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            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.
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         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.
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