. Not Annie.”

      “Be easy on her, Skye. She’s a good woman and your dad always stood by her even on her bad days. She doesn’t get many bad days anymore. You have to admit that. If you’re all right we’ll be on our way. Hi to your lovely mom and dad.”

      My head moves up and down. My annoying frizzy white-blonde hair bounces. “Sure. Thanks. Sorry I got upset about a kid.”

      “He’s a big kid,” Patrick replies. “Glad you’re all right.”

      My boss frowns. “Want to take the day off?”

      The bookkeeper, James Lexicon, in the back, and our red-headed receptionist, Wendy Malone with the pert nose and cupid’s bow mouth like mine, stare with their mouths open, curious and scared for me. The boss is notoriously fickle and his mood could change. Certainly, the police kept me safe from any repercussions at work, I thought. Mr. Shepherd smiles and nods.

      “She’ll be all right here,” he says. “She can take the day off if she needs it.”

      Mr. Shepherd seems worried about me. Am I really that much of a mess? Or am I really that powerful? My phone shudders in my back pocket. It might be my mother. I don’t want to know, so I don’t pull it out and answer.

      The two cops exit by the door with the bars on the window and mount their bikes. As they ride away, Constable Patrick turns and waves at me. I wave back, through the large dirt-streaked window, and turn to my graphics program and the projects I was working on.

      I’m a good graphic artist but lack experience. Thus Mr. Shepherd can pay me peanuts. It’s enough to pay my half of the rent, though; food, wine, and Netflix, with the occasional bar date, and my roommate is my best friend from high school and a fun gal who keeps up her half of the bargain.

      James, Wendy, and Mr. Shepherd turn back to their work. The air conditioning hisses overhead. A combination of fear, anger, facts, and shame wash over my coconut brain. I’m more likely to run away in this state. I’m more likely to fight. I need a strategy.

      My phone vibrates again. It’s my mother. Annie Hansen is a hero to many people, a seasoned female police lay consultant who worked her way up from a volunteer position on the tiny Serendipity Island police force; before that doing community service for a security officer after getting caught shoplifting as a teen; originally a solitary streetwalker in Vancouver; finally, a respected wife and mother here in Edmonton. She’s lived with schizophrenia and OCD for most of her life. Now in her early fifties, she’s getting older and heading toward the last stage of life. My father, too, grey haired yet still trim and fit, is middle-aged and wiser than mom. I should be ashamed to think so poorly of them.

      I don’t answer the shivering phone. Wendy and I work until quite late in the afternoon. I pass Mr. Shepherd on the way out, the receptionist, Wendy, behind me with books in her arms. The boss looks anxious, as usual. I know he gambles on sports and owes a dime or two to some rough characters who occasionally try to shake him down. If he weren’t so paranoid and scared I know he wouldn’t need that shotgun in the back cupboard and it scares me to know it’s there, illegally of course, and with Cal’s temperament I worry sometimes that he’ll use it on one of those characters. What we’d do in a shootout I don’t know. It would be like the Wild West around here, and Cal Shepherd in spurs and boots at the head of it. I chuckle at the thought, to myself, of course, not wanting to draw attention to my maybe paranoid musings.

      I spot a silver SUV in the parking lot and think for a moment it’s my parents but they wouldn’t come around here at my workplace. We’re not that close. A newspaper blows across the lot, its headline screaming gang violence. Mr. Shepherd better be careful. Due to future developments, I think later that I must be prescient.

      As I slide past my boss, he puts a moist beefy hand on my shoulder. “What?” I say, shrugging him off.

      “You in trouble, Skye?” He leers. “Need a hand?” Wendy, behind me, gapes and tries to pass.

      “Not your hand, old man,” I mutter and try to brush past him. He reaches behind him and spills my cup of coffee on some of my precious papers. On purpose. My face gets hot and I flush.

      “You old asshole!” I scream. “I worked on those all week.” Brown liquid inches over the edge of my desk and onto the floor. He leers.

      “Get out, Wendy,” he says. “We got something to discuss here. It’s late. Go home.” She doesn’t move, thus a witness to my rant.

      I lose my cool. “Take your hand off me, you pervert,” I shout. “Or you’ll be very sorry.”

      I scream some more vile words and he backs up. I think I threaten him but my temper is up and I don’t remember what I said. Something about I’ll kill him, I think. Unfortunate choice of words because of what comes later that day. Wendy is pale and stares at me. We leave together and I say goodbye to Wendy in the parking lot. James is out there waiting in his vintage red Mercedes. The silver SUV is still there, a small figure at the wheel. Mr. Shepherd fills up the doorway by the barred window and laughs. I hate him. They say I came back later but Wendy is my witness I did nothing but rant at that very moment and am innocent, I swear to the gods.
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        * * *

      

      On my way home after the disastrous confrontation at work, I pause by the mound of red poppies in the alley by Mr. Lee’s place. In the fall, I’d be wearing one on my coat. Soft winds caress the crimson blossoms and stir the discarded papers. It’s late and the heat of the day has dissipated. The late afternoon sun shimmers behind an occasional dark cloud. The school opposite Mr. Lee’s shop is quiet. No sign of the delinquent boys. Ice cream wrappers blow across the deserted street in front. Close to our office near the warehouse, the black and white cat bounds from behind the ice cream shop and stops, sniffing. I reach out thin long fingers to stroke it.

      “Let’s see how sweet you are, Sweet Kitty.” I tickle her behind the ears. She rubs against my ankles, purring like a little tractor. “You’re used to affection,” I say. She twists away to the warehouse open door, the white patch on her chest sparkling in a shaft of sunlight. Curious, I follow her.

      A tenor voice, cracked and weird, hisses from just inside the old building. “Come on, this way, my little kitty friend.” From a dark cavern of a doorway a deformed shape ventures into the light. I gasp. Burning eyes are overhung by bulging brows, the cheeks pockmarked and pale, the lips thin yet sensuous, and crimson like a slash of poppies in a field of shadowed white. The figure is misshapen. Quickly, the man (if that’s what it is) crouches behind a dim half seen pillar in the deserted building. He disappears from my sight. His cat also is hidden in the night of the interior, although lemon yellow light bathes my body. I stand in the empty alley, struck dumb. The afterimage of the deformed figure flickers in my imagination. I am too much like my mother, Annie Hansen-Snow, who sees visions in shrubbery and dark corners, and hears voices where no one else does. My imagination has gone too far but I consider myself too sane to doubt my senses. The cat is real and re-emerges from the building, stopping by me to lick its whiskers with a paw. The homeless monstrosity lurks in the shadows, its crimson mouth working around words that echo like a canyon – Come home, Skye Snow, this is how the world works. Don’t be afraid. We are your future.

      Surely the alien monsters have found me. Led to them by their familiar, the black cat with the white bib to taunt the darkness of its spirit, I freeze at the whisper of a crippled alien with a future glimpsed from the beginning, in my crib while my mother fortuitously opened a door, surely aware of the danger but doing nothing about it. I hate her. I love her. She is like me yet not like anyone I know. Please God, don’t make me akin to my mother.

      My phone vibrates in my back pocket. It’s Annie and I don’t want to talk, so stupidly don’t answer it. I want to stay near the crimson poppies and the kitty I’d like to bring home with me. Later, I’m sorry about that decision but there’s nothing to be done about it now.
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      Unwanted and desultorily cared for by a mentally ill mother, I grew up lonely and fiercely independent. My mother is a magic pearl named Annie Hansen who lives on another planet, as far as I’m concerned. She owns a soul that belongs only to her and my father, Mark Snow. They never had time for me. Bridgette, my best friend in junior and senior high, understood the lies we cut our teeth on and the flaws in our characters mirrored by our parents’ flaws. We clung to one another in the vicious alleyways of adolescence and the agonies of first romantic love. We discovered boys. Maturity writhed in us, as embarrassed unrequited crushes and finally, the first blush of sexual awakening.

      Bridgette’s my roommate now. She helps with the rent. Other friends have come and gone, but she remains. Like my mother I, too, remain; like Annie in my life forever who gazes at me with the same eyes and brushes the same frizzy white-blonde hair as mine, with, I’m certain of it but too mortified to admit, the same dreams and ambitions and personality as mine hidden in the depths of her schizoid brain. Bridgette knows this. She knows everything about me. We have never lied to one another but speak the truth because we’re hungry for the truth after a lifetime of fantasy.

      My mother lies and relies too much on my father. I’m sure I could be a better wife to him than Annie. Ha ha, I say, mockingly and with the right amount of an Electra complex. He’s not a morning person. We’d stay up watching the shopping channel on television and buying cute things that later came in the mail to our door and my mother didn’t know because she was too stoned on her antipsychotic medication and wine to stay alert and awake long enough to enjoy herself, including movies, by the way, which Mark and I enjoyed. Mark’s my father and Annie’s my mother, in case you haven’t figured it out by now. I know I’m intolerant and flawed but there’s another secret Bridgette and I share. In the great heaven which I learned of in Sunday School (Annie took me there but didn’t attend herself – she dropped me off), there are no holy companions for me as I’m the holiest of them all on earth and no one else is good enough to go to heaven with me.

      At least, I believed that when I believed in heaven and God and the Christians who quoted Biblical scriptures to shore up their weak understanding of their own faith. Now Bridgette and I are atheists, pretty well, although we prefer humanist as then people stay off our cases rather than be shocked and appalled and try to convert us to their own narrow point of view.

      The black cat with the white bib leaves me and strolls along the fringe of poppies. “Mischief, my kitty.” I have named the stray cat. She doesn’t know her name is Mischief. I call again. She arches her back and her tail is straight up, her ears pricked toward me, her eyes wide. She purrs and meows together, a mixed greeting. Then the homeless man, deformed and ancient, peers from a slit in a darkened boarded-over window.

      “Kitty,” he croaks. She hesitates, torn between two companions who need her.

      The awkward man-figure totters out the doorway. He whistles beguilingly. Mischief looks around over her furry shoulder and stops. “You’re going to really make me regret being nice to you,” I say to the deformed figure. “Who are you?”

      He steps into the darkening day. His face is a map of twisted canyons spotted by sallow pustules, a crimson gash of a mouth, and eyes unblinkingly robin’s egg blue. Undoubtedly an alien. I move back toward the bank of flowers. My black sandals trod on a stone. I catch myself before falling. The cat slinks past the alien, rubbing against the creature’s dirty ankles as it does. God plays ten-pins in the sky. Thunder crashes far away. No longer illuminated by stray patches of sun, the alien squares its shoulders and rotates its curious head to the sky.

      “Who do you think I am, little lady?” he asks. “Hiding here in an old warehouse, afraid to step into the daylight. My only friend a cat until now.”

      That’s interesting. “Until now? Are you …?”

      He shrugs. “Don’t you remember?” His eyes grow huge; robin’s egg blue melt into black holes, impenetrable. His face narrows, pales, the roadmaps, canyons, and pustules slip into a uniform greyness. His clothes slide from an amorphous asexual form and he is in front of me, the alien who hung over my crib when I was two years old; the alien my mother scared off when she opened the door; the alien Annie never acknowledged but hid her cowardice for all these years. Returning to the strange grey ankles, Mischief purrs and rubs. Purrs and rubs. I stand mesmerized. Astonished. And curious. This creature and its familiar, the black cat, the alien – I rub my watering eyes as the sky opens up. A deluge and a vision as the homeless man disguised as a Starman bows its great head in the sea of nightmares before me – dozens of them. Mischief purrs and rubs against dozens of grey ankles in the storm. A wind whips my clothes.

      “Coming with us?” asks the Starman. Lights dance around its hairless face. The cat dashes into the old warehouse. The others move into a circle, long fingers create a Stonehenge against the elements although ephemeral and fleeting, I see, as the figures wisp into nothingness. The deformed homeless man reappears in the doorway, holding the cat. Stroking the cat with arthritic fingers. Murmurs to the cat in a low groan. Stands inside the crooked doorway. Safe from the rain. Safe from the wind and sudden hail. He puts down the cat, who trots into the depths of the building toward a shining silver bowl of food.

      I am not safe from the rain and hail, nor the wind. I understand he has invited me to shelter from the tempest. Into the warehouse where the rooms are dry although unheated. Not into the sky. Not into the purple black storm or the broiling cloud thunder. Not to join the circle of his grey friends or the dancing bright lights. But here, to mundane earth.

      The electric eyes beg me to answer.

      “Yes,” I say and sprint toward the open doorway. “I’ll shelter from the storm with you.”
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