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EPILOGUE


​AUTHOR'S NOTE

I first heard about Charles Hickson and Calvin Parker on a Tuesday afternoon in a coffee shop, the way you hear about most things that will eventually reshape how you think about the world. A friend mentioned it casually, the way you mention anything that sounds unlikely, something that exists in that peculiar space between fact and folklore. Two men fishing on a river in Mississippi. A craft descending from the sky. Beings that defied description. It sounded like the kind of story that gets passed around, embellished with each retelling, until the original truth becomes indistinguishable from the accumulated layers of speculation and myth.

But then I looked deeper, and what I found changed my understanding of what it means to witness something that has no rational explanation.

This is not a book about proving that aliens abducted two men from the Pascagoula River on the evening of October 11, 1973. I am not a scientist. I cannot tell you whether what Hickson and Parker experienced was extraterrestrial, interdimensional, psychological, or something science has not yet named. What I can tell you is this: I have spent months reviewing the original reports filed at the Jackson County Sheriff's Department. I have read the hypnosis transcripts conducted by Dr. James Harder. I have studied the polygraph results. I have listened to the hidden tape recordings made at the sheriff's office, the ones where Hickson tells Parker, in a voice barely holding together, that what happened to them that night would never leave them. I have interviewed researchers who studied the case, skeptics who dismissed it, and people who knew both men well.

What I found is a story about two working-class men from Mississippi who experienced something they could not explain and spent the rest of their lives trying to make sense of it. One of them, Charles Hickson, embraced the notoriety and became a UFO celebrity, traveling the country to speak at conferences and appear on television shows. The other, Calvin Parker, spent forty-five years trying to forget, moving frequently, avoiding the spotlight, struggling to maintain any semblance of a normal life. Their responses could not have been more different, yet they were shaped by the same inexplicable event.

This is their story. It is a story about fear, about resilience, about the burden of having seen something impossible. It is a story about what happens to ordinary people when they are thrust into extraordinary circumstances and have to live with the consequences for the rest of their lives. It is a story that refuses to fit neatly into the categories we have created for it: not quite proof of aliens, not quite explainable by conventional science, not quite dismissible as a hoax. It exists in that uncomfortable space where most of the truly important human experiences actually occur.

I have tried to tell this story with honesty and empathy. Not to prove anything to anyone. But simply to honor two men who saw something strange on the Pascagoula River and had the courage to say so, even when the world was determined to call them liars.
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​CHAPTER 1: THE SHIPYARD WORKERS
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Charles Hickson woke up at dawn the way he always did. No alarm clock. Just his body, trained by decades of labor, knowing when it was time to rise and begin again. He lay in bed for a few minutes, listening to the sounds of Pascagoula waking up around him. The Gulf Coast in October, 1973, had a particular quality to its mornings. The heat of summer had broken, but the humidity still clung to everything. He could hear the distant sounds of traffic, the occasional truck rolling past his house, the far-off cry of a seabird.

He was 42 years old, though he looked older. His hands were calloused and scarred from years at the shipyard. His back ached most mornings, a dull complaint that had become as familiar as his own breathing. He had worked at the Walker Shipyard in Pascagoula for years, one of thousands of men who built and repaired ships for a living. It was honest work. Hard work. The kind of work that did not pay particularly well, but it paid enough, and it was reliable. In 1973, in a blue-collar Gulf Coast town, that was about as much as a man could ask for.

Hickson had never been the type to complain. He was a straightforward man, practical, rooted in the daily rhythms of work and rest and the small pleasures that punctuated ordinary life. He did not read much. He did not go to the movies. He liked to fish. He liked to spend an evening on a riverbank or a dock, a line in the water, a beer in his hand, and nothing but the sound of water and wind for company. For a man who spent ten hours a day surrounded by the chaos of the shipyard, those quiet moments on the water seemed to contain everything worth having.

He had a wife and a daughter. His marriage, like most marriages, had its accommodations and compromises. He was not a complicated man, and he did not expect life to be complicated. You worked. You provided for your family. You did your best to stay out of trouble. That was the bargain as he understood it.

On October 11, 1973, Hickson went to work as he always did. The Walker Shipyard was a sprawling industrial complex that sprawled along the Pascagoula River. Ships in various stages of construction and repair sat in drydocks or floated in the river itself. The shipyard was a universe of welders and cutters, crane operators and supervisors, a constant din of metal on metal, and the thick smell of industrial paint and salt water. Hickson worked there among thousands of other men. He was known as a reliable worker, competent, not the type to call in sick or cause trouble. He showed up, did his job, and collected his paycheck.

Calvin Parker was nineteen years old. He had not yet begun to fully understand what his life might become. He was younger than Hickson by more than two decades, still at that age where the future seemed to contain infinite possibilities. He was also employed at the Walker Shipyard, though he was lower in the pecking order than Hickson, younger and less experienced, still learning the trade.

Parker had moved to Pascagoula from Laurel, Mississippi, a town inland. He was the kind of young man who could have gone in any number of directions. He had some education. He had ambitions that had not yet solidified into a concrete plan. Working at the shipyard was a job, not necessarily a calling, but it paid better than most other work available to someone his age in that part of Mississippi. He was living with his mother, trying to figure things out, not yet ready to commit to any particular path.

Hickson and Parker knew each other from the shipyard, though they traveled in different circles. Hickson was established, a fixture, a man with routine and responsibility. Parker was still finding his footing. But they shared enough common ground that they could talk, could work nearby each other, could recognize in one another the particular fatigue that came from a long day of physical labor.

On the evening of October 11, after their shift ended, Hickson and Parker decided to go fishing. This was not unusual. Men in Pascagoula went fishing all the time. It was cheap entertainment, it required nothing but a fishing line and some bait, and it offered a few hours of peace and quiet away from the demands of work and daily life.

They drove to a spot on the west bank of the Pascagoula River, a secluded area where the water was calm and the banks were relatively empty. This was not a place where tourists gathered. It was a working part of the river, industrial and pragmatic, but it was also a place where, if you were patient and quiet, you could catch fish. Hickson and Parker set up their lines and settled into that particular stillness that comes with fishing. The sun was beginning to descend toward the horizon. The light was starting to take on that golden quality it has in the late afternoon, the light that makes ordinary things look beautiful for a moment.

They had been fishing for a couple of hours. The air was cooling. There was a light wind coming off the water. Hickson was thinking about nothing in particular, lost in that meditative state that fishing induces, when something changed.

Both men would later describe hearing a whirring sound. Not loud, but unmistakable. A sound that did not belong to the normal soundscape of the river in the evening. It was the kind of sound that makes a man's attention suddenly snap back to the present moment, that makes him wonder what he is hearing.

Hickson looked up. Parker looked up. They both saw it at the same time.

Later, when investigators would ask them to describe what they saw, the descriptions would vary slightly depending on the moment and who was asking, but the essential image remained constant. There was a craft in the sky above them. It was oval or disc-shaped, roughly thirty to forty feet across and eight to ten feet high. It was not anything that either man could immediately identify. It was not a plane. It was not a helicopter. It was something else entirely.

The craft was emitting light. The two men would describe these lights as blue, flashing, reflecting off the surface of the river below. The light was bright enough to be noticed, but not so bright that it obscured the shape of the object itself. The craft was descending toward them. Not rapidly, but deliberately, as if whatever was controlling it knew exactly where it wanted to go and was taking its time getting there.

Hickson and Parker looked at each other. For a moment, they did not speak. What do you say when something impossible is happening directly above you?
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​CHAPTER 2: THE NIGHT OF OCTOBER 11, 1973
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The Pascagoula River on October 11, 1973, at dusk, was beautiful in a way that would be difficult to explain to anyone who had not spent time on the Gulf Coast of Mississippi. The water was dark, reflecting the fading light of the sky. The air was still and warm, with that particular humidity that made every breath feel substantial. The banks were lined with trees, and beyond the trees, the industrial landscape of Pascagoula: the shipyard, the refineries, the infrastructure of a working port city. But here, at this moment, with the sun sinking toward the horizon, it was possible to forget about all of that. It was possible to exist in that small pocket of quiet, to be alone with another person and a fishing line and the simple hope of catching something for supper.

Hickson had been fishing for roughly two hours when he heard the sound. He would later describe it as a whirring or humming, a sound that seemed to come from above. Parker heard it too. Both men's heads turned upward at nearly the same moment, drawn by a sound their brains could not immediately categorize.

What they saw made immediate sense to neither of them, which was perhaps the most disorienting aspect of the entire experience. The human mind is equipped to process the familiar. When confronted with something outside the range of its experience, it struggles. It tries to fit the unfamiliar thing into existing categories. Is it a plane? No. Is it a
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