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Message From Another Star


The joint space programs of the French and
Americans, working furiously through the days and nights following
the initial reception of the message, finally cracked the language
barrier. Decoding and deciphering of the communication commenced at
once.

"It's an invitation," said Jean-Pierre
Chauvet, the French head of operations, excitedly waving a sheet of
paper. A balding man with a large nose and a tiny mustache,
Jean-Pierre straightened up from the desk where he had been bent
over, his flailing arm nearly striking the young French intern
beside him in the face.

"An invitation for us to visit them!"
Jean-Pierre exclaimed.

Tex Walker, the American head of operations,
sauntered over and stuck his thumbs into the belt loops on either
side of the crotch of his denim jeans. His mustache was much larger
than his French colleague's.

"What's that you got there, JP?"

"The message—we've finally finished decoding
it." The Frenchman held out the sheet of paper upon which the
intern had hastily scratched the translation of the aliens'
message.

"Well, give 'er here," said Tex. He snatched
the paper from the hands of the Frenchman. "'Hello there, fellow
creatures with two arms and two legs and two eyes and two ears on
your world of water and land'." Tex looked up from the paper he was
reading from. "How the hell do they know so much about us? They
been spying on us or what?"

"Keep reading," insisted Jean-Pierre. He had
a handkerchief from his pocket and he used the little white cloth
to dab at the sweat on his forehead.

Tex looked back down at the paper. "'We, too,
have two of many things, in accordance with the divine law of
duality, such as feet and hands and nostrils. Perhaps you'd care to
meet?'" Tex pointed a beefy American finger at the bottom of the
page. "What's all these numbers and nonsense, JP?"

"They appear to be coordinates. A location in
our relative neighborhood. Alpha Centauri to be exact. And there on
the back, there's more to the message." He waited patiently while
Tex flipped the sheet of paper over. "They've included what seems
to be a set of complex schematics—instructions for designing a ship
that will be capable of reaching them in a matter of weeks, instead
of the centuries it would take with the most advanced technology
currently available to us."

"A ship, huh?" The American dug into his
pocket and produced a can of chewing tobacco. He withdrew a slab
and slipped it into his mouth, between gum and teeth. Jean-Pierre
waited while Tex replaced the tobacco in his rear pocket and
withdrew a pack of cigarettes from his front shirt pocket. The
American lit up, blowing out a cloud of harsh smoke. "They expect
us to trust them? Just build this so-called ship, and zoom off to
this Alpha Spaghetti—"

"Centauri."

"—and then what? It could be a trap."

"A trap?"

"Sure, a trap. To lure us out, like, and
then—" He made a sound like something being squished into liquid
while squeezing his fist in front of Jean-Pierre's nose.

"A trap," said the Frenchman doubtfully.

"Hell, it might not even be a ship at all.
What if it's a giant bomb that'll destroy the entire Earth, and
they're trying to trick us into building it ourselves?"

"Why would they do that?"

"Hell, JP. I ain't no alien. I don't know how
their creepy little alien brains work, do I?"

No, thought the Frenchman, coughing
softly into his hand. No, you don't.

 


The ship was completed before the end of the
year. The men and women lucky enough to be a part of the
construction team marveled at the ingenuity, the angles, the
mathematics behind the vessel.

"This will advance our own knowledge by
decades," said one excited engineer.

"Or more!" exclaimed another. "A century's
worth of knowledge condensed into the design of this single ship,
which we've built, thanks to these schematics, in months."

"If only I were an astronaut," said a third,
"that I might get to make the trip myself, and meet the minds which
devised these blessed equations."

"Any of you guys smell something burning?"
asked a fourth.

A hot glue gun had been left plugged in, and
was found to be leaking super-heated glue. A length of plywood was
now firmly affixed to the concrete floor of the hangar where the
ship had been constructed. Someone turned off and unplugged the
glue gun, and the engineers all had a good laugh.

 


In Washington DC, the President of the United
States stared down his Chief of Staff.

"Why aren't there any Americans listed among
the astronauts?"

"It appears the Frenchman in charge"—the
Chief of Staff scanned his voluminous notes—"Jean-Pierre
something-French-I'll-probably-mispronounce—it seems he didn't warm
up to General Walker."

"That's strange," said the President. "Tex is
a great guy. And so the French left us off the mission."

"It seems that way, Sir."

"Did you have NASA secretly build their own
version of the ship like we discussed?"

"I did, Sir. And I'm told that the third
world workers putting it together to meet NASA's tightened budget
requirements are just about finished."

"Excellent. And you have a shuttle crew
ready?"

"Here's the list for you to look over, Sir."
The Chief of Staff laid a piece of lined notebook paper with five
scribbled names in front of the President, who gave it a quick
once-over.

"Hmm," said the President, singling out one
name with a jab of his finger. "Diane sounds like a woman's
name."

"Diane Flock. Yes, Sir. She's a woman."

"She won't be steering the shuttle will
she?"

"Sir?"

The President looked up, shook his head.
"Hmm? Never mind. I'm sure your men have things under control."

"Thank you, Sir."

"Carry on."

"Yes, Sir."

The President took a long breath. There was
clearly more he wanted to say. After a moment, he frowned at the
Chief of Staff. "You don't think she'll—I don't know—maybe nag the
men too much?"

"Sir?"

 


Officially, it would be the French who sent
up the ship they had built, based on the design that had been
decoded from the transmission received from beyond the stars. The
French astronauts were as follows:

Jean-Luc Lambert, Captain of the Mission

Gabrielle Debussy

Michel Goddard

Francoise Charpente

Kurt Steiner

Four of the five were French; and Kurt
Steiner was German, although his marriage to the French supermodel,
Laetitia, provided him dual citizenship.

"Ready?" asked Mission Control.

The astronauts answered in the affirmative,
and after a three minute countdown the ship was blasting off into
the sky, blowing through the atmosphere, soon to leave the planet
Earth behind entirely.

 


Half a globe away, on a tiny, secluded island
in the Western Indian Ocean, at a military base called Diego
Garcia, the American ship was also ready to launch. The astronauts
on board were listed officially on classified military documents as
follows:

Hank Walker

Dave Walker

Jimbo Walker

Brent Walker

Diane Flock

Next to Diane Flock's name in the official
mission report, Tex Walker, who had been in charge of selecting the
crew, had written in red ink: Damn fascist feminists at NASA
insist we take there[sic] damn representative vagina along.
Better keep her trap shut while the men fly.

"Ready?" asked Mission Control.

"Sure," answered Hank Walker. As the oldest
of the Walker brothers—he was, in fact, two years Tex's senior—Hank
was in charge of the mission. "Which one makes it go again?"

Over the radio, those in Mission Control
heard Diane Flock say, "This one here. And then you use these to
adjust the thrust, and those are for direction."

Tex Walker, standing in Mission Control
listening to the launch, turned to the nearest person (a young
female intern) and said, "Christ, she's starting up already."
Lighting a cigarette, Tex puffed a cloud of acrid smoke, and shook
his head, exhaling. "It's gonna be a long flight, boys," said Tex,
thinking of his four brothers.

Over the radio, Diane Flock could be heard to
ask, "Do you seriously not know how to fly this thing?"

Hank Walker replied, "How hard can it
be?"

That was the final transmission from the
shuttle.

Forty-five seconds after lift-off, the
American vessel burst into hundreds of fiery pieces, and fell from
the sky into the ocean waters below. All five astronauts perished
in the accident.

An inquiry into the disaster, officially
designated, "Inquiry Into the Disaster Re: the Shuttle That We
Weren't Supposed to Build or to Launch and Which Exploded Just
After Said Launch" declared the primary cause of the explosion to
be the accidental depression of a button described in the
schematics provided by the aliens as the Self-Destruct Button. A
note included with the original message from the aliens, which
wasn't immediately translated and therefore wasn't included on the
version of the schematics which the Americans used to build their
shuttle, included the friendly suggestion, "Don't push this
button."
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