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FIRST CONTACT
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Today’s life lesson: Astrology isn’t an exact science. In fact, if astrology were to claim a place in the science family, it would be a distant cousin, as evidenced by my horoscope this morning. You will be keeping an alien alive in your bathtub. Wonderful.

At first, my eyebrow arched, but then I deleted the astrology app a friend of a friend insisted I should try.

I swept my travel mug loaded with extra-strength chai off the laminate countertop then locked up my studio apartment, if only to contain its cheery décor of rolling waves and leaping fish, flicking glittering water off their fins. 

My ensuing trample down the stairs orchestrated a raucous cacophony, the ancient, wooden steps creaking randomly during my descent.

Three hours later, at Michigan’s Bay City State Park, I was nowhere near my bathtub and hadn’t spotted any aliens. Instead, draped in a stained burlap material, I desperately wished for a moment’s reprieve so I might enjoy this planned event of mine. 

We were at the beach after all, but evidently, it was too much to ask for a break. There I stood, paying witness to my perfectly arranged activities behind a barely contained inferno. The smell of burning grease lined my nostrils. 

When the guy who'd volunteered to grill backed out at the last minute, yours truly had to step up. At least the STEM-focused tables had gathered rapt audiences, from what I could see through the haze rising off glowing charcoal. 

I paid homage to the thick woods providing abundant shade to my right, while the sandy beach cut a line between water and land to my left. Up ahead, utility tables and umbrellas dug temporary roots in the loose ground. Water rippled inward beneath a sporadically clouded horizon. 

The science demonstrations quieted around a newly fueled gas rocket, employing a simple chemical reaction. It shot into the air, blasting exhaust in a thick stream. Wondrous exclamations followed from the enraptured kiddos. 

A sigh broke past the seal of my lips. There I stood, tucked in a hot, smoky corner by the trailhead leading to the parking lot, where a trio of the worst used cars from my family's dealership waited. And they expected me to attract customers with them? Oh well, if my recently acquired business degree didn't deliver results, it wouldn't be any skin off my sunscreen-covered nose. 

Here came a touch of refreshment to my day, a tower of a man returning for the sixth or seventh time, his grin flashing white teeth and leaving me thrown for the same loop. I couldn’t guess what he’d be after now. He’d downed a half dozen burger patties already, without suffering any signs of indigestion, one sandwich for every foot of his solid height, some of it hidden underneath dark green cargo shorts and a gray t-shirt. His dark, spiked scalp shone under the humid sun. Odd, yellow-green eyes swam under a glossy sheen. 

“I'd never tasted anything like these before,” he declared. 

I found it hard to believe my burgers would leave him so astounded and slanted him a suspicious look. It had been a patty on white bread, no cheese even. I mean I liked a burger every now and then, too, except after all this grilling. I’d rather go for a cool yogurt parfait. Then his grin dropped. He’d meant every word. 

“Uh...” As a potential customer, he wouldn't like me dismissing his compliment, nor accusing him of making a come-on. “Thanks.” I beamed a smile then darted my gaze down toward the cooking meats, plus black-bean vegan option. 

“How about those?” He jabbed a slender finger at one of my shriveled attempts at grilled franks. 

“It was once a hot dog,” I explained. “Now it's more of a desiccated mummy finger, isn’t it?” My lips twisted. 

“A dog?” He took a step back, hand on his chest. 

“Might as well be with the way she's cooking.” That gravelly voice rang an unwanted bell. Bill, assistant sales manager at the dealership, clapped the man on the back. 

The greasy haired, arm swinging, overconfident ape snagged my tongs, hanging off the grill’s handle and served himself several of the sausages, passing the utensil to his duo of cronies behind him. The first man kept a tight lock on one large jaw under thin, bleached hair. The other was mostly bones and a crooked posture. 

With his fishing vest stretched over a rotund belly and rods clasped to his back, one would think Bill had gotten his pals up early to snag a catch of the day, but empty six-pack rings suggested other priorities. 

Their chuckles subsided. 

“Might I have one as well?” asked the stranger, offering the tongs back. 

I gently clasped them and tilted my head. Something was definitely off about this guy. But that didn’t mean I’d never met weirder men, usually when visiting one of my cousins, either in Detroit or Chicago. Big cities held claim to the more eclectic sort. Whereas I got stuck with ... my gaze wandered over to the condiment table. 

Bill, a far from welcome stereotype, was doling out large helpings of relish, but he turned to watch the stranger, his brow creased. Or so I thought he was watching the man. Instead, he tipped a flask to his lips.

I reached out and snatched it. “No alcohol allowed at a sponsored event.” I hardly concealed my screech. “Did you forget?” There was a time and place for hard drinks, I knew as well as any, and this was not it. 

“Hardly. I work for the company, too, you know.” He shrugged. “Take a swig, Karen. Maybe you'll loosen up for once.” 

I took a deep, calming breath and tucked the prohibited item into my bag quickly. “I'll return your beverage after work, Monday.” 

“Quite a different flavor,” commented the stranger, seeming oblivious to the altercation, except he tracked it with darting eyes, “once you get past the charred husk.” 

My glare went unacknowledged during Bill’s boisterous guffaw. He slapped the guy on the back and wiped a tear from his eye. 

“What is in it?” asked the guy.

“Mostly lips and anuses,” Bill said. 

I swear the tall man turned purple, clothes and everything, right before he coughed up his food all over Bill, coating the front of his clothes with slippery, black sludge. Yikes! How badly had I overcooked those franks? 

Bill's face contorted. Blood throbbed in a swollen vessel near his temple, close to the receding hairline. His wild eyes flashed to me, and I covered my mouth, after the sudden laugh burst out. I moved too late, obviously. 

The crashing of waves and swaying willow filled the tense space. STEM activities ceased and the family crowds stared. 

I hurried around the barbecue, wrapping fingers around the stranger's elbow. The skin slimed a bit, weird, but there was a thick velvet feel beneath. 

“Since the food isn't to your liking, maybe I can show you some of the features of our best pre-owned vehicles.” 

He watched my hand while I took a step away from the beach, onto the soft peat trail, a sharply focused look in his yellow-green gaze. 

Then his pace matched mine. I glanced at the sky after catching the scent of petrichor, but no clouds had rolled in with fresh rain, and a touch of vanilla musk? Perhaps the tall man’s cologne then. 

Unfortunately, we weren't headed to the used cars alone. The 'fishing' group thundered along the trail, twigs snapping, brush scraping. 

“I'm not cleaning this goop off!” stormed Bill. “Your new boyfriend has some answering to do.” 

Answering or cleaning, which one was it? Bill wasn’t making great sense, but he was irate. Might as well guide him and his buddies over to his transportation. The quicker I got Bill to his car, the quicker we could get rid of him. 

When it came to people and their rides, I never forget the link. It just stuck whenever a person pulled up. From then on, I knew them by make and model, and Bill reflected poorly on his sleek, red roadster. His buddies had apparently tagged along in their rust bucket, parked on the other side. Having reached the roadster, I whirled around. 

“It was an accident, Bill,” I started. “Why don't you just take the shirt off and go home? It's not like you can't afford another one. Far cheaper than those suits you wear. Or maybe you don't want anyone here seeing that spare tire of yours! But then again, you’re always lovingly rubbing it while hitting on lady customers half your age.” 

I had boiled over and couldn’t stop, irritated by the heat, my grease-covered skin, and having to work a grill because I couldn't rely on my parents’ employees. But my tirade felt good nonetheless, even if Bill had begun glaring at me with the intent to lash out, because it got his attention off the innocent victim of my poor grilling skills.

Right until the victim stepped between us. 

I groaned, and Bill rolled his meaty fingers into fists. Maybe we should have stayed on the beach, keeping Bill under the scrutiny of the public eye. 

The first surprising hit—I still hadn’t expected Bill to swing—connected without resistance. Mystery Man had braced himself on Bill's ride keeping lean arms on each side of me; his shoulders hardly straining from the backward angle as he continued to face Bill. Squelching followed the thwack, and Bill shook out his punching hand as his other hooked the man in the side. 

Not even a grunt came out of my protector. Bill interlocked his fingers and swung his arms like a bat against the man's shoulder. A screech of metal pierced the air, and I gasped in pain that wasn't mine.

Bill's face drained of color, and I followed his bulging-eye gaze to the gouges torn in the car's body. Bill fell to his knees before the damage.

The stranger lifted his hands off the car and brought them around, palms open, with no weapon in sight. I squinted to bring in better focus the shadows of circles on the undersides of his arms. 

“Would now be a good time to see those vehicle features mentioned?” Stranger asked, over his shoulder while still facing Bill.

“Anywhere's better than here,” I said
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