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​​Chapter One
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June 25, after midnight, and the house was quiet. Only my cousin Scott was awake. He was downstairs watching faint and fuzzy channels on the TV. Mom and Dad let him stay up late on weekends to view the vintage, 1950’s science fiction and horror movies that he craved. Further evidence to me that Scott might just be a lonely teen-age robot.

Scott had arrived a month ago, with no place to go but his boarding school, unless he stayed with us for the summer. Scott’s parents, my Uncle Charles and Aunt Nora, were working in Egypt as consultants to the Egyptian government. The were always doing stuff like that. Top Secret and Confidential work in foreign countries. And when Scott couldn’t stay with them because of school issues or security issues, they dumped him off into a boarding school and left him.

So he had shown up at our front door, with his car filled with all the electronic gadgetry that three years in the very best high school labs had taught him to build. Scott was a genius (if not a robot), and one of the most boring people in the world. He was shy and didn’t really know how to talk to people. And he claimed to be an atheist. A rational atheist. A moral atheist. It shocked everybody at church, even though he was nice about it. 

None of the kids at church liked him, and I felt bad for him. Apart from being more boring than a telephone message stuck on Hold, Scott was nice. Just no social skills. Every Friday night after midnight he blasted off with his black and white pals to outer space on fuzzy TV. I have been taking notes on atheists, based on what I have  learned from him. Observation:  Atheists like weird movies.

I was willing to watch dull movies, too, just to stay up late, but Mom and Dad said no. I had to be in bed by eleven on Friday night, same as always. That’s because I’m thirteen, but Scott’s almost seventeen, so he gets to stay up later.

I floated up from happy, velvety layers of sleep in my soft bed to hear him knocking on my parents’ bedroom door downstairs. Muted by their closed door, I heard my baby sister, Rosie Noelle, let out a grumpy wail. Rosie, like the rest of the normal part of my family, likes her sleep. Early on, Dad had nicknamed her the Reliable, 16-Pound, 8-Hour Sleeper Baby. Only the number of pounds has changed from month to month.

Her groan turned into a low wail of protest as Scott continued to knock. Even she was saying, in her own language, that somebody needed to turn off the Robot Cousin. Another mental note for my observations: Atheists are persistent.

Then I heard the door creak as Dad opened it, and Scott’s urgent voice: “Uncle John, there’s someone in the back yard! I can see them! They have lights!”

I sat up in bed on that claim. Only a couple weeks ago, both Scott and I had been the captives of a group of tech pirates​[1]. We got away, and the police arrested all of them. But let me tell you, once somebody has taken you away from your family, you stay very sensitive to things like strangers in the back yard. I got out of bed, put on my robe, and went downstairs in time to hear Dad say quietly, “Let’s try not to wake Jo.” But there I was, appearing when named as I hurried down the stairs. Genie Jo. If only I could grant wishes. I would wish all those people out of the back yard!

Dad looked up ruefully. Our house has big sliding glass doors across the back wall of the living room. And even though the draperies were drawn to keep in the air conditioning, we plainly saw a cone of bright light sweep right across the drapes from their other side. Somebody was out there.

“Eileen, take the baby in the bedroom and call the police from the extension,” Dad said quickly. “Jo, you go with your mother. Scott, we’ll stay here under cover of the staircase.” Dad’s voice was thoughtful. “Whoever it is isn’t being all that secretive!”

“But Dad—” I began.

“Do as I say young lady! No hesitation!” he exclaimed. I followed Mom and Rosie to the bedroom.

“Uh!” Rosie exclaimed, trying to understand this strange new mood of controlled worry and purpose in our house. Mom handed her to me as I closed the bedroom door and locked it. I took Rosie, and Mom went to the phone that was on their writing desk in the corner.

Rosie wanted her crib, so I set her into it, and then I saw that a corner of the big cone of light outside was peeking through the heavy drapes in the windows in my parents’ room.

While Mom talked quietly and urgently on the phone, I crept over to the window, which was just low enough for my eyes to reach. I pulled back a corner of the drapes and peeped outside. 

I got a glimpse of two tall, thin figures. They were dressed in gold, sparkly jumpsuits, and they wore helmets that had antennae on them. I gasped in surprise. They were running towards our fence, sweeping the back yard with lights as though looking for something. 

“Mom!” I gasped.

“Josephine, you get away from that window!” she ordered. I instantly obeyed. A moment later we heard Dad and Scott shout. I guess they had decided to take a peep too, instead of staying under the cover of the stairway. Rosie let out a new wail of protest, not liking whatever was happening. I was too afraid to go and get her. Mom swept her up. 

Then we saw blue and red lights slipping between the drapery panels, and we knew the police had come, so we all rushed out to the front rooms to see what was happening.

“They were Martians!” I exclaimed.

“Jo, they were certainly not Martians,” Mom told me.

Scott and my Dad met us at the bedroom door. “They were Martians!” they both exclaimed.

“They climbed the fence!” Scott added, disappointed. Of course he was disappointed. Maybe they had come to take him back home to his native planet. And they’d left without him.

Then the police knocked. 

We let them in and then we all more or less streamed into the back yard, and by then lights in other houses around us were winking on. Then Scott said “Look!” And he pointed. Up in the sky, a flat golden saucer sped a short distance, flashed brilliantly, and disappeared.

“Martians!” the police shouted.
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​Chapter Two
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In the kitchen, I helped Mom put on a pot of coffee while Scott dutifully rummaged in the pantry and then pulled down a plate and arranged cookies on it and pieces of cake. Scott was like that. He helped. Another observation for the notebook: Atheists are useful in the kitchen.

Dad usually stayed out of the kitchen and just let Mom do whatever she needed to do. And I usually got drafted to help her. But Scott just helped. Good robots do. 

The lead officer, Dan Roberts, put two of his men out in the back yard to keep patrolling so that we wouldn’t feel frightened. But he was calm. His eyes lit up when we en-tered the living room bearing food. Over cake and coffee, (“staying with us for a while to keep us calm,” he said), he assured us that this was some sort of prank.

He did seem to understand it better than we did. Scott and I thought we were targeted, or at least our house was targeted, because of the last adventure we’d had. Like the Tech Pirates were back for revenge. But Officer Roberts was quick to dismiss that with facts. “No, the trespassers started at the top of the street, and they traveled down through several back yards,” he said. “Your call was the second or third call that came in.” He shot a grin at Scott. “I heard Forbidden Planet was on tonight at 12:30!”

In spite of our worry, Scott brightened. “You like Forbidden Planet?”

Roberts nodded. “Classic science fiction. Great movie!” But then he became serious. “A few other night owls were up and saw the lights outside, looked to investigate, and saw what you saw: two men dressed as Martians, fumbling around in the back yards. It’s clear that they started at the top of your street and came down this way through the back yards.” 

He then stopped to eat several forkfuls of cake. “This cake is delicious, Ma’am,” he said happily. As far as he was concerned, Martian invasions were almost as great as birthday parties. Free cake. 

“But we all saw their spaceship!” I exclaimed.

He stopped with the fork halfway to his mouth, and the piece of cake slipped off of it and fell into his coffee cup with a splash. With a shrug of acceptance, he took a gulp of the coffee. “Why that makes the coffee even better!” he exclaimed, looking at his cup in wonder.

“The spaceship!” Scott exclaimed. 

“I don’t know,” he told us. “Yes, we saw it. It had to be a trick. But what we do know is that whoever was in these backyards tonight wanted to be seen. If it was a Martian invasion, it was the clumsiest invasion I’ve ever witnessed.”

That stopped all of us. He shrugged. “Clever college kids, maybe, pulling a prank during summer vacation. They don’t know how much they scare people by what they think is harmless fun. And it’s creative. I’ll give them that much. But they were shining those lights everywhere at people’s houses. They clearly wanted to be seen. Maybe they didn’t bargain for a police search for them. But they wanted to stir up the street.”

We all looked at each other while he happily finished his piece of cake, his cup of coffee, and two mint thin cookies from the plate. 

“I’m going to leave two of my boys here on the street to keep watch tonight and for the rest of the week,” he told us. “We’ll step up patrols in the neighborhood. I know your family has been through a lot this summer already. But I don’t think anybody is targeting you, especially. I think we’re dealing with very clever pranksters in silly Martian costumes who we will charge with Public Nuisance once we catch them.”

He stood up. 

What he said did make sense. Imagine taking all that trouble to sneak into back yards and then shining lights right at people’s windows! Perhaps I needed to start another set of observations, this one on Martians: Martians wear gold lame’.

“But that spaceship,” Scott said. He was almost whimpering. For Scott, the events did not compute.  The Martians had looked silly, but the spaceship had looked real. His circuits couldn’t compute the contradiction.

Officer Roberts shrugged and said good night. He shook hands with Dad and thanked Mom for the coffee and cake. Then he left. All but one of the police cars pulled away. As promised, two of the men stayed and wandered through the back yards for the rest of the night. They shined their lights all over, too. But that was meant to reassure everybody.

As we had coffee, cookies, and cake set out, and had been through a great shock, we stayed up for a while. Rosie Noelle, alone of all of us, opted for sleep. The Reliable, 16-Pound, 8-Hour Sleeper Baby was soon snoring away. Mom put her safely back in her crib in their bedroom. But we weren’t sleepy. We ate the cake and cookies, drank the coffee, and talked for a while. 

“You know,” Dad told Scott. “Since you like science fiction, there is—or at least there was—a pretty good comic book and science fiction store at the old mall.”

“Nobody goes to the old mall,” I objected. “That’s why they call it the old mall. All the stores have pulled out.”

“Isn’t it closed down?” Mom asked.

Dad shook his head. “No, I think a few foreign import businesses have moved in to some of the old stores and set up shop. I don’t know if the comic book store is still there or not. But they had a lot of great classic science fiction merchandise the last I saw them—” He stopped and counted back in time in his head. “Well, three or four years ago, now. No harm if Scott wants to drive over tomorrow and see if they’re still operating.”

“Can I go?” I asked.

“It’s up to Scott,” Dad said.

That was a sure way of saying yes. Any time Dad said, “It’s up to Scott,” Scott would let me come with him. He was not going to refuse to take me any place right in front of Mom and Dad. Scott did everything he could to be a helpful member of the family. Scott liked being with us a lot more than sitting in an empty dormitory all summer.

I looked expectantly at Scott.

“Yes, I’ll be happy to take Jo,” he said, about as unenthusiastically as he could. Another note: Atheists are pushovers.

Mom became sharp. “And Jo, if you get bored, you are to stay quiet and let him look around as much as he likes. Scott still needs to find things to do now that he’s staying with us.”

“Okay!’ I agreed. I wasn’t thinking about the comics and science fiction, which did sound boring to me. But the old mall! So spooky and deserted! I wanted to go there!
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​Chapter Three
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“Dad, are there Martians?” I asked. “Could there be life on Mars?”

Scott laughed outright at my question, and that an-noyed me. He had never laughed at me at first, because he was so careful to be well mannered. But ever since he res-cued me from the tech pirates, and yes he rescued me, he had gotten a lot more comfortable with laughing at me.

“We don’t laugh at honest questions in this house,” Dad said gently.

Scott became contrite as he took up the last mint thin cookie. “Sorry Jo. No, there is no life on Mars.”

Dad was astonished. “Really, Scott? Have you been there?”

Now Scott was astonished. “Uncle John, do you really think there might be people walking around on Mars wearing gold jumpsuits and helmets with antennae on them?”

“Of course not,” Dad said. “But that wasn’t the ques-tion. She’s not suggesting anything like what we saw in the backyard. But what about life on Mars?”

“Of course not,” Mom said. “The Bible says nothing about it.”

“Well, why would it?” Dad asked. “The Bible says nothing about pneumonia or chocolate, and they both exist.”

In case you did not know this, my cousin Scott calls himself a rational atheist. Dad and he liked to joust ideas at each other. This, I knew, was one such challenge from Dad.

Scott ventured an opinion. “Well, you’d think that if the earth had a neighbor on the next planet, and if the Bible were a valid source of truth, it would mention the neighbors.” 

“Why?” Dad asked.

“In case the Martians invade us,” I said.

Now Dad laughed. “You two are both setting your goals for Martians much too high. Or at least you are defining them far too much.”

Scott cocked his head. “Seriously, Uncle John, do you really think there’s life on Mars?”

Dad reached for a cookie. “As in all things, we have to avoid expecting what the facts are until we have enough information. About twenty or thirty years ago a meteorite from Mars fell to the earth. It’s the Allan-Hills meteorite, and it seems to contain fossilized images of recognizable bacteria.”

I was puzzled. “How did a meteorite come from Mars? I thought meteorites were loose rocks flying through space.”

Scott was impressed. “Good question, Jo!” he ex-claimed. Some of that was to make up for laughing at me. 

“Meteorites could hit Mars and blow rocks from the surface of Mars out into space,” he told me. “Those rocks would be Martian in origin, and the gravity fields of earth could eventually pull them down to the surface of the earth. They would shoot across the sky and fall like meteors that come from deep space.”

Dad nodded. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Not little green men or thin golden men, but basic life. Bacteria.”

Scott nodded. “I read about it. The Allan Hills meteorite. It was found in Antarctica.”

“Yes,” Dad agreed. “It contained chemical traces similar to those left behind by Earth microbes; some photographs even revealed microscopic features that looked very much like bacteria.”

“But nobody can prove that, Uncle John,” Scott said.

Dad nodded. “But it’s  closer in terms of what is likely than the two men in gold jumpsuits—”

“Or women,” I added. 

Dad looked at me with new respect and bowed. “True, Jo. We saw two jump-suited figures. That’s all we know. They could have both been women, or a man and a woman.”

“Except we know they were not really Martians,” Scott added. 

Dad set down his coffee cup. He ruffled his hand through his hair. “I think Officer Roberts is right about that! If Martians had the skill to invade us, they would not go rooting through backyards, making noise and shining lights!” Another observation about Martians:  Martians are clumsy!

“Still, that spaceship was amazing,” Scott said. “We saw it fly off!”

“My point is,” Dad told him. “We have to avoid our own expectations. We have to be open minded and understand that if we set our minds on one image of reality, we become blind to the more accurate image.”

Scott objected. “Uncle John, I don’t want to be rude, but that’s what belief in God does. It sets up an image of the way the universe runs, and then nobody looks at the way the universe really does run!”

“How interesting,” Dad said. “I would say it’s what atheism does. It sets up an image of the way the universe runs, and then nobody looks at the way the universe really does run!”

Scott didn’t want to argue with Dad, and not just because Scott lived on his best manners at our house. Scott really liked Dad, and Dad liked Scott. And then Scott burst out with a short laugh as Dad so neatly turned the tables on him. Atheists like irony.

“Let’s be prepared to be surprised,” Dad said. “If the truth is ever fully made known to us, if we can ever grasp it all, we will all be very surprised.”

Scott thought for a moment and then gave a quick nod. “Okay!”

“I just always thought that if there was life out there, it would be in the Bible,” Mom said.

But I agreed with Dad. Why would it? The Bible is about us and our faith, not the Martians or any space aliens and their faith. 
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​Chapter Four
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Staying up very late and eating cake and cookies made everybody kind of sluggish when it was time to get up and have breakfast. But Scott was really eager to find that science fiction store, and I was determined to go with him. 

So at quarter until nine, we were both washed, dressed, rooms cleaned, and we left for the adventure of exploring the deserted mall, which was how I thought of it.

The drive took us to a part of town that had once been really prosperous, with restaurants and boutique shops. They used to have parades on one of the wider streets: St. Patrick’s Day in the spring, Fourth of July in the summer, and of course the Christmas parade in December. But all of that had stopped.

“It’s like everything just went away,” I said as Scott carefully navigated his car down a nearly deserted and now very dingy looking street. “Look at how many of the shops are empty.”

“I can’t look, Jo. I’m driving,” he said. “But I know what you mean. The only constant in the universe is change.”

He was dying for me to ask him what that meant. I resisted for a moment but then gave in. “What’s that mean?”

“A constant is an unchanging factor in an equation,” he told me. “If I write that ‘two plus any number equals a sum,’ then the number two is a constant. It stays the same in the equation. But the ‘any number’ is a fill-in-the-blank that can be any number I want to put into the equation.”

This is another fact about dealing with a rational atheist. If you make a friend who’s done something you’ve never done, or understands something you’ve never understood, it’s really interesting. Your friend says something like, “I can make coconut macaroons.” And you say, “Really? How?” And they give you the recipe, and then you go make some together. Everybody gets coconut macaroons.

But when an atheist starts telling you another thing about the rational universe that you never knew, it goes something like, “the only constant is change,” and nobody gets any macaroons. All you get is a long discussion about what the word constant means. 

“Scott, is there any way you can explain this so that it makes sense to normal people?”
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