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INTRODUCTION

	The narrator, Theo Byrne, and his 9-year-old son, Robin ("Robbie"), are stargazing with a telescope in the woods, looking out at the Andromeda galaxy. Robbie is perplexed as to why we are the only ones we are aware of in the universe (the Fermi Paradox).

	Robin has been excused from school for the week, and they are staying in a cabin in the Smoky Mountains. Robin requests to sleep outside, so they set up camp under the stars that night. The narrator recalls his late wife, Alyssa ("Aly"), who died when Robin was seven years old. Chester, Robin's dog, died a few months later.

	Robin has been diagnosed with various conditions by various doctors — autism, OCD, ADHD, other syndromes, and so on — but none of them agree with Theo. Instead, he believes that "life is something we must stop correcting" and that Robin is "a pocket universe I could never hope to comprehend." Theo also claims that the series of deaths Robin endured was most likely the "reason for disturbed behavior" on his part.

	Various doctors have diagnosed Robin with autism, OCD, ADHD, various syndromes, and so on, but none of them agree with Theo. He believes that "life is something we must stop correcting" and that Robin is "a pocket universe I could never hope to comprehend." Theo also claims that Robin's string of deaths was most likely the "cause of disturbed behavior" on his part.

	Robin's birthday is the following day. Theo pulls out the digital microscope that Robin had requested. Then, when Theo brings out a cake, Robin rejects it because it isn't vegan, despite the fact that Alyssa was vegan. Theo tells him that Alyssa occasionally made exceptions, and Robin reluctantly eats a little.

	Robin then requests that his father retell the story of how he got his name, which he has heard many times before. Theo describes going birding with Alyssa and getting excited about seeing something that turned out to be just a robin. Alyssa then claimed that the robin was her favorite bird, but it was later revealed that her true favorite was any bird she happened to see at the time. Nonetheless, the robin became a special bird for the two of them. Robin, on the other hand, claims that kids at school make fun of his name. 

	That night, Theo creates a new planet, Dvau, which he explains is uninhabitable because it lacks a moon to stabilize it.

	They go hiking in the woods the next day. When Robin comes dangerously close to stepping on a yellow millipede, it emits a trace amount of almond-scented cyanide, which reminds him of his mother's baking. Theo does not inform him that the substance is cyanide. They camped in a clearing near a stream at night. As they walk into the stream, Theo looks sad, and Robin deduces (correctly) that he was once here on their honeymoon with Alyssa. When it's getting dark, Robin recalls Alyssa reading poetry to Chester. Tonight, Robin brings up the possibility of getting another dog, but Theo is still opposed.

	They recite Alyssa's prayer before going to bed: "There are four good things worth practicing. Being gentle with all living things. Maintaining a steady and level posture. Feeling happy for any happy creature, anywhere. And remembering that any pain you experience is also yours." While the prayer is conceptually derived from Buddhism (the Four Immeasurables), Alyssa, according to Theo, "was her own religion."

	Robin then inquires about Theo's job. Theo is a university student who writes programs to predict the gases in planets' atmospheres. When Theo falls asleep, Robin awakens him with his solution to the Fermi paradox (a reason why, given the vastness of space and the universe, "there seemed to be no one out there"). Robin theorizes that they may exist, but they are lithotrophs that live in rocks (so we don't see them) and transmit messages that are too fast or too slow for us to interpret.

	As he sleeps, Theo worries about Robin being in a school he despises with students who don't understand him and acting "otherworldly." Theo also wonders what parenting mistakes he is making now that he will not realize for many years. He recalls how Robin only told him about his nightmares from reading The Velveteen Rabbit two years later.
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