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C. Randall Nicholson

To Isabella “Izzy” Tichenor (2011-2021), who paid the ultimate price for being different in Utah.

––––––––
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To Leslie Fish (1944-2025), probably the first filk artist I ever heard. Soar high, Bard.
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​Prologue
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This part is vague for two reasons. First, I wasn’t there, so I have to guess what happened. Second, it’s a storytelling technique to increase suspense. I hope it works.

Cold, unearthly eyes scanned the void. I say unearthly, but not inhuman. Though the eyes were no warmer than the void, the mind behind them held emotions all too familiar to you and me, whether we’d admit it or not. Dreams, even.

The entity’s eyes missed little, but they had the aid of electronics to cope with the vastness of space. Algorithms, with pulses of radiation tuned to isolate the flicker of thought among the noise, with stillness that stretched across light-years and centuries.

The entity was on the hunt. Not a hunt for survival or out of pure instinct. Not even for fun, perverse though that would be. The entity was driven by an unholy marriage of cold hatred and twisted logic. He knew exactly what he was doing, and he didn’t have to do it, but he wanted to for reasons that he told himself were entirely justified.

And he was drawing closer to his target. He had narrowed the search to a single world, the third planet from an unremarkable little star in an outer spiral arm. Blue-green. Primitive. Loud.

Unaware.

How’d I do? Are you on the edge of your seat?
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​1 – School
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Logan, Utah, 1995

“Hey, space case, is that your daddy? Why is his mask better than yours?”

The bully made her shrill, nasally voice heard above the bustle of the Mount Logan Middle School cafeteria. She obviously referred to the cover illustration of my book, My Teacher is an Alien, which showed the alien, Broxholm, peeling off his Earthling mask while two terrified kids looked on. I related to him, sure, except that he seemed to be the bad guy. I related even more to Peter Thompson, the bully magnet who helped the protagonist. Emulating his fortitude, I didn’t look up from the book.

Picture me, if you will – a fourteen-year-old girl wearing the same denim jacket as most days, sleeves rolled, patches peeling at the edges, paired with jeans that had seen enough skateboarding spills to qualify as armor. I had a worn navy baseball cap pulled low over my forehead, tugged down further whenever I didn’t feel like being looked at, which was most of the time. Beneath it, my hair was pulled back into soft coils that slipped just past the brim. I had a Sony Walkman tape player clipped to one belt loop, the headphones coiled in my backpack, ready for any moment I could disappear into music.

This, unfortunately, was not one of those moments.

“Did he leave your mama and fly away?” the bully continued. “Why don’t you become an astronaut and go after him? Oh wait, NASA doesn’t take monkeys anymore!” Her poor attempt at wit elicited plenty of laughter from her sycophantic simpletons.

Nothing against Peter Thompson, but I’m sure he never had to deal with racial overtones, and consequently, I’m sure he never felt quite as alienated as me. Oh, did I forget to mention that I’m black? Whoops.

I knew reacting would put me in a lose-lose situation, so I held steady and focused on the words in front of me. Maybe if I focused hard enough, I would fall into the book, and Broxholm would take me away from all this noise and the smell of old spaghetti. I’d rather be subjected to his weird alien experiments than this idiot’s stand-up rehearsal.

A sudden spitball on the back of my neck brought me right back to this world, however. Heat rose in my skin where it had struck. Before I could stop myself, I slammed the book down, rose from my seat, and spun to face my tormentor – Kami, or Camille, or Chloe, or one of the other awful bleached-blonde cheerleaders, I couldn’t remember. “Look, jerk –” I didn’t actually say “jerk,” but close enough.

She threw up her hands with a look of faux horror. “Oh no, please don’t use your lightsaber on me! Or is it a phaser?” Cue unwarranted laughter.

I figured my bare fists would do the job well enough, but my mom would have words if I got suspended again. I closed my eyes and counted to ten while they laughed. Then I snatched my Ewoks lunch pail off the table and stormed out of the cafeteria, down the hall to David Fotheringham’s room.

The students called him Mr. F. I don’t know if they started that or he did. It’s not like “Fotheringham” is hard to pronounce, but I guess it’s a waste of time. I had a computer game called “The Geekwad: Games of the Galaxy” with a character from the Horsehead Nebula named Milton Flglmyyysphtsx, and yes, I just spelled that from memory, thank you very much.

Mr. F was tall in a way that looked uncomfortable, like his limbs were always trying to fold themselves smaller. In his mid-forties, his orange hair had already retreated halfway up his scalp, and what was left looked like it clung on out of loyalty, not strength. His wire-frame glasses caught the light despite their smudges, and his mustache – thick, bristly, and orange – looked like a paintbrush dipped in tempera and left to dry. He smelled faintly of turpentine and old coffee.

Hunched on a stool at the front of the room, crouched over his latest painting, he looked up when I walked in. His smile, though genuine, didn’t match the fatigue behind his eyes. “Hey, Mary,” he said. “Couldn’t wait a few more minutes for the thrilling world of art, huh?”

“You know it.” I walked up to him and looked at his painting. He’d covered the easel with a spectrum of blue, like the sky at dawn, and was now adding what looked like a river of lava and smoke swallowing it up. Not my thing, but it looked cool. “Can I eat in here? Please?”

He gestured with his paintbrush toward the old, saggy paisley couch at the back with the mismatched throw pillows and the box of granola bars and tampons. “Knock yourself out.”

“Thanks.” I walked back and sank into the couch, which nearly swallowed me whole. This room was controlled chaos – easels and ceramics scattered everywhere among the tables, paint streaks and handprints on the walls where Mr. F let the kids express themselves. A cluster of sculptures made from wire, driftwood, and bent spoons hung in the sunlight that filtered through the tall west-facing windows and turned gently when the heat kicked on, casting wobbly shadows across the cluttered tables.

Paintings were everywhere – on the walls, propped in corners, stacked beneath counters. The ones on the front wall were all Mr. F’s, and it showed. All abstract. All intense. Thick brushstrokes, broken forms, oranges and reds and blues crashing into each other like a storm trying to speak. Where other teachers would usually have pictures of their spouses and kids, this was the only glimpse he gave us into his personal life.

I’d asked him on the first day of school what they all meant. “Memories,” he’d said, looking and sounding like he’d once cared too much about something and didn’t know where to put that feeling anymore. I’d dropped the subject.

But somehow, somewhere, he found warmth to share with his students, so that in only a few weeks, his room had come to feel like a refuge. He didn’t decorate it as a teacher so much as inhabit it like an artist, so that it seemed like a refuge for him too – from something or other.

I repositioned myself on the couch, lying down and putting my feet up. “Mind if I chill here every day? The cafeteria’s a war zone.”

Mr. F looked up from his painting again. He didn’t scold me for putting my feet on the couch, but his forehead furrowed with concern. “Yeah? Kids giving you a hard time?”

“Let’s just say they don’t appreciate fine literature,” I said pointedly. “You could go so far as to call them Philistines.” Then, realizing he might not get the reference, I held up my copy of My Teacher is an Alien. “That’s one of Susan Simmons’ favorite words. I’m going to use it in conversations more often.”

“Hmm. As an artist, I can relate.” Mr. F took in the book’s title, and his forehead loosened up. “Which of the teachers here would you suspect?”

I chuckled. “That’s a dangerous question.”

“Ah, of course. You wouldn’t be the first to suspect me.” Mr. F turned back to his painting with a subtle smile.

I got back to the book, but it shook in my hands, and the words melted together. My illusion of escape had been shattered. I tried to put the blonde girl’s words behind me, tried to not care, but they bounced around in my head like they had nowhere else to go.

I put it down and considered actually eating my lunch. I picked up the peanut butter and banana sandwich – usually my favorite – but I couldn’t muster up the appetite to put it in my mouth. I put it back down, sagged deeper into the couch, and sighed.

Mr. F looked up again. “Wanna talk about it?”

I shook my head. I could tell he cared more than most of the adults in my life, but how could he ever understand? He was my opposite – old, male, white.

He didn’t pry. Fortunately, the awkward silence was cut short by the bell. 

In moments, the noise of the cafeteria spilled out into the hallways. I reluctantly got off the couch and shuffled to my usual seat. Mr. F didn’t assign seats, but I always sat in the same spot, and I had no intention of letting someone else get to it first.

“Hey, Mary! Missed you at lunch!”

My best friend, Mitchell Corbridge, slid into the seat next to me. He had the clean-cut look of someone raised to give church talks before he could ride a bike. With his perfectly combed blond hair, spotless glasses, and an unbuttoned blue dress shirt over his flying saucer T-shirt, he looked like a much cooler version of the Mormon missionaries. And instead of just boring church stuff, he knew how to program a VCR, explain the difference between warp speed and hyperspace, and put together a mixtape of obscure space-themed rock ballads.

Mitch was the only Mormon kid who’d kept being nice to me after I made it clear I wasn’t interested in converting – although the others, out of continued selfless concern for my immortal soul, sometimes reminded me that I was a descendant of Cain who’d been cursed with dark skin for not fighting valiantly enough on Jesus’ side in the previous life. Mitch swore he didn’t know what they were talking about.

“Yeah, it’s too loud in there,” I said. “I wanted to get some reading done.”

“Did you?”

“No.”

The bell rang again. At this point, a lesser teacher would have made me take my hat off, but Mr. F didn’t say a word about it. He stood up and clapped his hands. “All right, my little Kahlos and Picassos. Today’s mission: surrealism.”

A few kids groaned. One asked if he could just keep working on his comic book project. Another raised a hand to ask what surrealism meant, and Mr. F answered by pulling the plastic sheet off a small canvas behind his desk.

The painting showed a melting city skyline, its buildings bending like candles in the heat, while a sky full of screaming clocks rained down on a faceless figure covering its ears. It looked like a dream I had once after too much Mexican food.

“Like that,” he said cheerfully.

I grinned. Initial appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, Mr. F had range.

“Your assignment,” he went on, “is to draw something that feels real but isn’t. Not what you see. What you imagine. You’ve got forty minutes. No excuses. Yes, Chad, even you.”

I pulled out my sketchbook and pencils. My first instinct was to draw an alien, but I restrained myself. Too obvious. Art wasn’t my favorite thing in the world, but Mr. F deserved my best effort. I stared at the paper for a minute, trying to see the hidden picture that needed me to draw it out (pun intended), and then my pencil moved almost on its own.

As I drew, I asked Mitch, “Any luck with the X-Files season premiere?”

He shook his head. “My folks aren’t budging.”

I chuckled. “You’ve gotta grow a spine, Mitch. My mom doesn’t want me to watch it either, but she knows I’ll make her life miserable if she doesn’t let me.”

“Well, maybe she has a point,” he said defensively. “From the way you describe every episode, they’d probably give me nightmares anyway. Maybe I’m better off sticking with Voyager.”

I didn’t feel like telling him that the X-Files Season 2 episode about the freakazoid who liked dead girls had given me nightmares. I hadn’t put up much of an argument when my mom made me turn it off. Probably no aliens in that one, anyway. “That’s not her main issue,” I said. “She just thinks it’s nonsense. Especially the part where the feds are the good guys.”

As Mr. F made his rounds, he stopped behind us and looked over my shoulder. I’d drawn a girl standing under a swirling sky, arms outstretched, a giant moon above her bending into the shape of an eye. “Ah, Mary,” he said, “congratulations on drawing something besides an alien. Not that we – ah, they aren’t great.” He winked.

I shrugged modestly. “I have range, Mr. F.”

“Does it mean anything?”

I stared at the image for a moment, but nothing came to mind. I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just felt like drawing it.”

“That’s all the meaning you need,” Mr. F said, and he moved on to Mitch’s drawing of a dolphin drinking orange juice.

I kept looking at it, pondering his question. Maybe, I thought, it represented my longing for something up there to watch over me and rescue me from this planet, and if that something wasn’t aliens, it may as well be the man in the moon.

Or maybe it was random gibberish. After all, the girl in the picture wasn’t me. Among other things, the girl in the picture was white.
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​2 – The Sighting
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Mitch wanted to take the bus home, so I rode my skateboard home alone. I didn’t care that it took longer. Autumn was the most beautiful season in Logan, and I intended to fully appreciate it for the few short weeks that it lasted.

I lived near the heart of a neighborhood called the Island due to its location between the Logan River and the Logan-Hyde Park Canal. My home was a two-story house nestled between rows of maples just starting to go red and gold for the season. The siding was a soft gray-blue that always looked a little brighter in the morning light, and the white trim around the windows had begun to peel at the corners, like it had one too many Logan winters in its bones.

The front porch was small but well-kept, with a wooden bench that my dad swore he was going to sand and repaint any day now. A narrow walkway curved from the porch to the street, flanked by brittle yellow grass and the last stubborn marigolds clinging to life in a flower bed near the steps. A basketball hoop leaned slightly above the driveway, and a plastic Triceratops had been left out on the lawn like it was standing guard.

I walked through the front door into the kitchen, where the owner of the toy dinosaur looked up from a peanut butter and jelly sandwich that he’d somehow smeared all over his face. “Hi, Mary!”

Toby, my seven-year-old brother, was all skinny arms and bony knees, with a head of unruly curls that refused to stay combed. His big brown eyes were always wide with curiosity or mischief, and his grin still showed a few stubborn baby teeth. I might have been happy to see him if I hadn’t known what he would say next.

“Can we play Mario Kart today?”

I tried not to visibly wince. I had nothing against Mario Kart in principle, but Toby was so bad at it that I felt like I lost brain cells every time we competed. “Uh, I’ll see if I can fit it into my schedule,” I lied. “I have a lot of homework.”

“Then you’d better finish it before you watch your show.” The woman who stepped into the kitchen kept her hair in a close-cropped afro above a face theoretically capable of showing maternal warmth. She dressed plainly – sweater, jeans, sneakers – the kind of clothes meant for practicality rather than fashion, though I had to admit she made them look good. “Unless, of course,” she continued, “your taste in entertainment has miraculously improved since this morning.”

I forced a smile. I’d waited four months to find out how Agent Mulder escaped being incinerated by the Smoking Man inside a buried train car full of alien corpses, and she was right about one thing: only divine intervention could have made me lose interest. “Nice to see you too, Mom. Nope, no miracles here, but I’m sure you still want to believe.”

She rolled her eyes and let it go. I’m sure she would have rather taken a sledgehammer to our TV than let me watch The X-Files, but that would have caused more drama than even she was prepared to deal with.

My droopy basset hound, Mac, looked up from his spot on the couch when I entered the living room. “Whoa, down boy,” I said, holding out my hands. “Wanna go for a walk? It’s beautiful outside with the colors of the leaves and – oh, I’m sorry. I forgot you can’t see color. But exercise, yeah?”

Mac put his head back down and pretended to be asleep. He was about Toby’s age, so he had an excuse for taking it easy, except that he’d always been like this. I scratched him behind the ears anyway. He may not have been the most exciting pet, but he didn’t care that I was weird or black, so I didn’t care that he was lazy and useless.

I sat on the couch beside him and hid My Teacher is an Alien behind my geometry textbook. After about an hour, I heard the telltale sounds of my dad getting home from the Pepperidge Farm factory.

“Hey, kiddo,” he said as he popped into the living room. 

He was in his early forties, broad-shouldered and bald, a look softened by the neatly kept beard that framed his round face. His wire-rimmed glasses were always sliding down his nose, and laugh lines deepened at the corners of his eyes whenever he smiled. He was dressed in jeans and a faded T-shirt from a county fair, the kind of clothes that always made him look ready to fix something around the house. Ready to try, anyway.

He tossed me a bag of goldfish crackers he’d picked up at work, which I caught with the ease of practice. “Ready for the big show tonight?”

“What a stupid question,” I said with a smile. He laughed and took my hat off so he could tousle my hair. He wasn’t as enamored with Mulder’s and Scully’s adventures as me, but he’d make sure I didn’t have to watch it alone. In that moment, my typically crummy day at school faded away, and all was right with the world.

He looked down and saw the little paperback behind the textbook. “Interesting subject,” he said, raising an eyebrow. He lowered his voice conspiratorially. “You’d better finish your real homework before it starts, or your mother will skin us both alive.”

“I know, I know,” I said. “I’m trying to time it just right, because if I finish too fast, I’m in for a worse fate – Mario Kart with Toby.”

Dad laughed out loud and tousled my hair again.

***
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I almost jumped off the couch when Scully and Skinner pulled guns on each other, and then, just like that, the screen went dark, and the familiar theme tune played over the credits. I’d been too engrossed to realize an hour had gone by.

I threw my blanket to the floor and snapped, “Dang it, not another cliffhanger! Can’t we catch a break?” Mac, whose head rested in my lap, barely stirred.

Dad chuckled at my outburst. “I think you’d better get used to it, kiddo. Looks like they’re really ramping up the story.”

I shook my head as I watched the names appear on the screen. “What’s Skinner’s deal, anyway? Every time I think he’s just a major butthead, he does something to show he’s a good guy after all – and vice versa.”

Dad stood up from the couch, yawned, and stretched. “Some people are like that.”

Mom popped her head through the living room doorway as soon as the Ten Thirteen Productions logo appeared. “Bedtime, Little Miss,” she said. “You don’t want to spend all morning in bed tomorrow.”

I grimaced. “Sure I don’t.” I’d noticed a strong correlation between the amount of time I spent in bed and my overall quality of life.

She smiled without warmth. “Let me rephrase that. I don’t want you to spend all morning in bed tomorrow. That will make me grumpy. And when I’m grumpy, I feel even less inclined to let a certain young lady watch garbage TV shows.”

Dad smiled sheepishly. “Better listen to the boss.”

With a groan, I pushed Mac aside, rose to my feet, and went upstairs to wash up and brush my teeth. I wouldn’t have to wait four months to resolve this cliffhanger, at least, but it would still be over a week. I’d miss the next episode to attend ConChord 11, a filk convention, and I’d have to count on Mom, of all people to record it for me.

I left the bathroom and opened my bedroom door to reveal my personal observatory-slash-fan cave. Deep blue walls, speckled with glow-in-the-dark stars, shimmered faintly in the dim light. Model planets hung from thin strings across the ceiling in neat orbital lines. On one wall, a faded Star Wars poster was flanked by a dramatic Doctor Who one and a mostly-hidden X-Files print, peeking out from behind my tall, overstuffed bookshelf. Star charts, spaceship models, and a garland of glowing star-shaped lights added to the otherworldly charm.

I tossed my blanket onto the bed – already made, complete with polka-dot and chevron throw pillows – and crossed to the open window. Crickets chirped, and I pulled my jacket tighter against the brisk fall air. The telescope Dad had given me for my birthday two years ago stood at attention, aimed skyward.

I scanned the waning crescent moon and all the constellations I knew by heart. I always felt small doing this, but unlike at school, it was in a good way. My problems didn’t matter. The stars didn’t care. Some of them were dead, and the rest would go on twinkling for millions of years after I and everyone I knew had died. Technically the gravitational pull of my body had an effect on them, but they wouldn’t notice its absence.

And yet... maybe someday, something else out there – or someone – would care. Maybe it would come to see me. Maybe it would take me away like no book or TV show ever could.

“I want to believe,” I whispered to myself.

Dad tapped on the door, then came in to check on me as usual. He kissed me on the forehead and said, “Anything good?”

“Just the same old stars,” I said. “Still as beautiful as ever.”
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