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THE ATTRACTION PROBLEM



John Eric Vona



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


I was working on The Attraction Problem at the time and only had 23 tabs open on the computer, I’d just started really, when I reached over with my right hand and flicked on the little TV I had on top of the dresser next to my desk. I scrolled through participant headshots, flicking back and forth between the spreadsheet of matches from the recognition software when the news story started to catch a little more of my attention. 

“...commenting for the first on a UFO story,” said the talking head. 

Subject 12, a mousy, slightly older blonde with glasses and a pointed nose, had a match in subject 44, an unremarkable man with black Harry Potter hair and dilapidated smile, both in the picture he provided and the mug shot I took in the lab.

“The NASA spokesperson said the agency has been monitoring the object for some time, and that it did appear to be artificial in construction.”

I looked over at the screen, seeing the blurry star-set blob for the first time, all while still typing data on Glasses and Smile.

There was a knock at the door. I called, “It’s open,” then reached with my left hand into a bag of corn chips and popped a handful in my mouth while watching the TV.

The black form of Maya’s sweatshirt edged around my desk. Her face seemed paler than usual, and I remembered that I needed to change the contrast on some of the subject-supplied photos, particularly the older ones of their parents, if I wanted the facial recognition software to make matches.

“You’re watching it,” she said, looking past me at the TV.

“Yeah, aliens,” I said, tabbing through the directories on my laptop.

“No,” Maya replied. “Really.”

I glanced up at her, her eyes still glued on the television, her fingers pulling the corners of her sleeves into thick, tattered ropes.

“Obviously we don’t know anything like that, yet.” I said. Her face reminded me of Troi from Star Trek: The Next Generation. Being an empath always seemed like more of a disability than an ability. It also occurred to me that aliens might not be physically superior to us. In movies, they always were. I filtered photos by date entry.

“It’ll be first contact.” Maya’s voice sounded choked, forced. “My specialty.”

A joke Akash had made jumped into my brain: “Too bad Maya is an anthropologist and not an archeologist. She could use the sun.” It was just his kind of non-joke. Humor had almost been my specialty within my field, evolutionary psychology, before I moved on to human sexual attraction: to that Akash had said, “oh great, something you know even less about.”

“How’s the data collection coming?” Her voice trembled a little, but that was normal for her.

“Just been working on the prediction table and cleaning up the qualitative notes. It’s a lot of copy-paste stuff but-“ 

I looked up and saw that she wasn’t listening. That wasn’t like her. She was always so observant. So present. Unlike me. The television news held her gaze, like a parent lifting the chin of a wary child, her eyes huge, glistening.

I toggled my laptop screen to an overview of the data, thinking about outliers and unpredictability. Was my sample size big enough?

“Exciting time for you,” I heard myself say.

“Yeah,” she frowned. A moment later the TV went to commercial, and she slipped out of the room without a word.

Of course, the 24-Hours ran with the story as some sort of government cover-up, despite that every agency spokesperson told them the same thing: they had been tracking the object for three weeks, only five days longer than the story had been on the internet when an amateur astronomer working out of his home in the Rockies saw the thing. NPR verified that all NASA satellite pictures go public in 48 hours and thus, any schmuck combing their public database could have seen it 3 days prior to the retired and lonely high school physics teacher outside Boulder. Still, I enjoyed reading the conspiracy threads on Reddit and found a few blogs I bookmarked to return to.

It was an exciting day. I managed to work through all thirty of the study’s female participants. I’d identified only three as possible throw-outs for various reasons, and I read up about a new facial recognition software out of a Canadian university that might be more effective for the work I was doing.

In the dorm cafeteria, I filled one tray with pizza and another with dry-looking Lo Mein while web searching soil acidity. I sat down next to Roger and Akash before realizing I hadn’t gotten anything to drink.

“I was just reading about this new facial recognition software,” I said.

“And hello to you too.” Akash turned his head in an exaggerated manner, like a valley girl from Clueless forced to give attention to a lesser-than. His sharp nose always reminded me of Legolas’s ears which this time got me wondering about sexual attraction between Vulcans. The pon farr was confusing and not just because-

Roger snapped his fingers in my face. 

“We’re talking about the aliens. The aliens. That’s the topic.” He spoke slowly to me. He often did this. It always reminded me of a record player slowly losing power, but for the first time I realized that I had no idea how record players work. What was that needle actually doing?

“I was thinking about aliens,” I said, remembering Spock for half a second while I dug my phone out of my pocket and typed in a search for record player physics.

“We don’t know they’re aliens yet,” Akash cautioned Roger.

“If there’s a ‘they’ then they are aliens. They’re not from South Dakota,” Roger countered.

“What I mean is, we don’t know what IT is.” Akash twirled a finger in the air.

“Sure. Could be time travelers.” Roger smiled.

“From South Dakota.” Akash winked.

Roger’s mustache twitched. He’d had a beard the last time I saw him on Friday which meant he’d probably gone home for the weekend. His grandma always told him he looked like a goat with the beard, so he shaved before he went home.

“How’s the family?” I asked. Looking back down at my phone, I scrolled with my left hand and funneled noodles into my mouth with my right.

Silence bothers me. I stopped what I was doing completely, noodles dangling from my mouth, my heart beginning to race: they were both staring at me.

“ALIENS!” Roger yelled.

I looked back down.

“Are you reading about record players?” Roger asked.

A red and white banner flashed on the top of my screen. “Breaking News.”

“Hit that,” Roger said, but Akash already had his phone out.

“’Radio Transmissions received from UFO.’” He looked up at us and grinned.
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Sometimes grins threw off the software, even though it was the best out there. It was what the FBI used, and I only got access because our College of Criminal Justice had partnered to develop it. Despite the goofy photos some of the participants had provided of their families (this is why I collected large photo sets from each person), in the ten days that followed, while the aliens crept towards Earth’s orbit at millions of miles an hour, I’d managed to go through all the male participants, complete my prediction sets, finalize day-of experiment procedures and turned everything in to my major professor ahead of schedule.

The morning of, I was reviewing the data and combing the photo archives for incidentals, not really thinking I’d find anything but just sort of nervous, while playing games on my phone and texting with my mom about “the big night” as she called it, though she kept changing the conversation back to the news. I had 218 tabs open across seven windows. I had been reading wikis on old arcade games and some papers on personality conflicts in pre-sexual romantic relationships. Mom kept wanting to know what I was wearing.

A text from Roger read: “my room now!” Something about the word ‘now’ made me think of candy bars but I couldn’t nail down which one. Like an old ad slogan forgotten. It started to bug me and I opened tab 219 when another text came in: “NOOOOOW!!!!!” Long distance finger snapping.

Roger’s room always reminded me of Mel Gibson’s apartment from Conspiracy Theory. He’d managed to arrange his furniture into a little maze. Posters of the alien craft covered his walls: blow-ups from orbit, even internet fan art that he’d had professionally printed. He was gaga over the little flying saucer that actually looked like something out of a 1950s B sci-fi flick or a reality TV special.

Roger and Akash stood in front of the flat screen perched in the corner farthest from the door.

“It’s happening,” Roger said. The TV showed clouds. I never could remember which ones were cumulus and which nimbus. I figured I had an hour or so to waste here, then I needed to get ready and head up to the Psych building where the experiment was. I wanted to be there early. Something moved through the clouds. Roger’s flannel shirt made me think of my mom’s suggested attire.

“I can’t believe first contact is happening in our lifetime.” Roger bounced on his heels.

“If you knew what that meant, you’d be worried instead of excited.”

I turned to see Maya seated on the edge of Roger’s bed, her legs hidden inside huge red sweatpants and her black sweatshirt hanging off her like a crumpling tent, the hood scrunched around her neck almost like a cowl.

“All the radio transmissions have been friendly.” Akash waved a hand at her without turning from the TV.

I checked my work email, though I was thinking about Doonesbury.

“First Contact typically results in negative cultural, economic and environmental upheaval for the technologically inferior side,” Maya continued.

“You are the most positive person.” Akash gave her a mock smile.

My professor had told me something about what to wear, but I couldn’t remember what it was.

“I can’t believe we still don’t know where they’re landing.” Roger shook his head.

“Couldn’t have a panicked crowd rushing to meet them,” Akash replied.

“Ros-well, Ros-well, Ros-well,” Roger chanted.

“I wouldn’t be so excited about dying from space pox,” chided Maya, though she watched the TV with the same anticipation as Roger and Akash.

“I’m looking forward to tonight,” Akash said, absentmindedly. “Amy is getting her doctorate in philosophy, and I know this is going to make for some rich conversation.”

“Going well with her?” I asked.

“Depends why you want to know.”

“How come-“

“Because we don’t want our sex lives to show up in your next paper,” Roger cut me off.

“It’s creepy,” Akash said flatly.

“I’m not creepy,” I said half-heartedly.

“Your experiment is creepy,” he countered.

I looked to Maya for help.

“Creepy isn’t the right word,” was all she could offer.

“How about cruel?” Akash offered.

“The IRB wouldn’t have approved something that’s cruel!” I snapped.

“These people think the university is setting them up as part of research into human attraction.”

“That’s an assumption they’re making,” I said. Something was happening on the screen. I thought of Poltergeist. I decided inwardly to just not worry about what I was going to wear. They weren’t going to see me anyway.

“He’s not setting them up,” Maya clarified. “He’s just figuring out who they should like based on facial recognition matches with their parents. The hypothesis is proven if you get one-way attraction.”

“It’s not about making two people like each other,” I said. “It’s about seeing who is attracted to who.”

“That’s fucked,” Akash declared.

“That’s science,” Maya shrugged.

“They’re landing here,” Roger breathed. He spun to face us. “They’re landing in D.C.”
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They landed on the White House lawn, like any good American-centric Hollywood movie would have scripted. They might as well have landed on top of the psych building and literally crushed my experiment. 

Why did the most monumental moment in human history have to coincide with the day that I tried to do a human-subject experiment for my doctoral thesis? Why? They were supposed to be in there, mixing and mingling and taking notes on the people they liked in the room and why, but instead, they couldn’t, of course, stop talking about ET’s long-legged, no-pants cousin. 

The aliens looked like the stuffed dolls you’d find in gift shops outside Roswell: green and tall and slender with big football heads and blank, over-sized oval eyes. 

And they were completely naked.

We only had a 70% turn-out. 70%! My numbers were going to be all whacked. Some pair-ups I’d been really excited about – some of my highest probability matches – weren’t even there. 

The libido had dropped out of the room. You’d think they had no other reason to be crammed into a poorly decorated study lounge in the psych building other than to TALK ABOUT ALIENS. And the aliens didn’t leave many people feeling too horny. 

That was the one big difference from the real-lifers and the Roswellers. These naked green giants had genitals and they were not pretty. They didn’t look anything like ours. In fact, it kind of looked like a mouth. This of course led numerous telecasters - on the moment of the big reveal as the aliens emerged from the light of their craft - to step into the role of obstetrician and declare the aliens all girls, which then caught on pretty well to have all kinds of “experts” on the cable networks prattling on about how they were clearly a female dominant society. In truth, we had no idea if the three aliens we had seen were actually all female and that dangling, dripping, curling, twitching maw was their stellar vagina or not. Most of us hoped for not.
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“Oh, it wasn’t all for not,” my Professor reassured me. She was an aging lesbian who always dressed like a grandmother going to Wal-Mart, despite being one of the leading minds in her field.

“My results are all screwed.” Could Wal-Mart enforce a dress code? The last time I’d been to Target, I found the popcorn rather disgusting and cardboard-ish.

“Because no one screwed?” She was smiling at me, impish and sweet. She was always so nice about everything. If I wasn’t so committed to this field, maybe I could research the idiom “nice guys finish last.” I’d like to put that to the test.

“No one was supposed to screw,” I sighed. 

She had a newspaper on her desk and the front page read: “Trader-in-Chief.” Our let’s-run-government-like-a-business President opened with such amazing overtures as “Is trade possible between our worlds?” and “What can we offer you weary travelers in exchange for technology?”

Real slick, dude.

Not that anyone else had had any more luck. A week after their arrival and we had no idea of their intentions. They asked few questions and answered even fewer.

My Professor sighed. “I was making a joke.” 

“The videos show that a lot of them weren’t really taking the time to look each other in the face. We should have taken their phones away.”

“I think that often during lectures,” she replied still smiling. Everything was rosy. Was mountain climbing worth the grand views? I wondered how cold weather affected procreation rates. That wasn’t too far out of my field.

“All they cared about was the aliens. Their survey results show that most of them had no interest in each other.”

I knew she probably was going to tell me to do the best with the data I have.

“I want you to make do with the data you have.” Her smile was gone.
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“Not all hope is gone,” Maya reassured me.

“I can’t make anything with that data.” I was looking through my phone at industrial air conditioners. It had been a week, Maya visiting me every day trying to encourage me to finish, while half the tabs on my computer were occupied with alien-related news. Every other story had vanished. Political news: opposing party candidates would have handled negotiations with aliens better. Foreign news: other nations are mad at America because the aliens landed here. Entertainment news: studios bid on alien-related movie rights. News news: news agencies try to get interviews and exclusives. Personal news: aliens overshadow enormous failure; no one gives a shit.

“Just write it up,” Maya said, wringing her hands inside her sweatshirt. She poked at the spreadsheets splayed across my desk, not really looking at any of them. Do any dogs actually sleep on their backs like Snoopy?

“It’ll suck,” I spat. “Pointless. I’ll end up doing surveys at the mall.”

“You’re being dramatic. Just finish. The history section will cover the alien landing and you’ll say that when you defend.”

“Just get my degree and move on?”

Maya didn’t answer. She looked up at the muted news on my TV. Then back down. Then back up at the TV, but quickly back down again. The headline on the television read: “Aliens go to Zoo.” 

“Your department doing a lot with the aliens?” I asked, opening a game on my phone.

Her shrug was barely noticeable in her enormous sweatshirt.

“So far, no catastrophic events,” I noted. For a week diplomats had been trying to get the aliens to talk about why they’d come, to share anything about their culture, history, homeworld, biology. Not only had they been dodgy with answers, they’d hardly asked any questions in return, except for expressing a passing interest in some forms of pop culture. I wondered if I had any crackers left. I flicked over to a different game.

“It’s almost like it’s not first contact at all,” Maya said. Her eyes darted around again: spreadsheets to TV to me to TV to spreadsheets. “You have a half dozen successful matches.”

“Think that’s enough?” I asked.

“It’s not nothing. You should write it up.”

Akash scrambled into the room and gestured at the TV. 

“Are you guys seeing this?” He looked to Maya. “I know you are!”

“What does that mean?” I asked looking between the two of them. 

Maya wrung her hands.

“They’ve spent all their time in the primate habitat.” Akash stretched for the remote to turn up the volume on the television.

I tabbed to a few of my favorite conspiracy sites and they were already running rampant with theories. I skimmed for the more outlandish to read first while listening to the cable anchor summarize with Akash’s interjections: the normally closed-mouth extraterrestrials asked the zookeepers lots of questions about the various species. Given their general silence, this alone would have been newsworthy. 

Then I heard that strange, high-pitched gurgling noise coming from my TV and Akash was gasping and grabbing my shoulders: one of the aliens was laughing.

A chimp had put on a baseball cap. Just a toy already in its enclosure and now one of the aliens was LOL-ing like there was no tomorrow. 

I looked up at Akash’s face, stricken with wonderment, and found that Maya had left.

“I should get back to work.” I wondered if someone else had invented the cotton gin in another country around the same time. If hyenas weren’t really laughing, what did their actual laugh sound like? I leaned forward in my desk chair and started typing.

Akash looked down at me like I was the alien.
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The alien laugh was heard round the world. Every gif and YouTube clip, every news show and late night show featured it. As if that wasn’t enough, I couldn’t escape the alien invaders even on my own campus. One of the conspiracy websites tipped me off first: they kept referencing a theory from my college that the aliens had been here before. Of course, this wasn’t a new idea to the conspiracy theorists. What was new was having an academic back them up.

After another week of getting nowhere with the aliens, people were getting desperate, willing even to listen to scientists.

A knock on the door. I answered it and found Roger with a neatly trimmed Van Dyke which confused me. He wore a Welcome to Nightvale t-shirt that I hadn’t seen before. I liked the show, but it was a bit too random. It bounced around too much.

“I haven’t seen you in a week.” He stepped in, uninvited.

“I’ve just been eating up here, mostly.” I said.

“No one has seen you in a week.”

“That can’t be right.” I looked around, taking a survey of my cage, mostly just to see what Roger might be seeing. Trying to get an outsider’s perspective. Things weren’t too messy.

“You cancelled your classes. You’re a GA, not some tenured professor. You can’t pull that crap.”

“All my students are distracted.” I thought about how everything was a matter of perspective. My students probably thought they were focusing on what was really important: the zeitgeist of first contact. Youth caught up in something omnipresent, something inside and outside their devices. Invasion of the attention snatchers. Who would want a human body anyway? 

I couldn’t shift perspective enough to smell the room. There was a slight mess around the kitchenette, the trash can overflowing with to-go boxes and paper plates, an empty box of granola bars toppled over atop the microwave beside the clear plastic cup where I kept my utensils, but since I was down to one spoon it looked more incidental. Still, it wasn’t all that bad. Clean sink. Toiletries all put away. Bed made. It had to be made. I used it for desk overflow.

“I think you’re distracted,” Roger said. “And I mean really. Not just your usual flit from topic to topic. I think you’re obsessed with something.”

I turned
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