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      STELLA

      Like far too many people here in New York, I’ve just graduated from film school. Unlike most of them, I did this after getting a bachelor’s in Early Childhood education and while working to (mostly) afford my bills at a preschool. My next step?

      Fulfilling at least one of my two biggest dreams by going to the Mylos Scholarship Center. I’ll admit it - I‘ve had a thing for those hot aliens for years. Ever since I was a hormonal teenager as a matter of fact. One minute, boys were disgusting. The next, I noticed how interesting the alien on the Bride Fleet’s Scholarship poster on the subway was. Forget actors and rock stars, I wanted my shot at finding I was the one true love of one of those alien warriors.

      At long last, that was finally going to happen or I’d find it had all been a silly pipe dream. Either way, I’d get the means for my second dream - to get a degree in Marketing and Social Media and have a living allowance I could use to not only pay for the tuition and catch up on my bills, but quit my job at the preschool and produce a kid’s show for local access TV.

      The ultimate goal? To get my show noticed by a larger production company and go national.

      KAILIREX

      Being the head of Public Media Relations is a tough job. It has its perks though, and I definitely count getting to create an educational TV show promoting literacy and an introduction to Mylos culture and language while also focusing on friendship. All my work creating the program is in danger of being swallowed by a black hole, thanks to the latest antics of Humans First. Now I’ve got to convince both the human government representatives and the Mylos Council that despite the kidnapping (and safe return) of a Mylos child during the Friendship Day Picnic in Central Park, the show must go on.

      In fact, Commander Gundar, Xeranos, our ambassador, and my team and I are absolutely certain that the unfortunate and potentially tragic event is precisely why Playtime Fleet needs to see the light of day. Millions of children and their parents will be able to experience life aboard a fictional ship within the Fleet in a fun and safe manner, in a format that makes us appear the friendly neighbors we truly are.

      

      Thankfully, the stars themselves are watching and the universe reveals its plans for us. But will all our efforts fail, despite even this? Will all it truly take to find success be love?

    

  


  
    
      For all those out there who work to educate the world’s children and allow them the time to play.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        "Play is often talked about as if it were a relief from serious learning. But for children, play is serious learning. Play is really the work of children.”

        FRED ROGERS
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      I looked down at the viewing projections. The numbers looked promising. Children in the consumer test group loved the theme song and adored the short acts we’d already filmed so we could share them with the focus groups. I smiled as the lobby cameras captured one of the children skipping and singing the words to the theme song as his mother led him out.

      “The stars are shining

      The ships are flying

      Let’s come and play

      The Mylos way

      See our feet

      Standing tall on deck at the Playtime Fleet!”

      I slid my finger along the display, wishing to see how the tie-in products were looking. To raise the level of consciousness about our culture and message of friendship to a sustainable saturation level, we needed children to think about us not just when the show was airing but while they played with their friends. Friends they could introduce their toys to, and hopefully gain a new viewer.

      “What’s this?” I asked, pointing at a rainbow colored flying saucer.

      “That’s one of the Playtime Shuttles which, in the opening animated sequence, will take children from Earth to the Playtime Fleet,” Ritl replied. “Under it is a playset designed to look like living quarters facing a play park. They can open and close the doors and place the figures on the swings and pose them with the pretend barbecue grill, picnic table, and so on. We took inspiration from previous successful toy lines that were popular with human preschool children in the past.”

      “And this one?”

      “It’s the playschool, sir,” Tithys replied. “It opens up and if the screen is activated, it will play animated clips of common items and a voiceover will say it in their local language and ours, alternating with one involving numbers.”

      I nodded in approval. This was to be an educational program, after all, with goals to improve early literacy and numeracy skills as well as promote friendship and understanding between our people.

      “Get some prototypes made and let’s see how the children within the Fleet like them. If they’re a hit, we can make more, and test them with focus groups down on Earth.”

      “Yes, sir. The animation sequence for the numbers hasn't yet been designed. I’ll get them to make that a priority.” Tithys hurried out to go do so.

      “It’s coming along nicely, isn’t it, sir?” Ritl asked.

      “Hmm? Yes, but this is just concept stuff. We still need to get a cast and hire skilled puppeteers. No CGI, I want children to be able to meet their favorite puppets and have them be exactly as they see them on TV. The Starshine Friends are bound to capture more of the children’s affection than our live actors.”

      He licked his lips. “I’ll put out an ad. For the puppeteers, I mean. We're casting everyone else from amongst the Fleet, aren’t we?”

      “If we can find the right people, yes. If not, we’ll need to do a casting call.”

      I also needed to hire a production team who were experienced working with puppets. This was nothing like I’d ever worked on before, but I was on the right track. I could feel it in my bones. I thought back to what I’d learned about the productions of the human programs we’d taken inspiration from.

      “Don’t limit the potential applicants to those with extensive experience,” I said. “Take on intern level staff and all experience levels. We can train them.”

      Ritl nodded approvingly. “Excellent idea. That way, they won’t come with habits we have to train out of them as well as find fresh talent.”

      “Precisely. And in the meantime, I believe we have enough puppeteers within the Fleet to audition our actors?”

      “We do. We have three under the expanded parameters you just gave. One did a puppet show at her public library once a month, acting out fairy tales for story hour. The other two make puppets and put them on as shows for friends and family and have since they were young.”

      “Call them in and let’s get them to work out a skit. It doesn’t have to be a production worthy one, as long as it's good enough to gauge how naturally everyone interacts with the puppets we have so far…”

      “So Sparkles the Star Kitten and Gorfo the Gork.”

      Gorfo was an alien from the imaginary planet Gork who came to the Fleet to run a store that sold snacks and toys. The toys would be from Earth and other places within the known galaxy and be used to introduce segments involving them in various ways. From how they were made, to holidays involving them, there were a multitude of opportunities. The same thing could be said about the snacks, as they involved not just foods bought from chillers and shelves, but a small counter with stools where Gorfo and a human friend would prepare fresh treats. This provided a true wealth of scenarios involving etiquette, healthy habits, simple things to make at home, and learning about holidays: human, Mylos, and other.

      “Yes. Let’s see if we can cast Gorfo’s store assistant and the human and Playtime Fleet resident children first. And extend the contract for the children and adults we hired to act in the screening clips. Give them permanent roles.”

      “On it. I’ll get that set up right away.”

      He hurried off, no doubt to contact the identified puppeteers and the children’s storybook writer who’d agreed to help craft our scripts. I turned, looking down at the pretty blue, brown, green, and white planet below us. This time tomorrow, we could be scheduling hopeful applicants for the production side of things and starting auditions to finish fleshing out the cast. I smiled. Things were starting to really come together. No doubt after today’s Friendship Day events, children would be clamoring for the chance to come visit the real Fleet and get to be in the new series. All participating venues would be showing the consumer testing clips on big screens, adding to the hype and excitement that would get the hopefuls eager to join the Playtime Fleet team as well as add to their future viewership numbers.

      I turned, deciding now would be a good time to take my lunch break. I began to hum the theme song as I walked down the corridor to the elevator, a bounce in my step.
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      “Stella Le Bon,” called out Mr. Kaperneski and I stood from the row of chairs lined up neatly on the left side of the stage as viewed by the audience. I crossed over to where he stood behind the podium, placing my hand on the diploma he held out to me.

      “Congratulations,” he said and we both turned our faces slightly towards the audience and held our pose for a few seconds so the school’s photographer and my eager relatives and friends could all go crazy snapping pictures. Well, the school’s official photographer wouldn’t, but he surely was taking a few so they could try and sell me a package, and also in case I ended up becoming really famous, the school could add it to their Alumni Wall of Fame or put it in a brochure or whatever.

      Then Mr. Kaperneski let go of the beribboned cardboard tube and that was my cue to start exiting stage left. I’d done this whole graduation thing before, and it varied little. My preschool had gone with the novel approach of having us all dress up as storybook knights in costumes of leggings, long sleeved t-shirts, and tunics constructed from silver sequined fabric. The head of the preschool, Mrs. Grünbaum, had dressed up as a medieval queen, a table full of plastic swords next to her which she used one by one to ‘knight’ us each in turn while professing we were ready to do our duty to the Kingdom of Knowledge and go forth and learn. Our parents were handed our diplomas in sealed envelopes after the ceremony. High school and NYU saw me wearing a cap and gown and doing the whole tassel thing while accepting my diploma on a large football field. No doubt I’d be doing that again when I returned to NYU for my next degree.

      Twenty-three names later, all of us graduating from Cinematic Nights School of Filmography at last.

      “You did it!” my mom cried out, rushing towards me with her arms wide, Dad beaming proudly behind her.

      “Yes, well, she always has been an overachiever,” my brother Eric said, with a playful smirk. “Though give me a few years and I’ll have two degrees as well. Though mine will happen to be in the same field of study.”

      “And they should give grants for Master’s and PhD’s the same way they do for Bachelors!” our father grumbled. “They like making people go into debt too much.” Pop, Dad’s father, griped.

      My brother and I threw each other looks of commiseration. If left unfettered, he would grumble on and on about this subject until someone, perhaps even him, would bring up the Mylos. Neither of us wanted to do that, seeing as I was planning on applying for the Scholarship to pay for my next stint at NYU. Eric was scheduling himself an appointment right along with me, so he could focus on his degree and not have to worry about money to pay for it or his living expenses, the same as I was. We hadn’t told our parents, as while they both approved of the deal with the Mylos, they worried about all the humans who’d left the planet and how they couldn’t get home for Sunday dinner every week.

      They fretted about that whenever someone they knew, family or not, joined the military, too. Life for my parents revolved around work and family and that meant Sunday dinners at my mother’s followed by a drive to the nursing home to play Canasta with Nana, as well as huge family holidays spent at the beach house Grandpa Norton, my mother’s grandfather, had bought when my grandmother had been a small child. All the aunts, uncles, and cousins, and even Nana were always there.

      “So, who’s hungry?” my cousin Debbie piped up, having caught the look between Eric and myself and knowing how Pop would otherwise get going.

      As if these were magic words, Pop snapped right out of his diatribe in order to take charge of our mob.

      “We need to get going or we’ll miss our reservation,” he barked. “Everyone know how to get to Benihana?”

      We then wasted several more minutes while he had all the drivers huddle around him to make sure they had the right street address to put into their respective Sat Navs. This, of course, meant we were well and truly caught in the middle of all the cars leaving the graduation, and since it was a Friday night, into formidable traffic. Thankfully, Pop had planned ahead and made a reservation accounting for all possible factors, erring on the side of lateness. We all got to Benihana well in time.

      “We sure are going to miss you,” my boss at Little Cherubs said.

      “You quit?” Mom asked, with a small frown. “Is that wise? Or did you get a new job already?”

      All chatter around the table fell silent as everyone looked at me. My brother Eric closed his eyes with a small sigh, then reopened them to jump into the fray for me, ever the gallant older brother.

      “The thing is, she and I decided that combining our living expenses made more sense than both of us going through the whole roommate thing again. You know how hard it is to get someone you can trust and get along with who also pays on time and then they leave to move in with friends, or their job takes them away, or they get married, whatever.”

      Mom nodded, her lips pursed. “True enough. So you both gave notice and are moving to an apartment that’s too far for her to commute without getting up stupid early? I hope it’s not a long lease since you’re waiting to hear if you got into any of those Masters programs. I’m presuming you’re both going to move to
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