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Alien Boat


Drake twirled the next catalyst of world upheaval between his fingertips— on his left hand, the only one that could manage it. The little orange disc felt so heavy, like it might snap under its own weight (please, no!), full as it was with noise and possibilities.

The noise was five minutes long and the most important sound the SiRiuS station’s autonomous hydrophone array had ever recorded. Right now it was known by nothing to anyone, but Drake had internally christened it the Bwoom. It began as a head-exploding growl of under fifty hertz, then slowly rose in frequency. Three minutes in, the drone became thinly glazed by a shrill, ethereal scale, like some slimy leviathan down in the hadopelagic zone was banging its tentacles on a detuned synthesized. Normally, unidentified submerged objects were dismissed as mating whales or shifting glaciers, but with this one, it was a little too obvious what it was. Drake had inferred the source even before an admiral with a voice like a slow landslide had called Dr. Rice and ordered the recording’s destruction and disavowal.

Alien Boat!

Someone somewhere with skin or scales had fucked up. The Bwoom was as literally the sound of hell as anyone on Earth could hope to hear, but that Drake should now possess this miracle was divine intervention. It was like that classic poem Mom liked about the groaning of some beast, although that poet had probably not had on his mind the dawn of the exopolitical era. Who was he again? The tuberculosis guy?

As an technician, Drake could be excused for not knowing the poem. What mattered was that the Bwoom, a solid and accidental piece of evidence, provided a solution to a nine-month-old problem: how the hell to get brave enough to escape from SiRiuS.

Drake put the disc— the spare copy he had lied about— in his top desk drawer and placed it gently on the cover of a thick spiral notebook, his derelict journal.

There had only ever been one entry and it began, “I never thought that I, with the most aquatic-sounding name on the fucking planet, would hate this place.” But Drake Ness did hate this place, this Sonar-Radar System, this monstrous multibillion-dollar lovechild of Lucideus and the Department of Defense. It was a six-legged creature on massive pontoons with a nine-story white globe for a head, the radome that protected a massive radar system. Before Drake had become part of the crew of SiRiuS he had not known that oil rigs were semi-submersible seafaring vessels; he just hadn’t thought that much about how they had gotten to be out there on the water. SiRiuS floated around the gray glass waves of the North Pacific Ocean like a toddler trying to ice skate (although in reality it was much more seaworthy than it looked), detecting possible missile launches from North Korea (the worst Korea) and China (the worst China). It was a dorkboat, protecting America from evildoers.

Drake hated that he had to work from a spinny chair on a seafaring vessel, which of course always spun all over the fucking place in a whirlwind of the absence of consent, spilled coffee, and hurt feelings. He hated the six directions he could look in on the job: an eye-frying sensor suite in the front, on the sides a pair of steel doors way more predisposed to close than open, and in the back, oh, in the back, that goddamn slogan painted on the rear bulkhead: “Lucideus, SiRiuS About Missile Defense.” Up and down were the standard fixtures of the most boring, sterile work environments on land, a dropped ceiling (on a boat!) and a rough carpet which Drake could stare at, make out a fanciful image in the splotches of the nylon, and then never see again.

Drake’s gaze crawled up and around the stifling blue walls of his quarters. He wouldn’t mind never seeing them again either, but they took on on a new sheen now, the glow of a transitional phase, of metamorphosis. He was sitting in the chamber of a gun that could soon fire him far, far away from Perpetual Virgin Island, far away from hopeless strolls around the catwalks that spiraled around SiRiuS’s legs like garter belts and encouraged thoughts of jumping into the frigid ocean.

His eyes stopped and blinked moisture away when they found his calendar, the X’s in each box looking like rows of bared fangs. Whoever decided that the crew had to stay on board for a year as opposed to the fifty-four-day rotations in SiRiuS’s infancy deserved a beating with the rolled-up calendar. That was the dreariest problem on the station: most of the engineers, technicians, and higher-ups were ignorant of human consequences, hailing from the callous and awkward school of science established my America’s third president.

Inherit Monticello. Keep Slaves. Chart everything. Thomas Jefferson.

Whenever Drake ran the scraper across his tongue, one of his final programmed motions before escaping to sleep, it was so hard to look around the communal bathroom, then back to the grody green slime on the scraper, and not fling it into someone’s eye.

“What do you think the uncapitalized letters in SiRiuS stand for?” Drake had asked a colleague on a better day.

“What? Nothing. That’s why they’re uncapitalized,” the smile-killer had responded in a voice laced with the acidic bite of constant soda consumption. On another cold morning someone else coincidentally had concocted the same whimsical question and asked Drake, and he had been desperate to show that his humble degree of social agility had not atrophied from his time aboard the station.

“Integrated, integrated, and united,” he’d said, mocking the blend of government and corporate-speak. “I also submit to you: itchy, isolated, and underpaid.”

“Underpaid? We make eighteen thousand dollars a month! Also, you said integrated twice.”

Fuck you!

The first couple days aboard SiRiuS had, like the opening week of college, briefly propped open a window through which Drake could have dived into the arms of any particular burgeoning clique. He had picked the wrong one, dismissed it summarily, and was now persona non grata for any of them.

There were two types. Type A (A for autism) could tolerate a year out on the ocean because they had no feelings. Stereotyping them made Drake’s elbows stiff (and his cast was already itchy) but the way they milled about with their flat expressions and trainwrecky conversations was chilling. Drake had extended goodwill early on, only to have it be declared NaN by some walking calculators.

Then there was Type B (B for Bro), for whom stacking the money and working out in SiRiuS’s satellite TV-equipped gym were the greatest motivations to survive. That was all the explanation they required. Drake tapped his fingers on his blank cast. To hell with staircases and Type A’s, B’s, and C-words. There were better things to think about, like women.

On SiRiuS there were infinitely more men than women, and the apparent inability of delicate nerds to cohabitate after a recent, well-publicized scandal on another vessel had, during the design of the station, earned them the blessing of separate rooms. This guaranteed that by night, dozens of screens would flare and sizzle with pre-bedtime pornography and at least as many hands would descend upon their owners, at least for the first few weeks. Now things were different— the long-distance relationships that had been predicted to survive had surely folded (no shit, who had really been expecting them to endure?), along with everyone on the station under the weight of more than they’d bargained for. The vocabulary of desire had changed, though it was still spoken the same way, which caused Drake, right-handed and wrong-wristed, colossal anguish.

Even in this very moment, there was just something about possessing data that could lead to the government’s formal disclosure of engagement with extraterrestrial intelligence that paled in comparison to thinking about girls. Everything about SiRiuS was responsible for and yet outside of this sweet and pathetic world where a nameless and multifaceted young lady had become an object of worship. Drake had dreamed up years of the scenario, not fully colored in, but fully realized. Her sparkling eyes were brown, green, and blue all at once like a forest under the sky, her hair brown, yellow, red, short, and long all at once like a windswept autumn prairie, and they would run hand in healed hand through these non-oceanic places and more, and their warm kisses would radiate through each other’s bodies, and the closest they would ever come to crying would be a droplet of sweat dripping from his face onto her cheek. They would cherish inside jokes like “sexuwal fwustwation” and “handjibber” and abhor inanity like “SiRiuS About Missile Defense.” He would marry her right on time and raise a beautiful baby who would grow up to never go in a direction in life like this one.

The worst thing would be if he were alone in his family. Were his eyes tricking him when he thought he saw a crewman shamefully scribbling the female form on a cafeteria napkin with all the exaggerated reverence of a fertility goddess statue. Those guys who sang as they walked the halls or took a rare non-masturbatory shower, those were love songs, right? Why had he brought no incense to this infernal cell? It could have been a fragrant portal to a better place and he could have tried so hard to ration it like the big bag of licorice next to his desk!

Sometimes Drake would wake up and forget to draw a new angry X through the calendar, or he could not be asked to shower, but the licorice, that bastion of constancy, he had not once betrayed. It wasn’t Mom’s home-cooked homemade ho-my-God-this-is-good jambalaya, but it was damn important in its own right and he might as well just eat the rest now since he was going to make a daring escape from Alien Boat. It was time to initiate Operation Get the Fuck Out of Here.

The government would no doubt kill him for disseminating state secrets, or maybe experiment on him with
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