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      Are aliens real? It’s something I’ve pondered almost my entire life. For me, it’s not really a question. I know they’re real ... the problem is convincing everyone else. And now I was getting the chance to do it, live on national television in front of millions of skeptical viewers. 

      I fidgeted backstage in the darkened recesses of the Ted O’Connell Show waiting for my cue to go on. The stagehand gripped my shoulder as if she were ready to shove me forward. As nervous as I was feeling, she might have to. I glanced to my left at the production manager David, who had recruited me for this insane idea. 

      “Promise me again that this is not going to be a witch hunt.” 

      David shot me his best salesmen’s smile, which did not reassure me in the least. 

      “Don’t worry, Mr. Roberts. Ted is a busy guy. I know he hasn’t had the chance to catch up to you personally, but he’s the one who requested this interview. Ted read your book and he’s fascinated by your work. He wants to find out more about you and expose your story to the world.” 

      The word expose gave me pause, but before I could open my mouth to say more, David slid further into my side, invading every inch of my personal space. Between him and the stagehand, I felt more like a prison inmate than a welcomed guest. “This is going to be great for you. Book sales will go through the roof, you’ll see. Just relax and be yourself.” 

      I took a deep breath and looked out at the stage where Ted wrapped up his late-night monologue. The audience all but disappeared among the bright lights and cameras making them almost impossible to see ... almost. Their laughter and jeers were enough to remind me they were not only there, but ready to voice their collective reactions to anything Ted had to say. He took jabs at celebrities, politicians and news stories, drawing more laughter from his adoring fans. They were like fanatics hanging on every syllable that rolled out of his mouth. What was I thinking, agreeing to this? 

      “So, we’re sticking to the facts, right?” I said to Dave as I watched Ted make his way to his desk while the band played him out. This was a live broadcast, so everything transitioned like a well-oiled machine. “I mean we’re talking about the facts and findings in my book, not conspiracy theories or digging into my personal life, right?” 

      “Sure. Don’t worry.” David’s grip tightened on my shoulder, and I felt a trickle of sweat run down my lower back. “This is going to be great. You’re about to go on.” 

      Everything went starry around the edges of my vision as Ted talked about me and my book, though I heard less and less of it through the rushing heartbeat in my ears. Everything began to go dark, and I couldn’t seem to control my breathing. Was I having a panic attack? Wow, I would make a great impression when I passed out on stage. My name came across the speakers, but my legs would not move. David and the stagehand patted me on the back, but even that felt vague and distant. 

      I had to get a hold of myself. Respected authors did not faint on live television. I took a deep breath and blew it out hard then forced myself to breathe more like a normal human. In and out. I heard my name called again. Laughter from the audience this time too. Hands urged me from behind, and I stumbled forward into the lights, holding my book in my hands like a kindergartner on his first day at school. I managed to keep walking but only just. 

      “Ladies and gentlemen, Benjamin Roberts.” 

      Ted stood and clapped as I made my way to the interview couch while the audience welcomed me with a mix of applause and laughter. 

      “Thank you so much for being here Benjamin, I’m glad you could make it out.” 

      More laughter and Ted motioned to the seat closest to his desk. I had to tear my gaze away from the audience to look at him. Ted appeared older in person; not so perfect as he did on television. Somehow that helped me to relax. To see that he was human. I could see the wrinkles beneath his thick makeup and the greying line at the edges of his not-so-natural strawberry-colored hair. His teeth were gleaming white, and his smile intoxicating. The moment I sat down, I knew I was buried so deep a naked mole rat couldn’t find me. 

      Ted took his chair and leaned in close, shaking his head with what seemed like baffled amazement. 

      “So, tell me about this book. I hear you’re somewhat of an expert on extra-terrestrials, is that right? You think we’ve been invaded or infiltrated by alien beings?” 

      Laughter from the audience, and I cast them a sidelong glance as I forced a weary smile of my own. 

      “Nothing like that. It’s not about invasions or governments or conspiracy theories.” I took a moment to glare at David, the production manager, who stood grinning from ear to ear just off stage. “It’s more about my connection to what, or who is out there, and the way we should rethink our ideas and expectations about first contact.” 

      Ted nodded emphatically the whole time I spoke, his brow furrowed in an over-exaggerated expression of concentration. 

      “So, you have a special radio or a cell phone ... or I suppose we should call it a space phone of some kind. A way to contact these aliens?” 

      More audience laughter, but Ted maintained his over theatrical look of studious interest. 

      “No. In my book, I explain that my contact has always been involuntary. It’s not just hearing them, it’s more like—sensing them. I can often understand their transmissions, but I don’t always hear them so much as a quiet sense that they are attempting to make contact.” 

      That epiphany was enough to set Ted back in his chair. By now it was painfully apparent that I was here for nothing but comic relief. 

      “Interesting. How often does this contact happen? Every day? Every hour?” He leaned in and whispered loud enough for everyone to hear. “Are they talking to you right now?” 

      More audience laughter and I let out an uncomfortable laugh of my own. “No. They’re not talking to me now. There is no time schedule or anything, but I would say, I hear from them about once a month.” 

      His eyebrows shot up. “Oh, sort of like a period,” Ted exclaimed, drawing raucous laughter with the crude joke. “That’s really something. Can you tell us what kind of messages you receive during that time of the month? Are they familiar with our culture? I don’t suppose they’ve seen a certain late-night talk show?” He pointed to himself in a subtle but comical personal plug. 

      I shook my head and forced another smile, trying to appear lighthearted even though I seethed inside. “I’m afraid not. Most of what I interpret are hellos or attempts to convey some sort of greeting. I do catch an odd cultural reference now and then, but they are usually messages that express some willingness to connect.” 

      Ted’s eyes lit up and I knew I had said too much. 

      “What do you mean by odd cultural reference?” He leaned in and took on his studious expression again. The audience quieted to a hush, and I knew I had lit the fuse to a powder keg of mockery. 

      “It’s all in my book.” I held it up, smiled, and tried to play it off as if it were nothing important, but Ted knew different. “I don’t know if we want to get into specifics.” 

      “Please,” he encouraged, “I think we’re all dying to know what sort of cultural and indigenous research a higher life form might do if they were surveying our planet for intelligent life.” 

      Oh yeah, he is swinging for the grand slam on this one. 

      I took a deep breath and sighed. “I think it’s a fairly well-known fact that any transmission, be it radio, television, or otherwise, does not stop at the bounds of our atmosphere. Anything we transmit can be picked up with a receiver, powerful and focused enough to find it.” 

      Ted nodded. “And what sort of things are the aliens researching? Classical music, ancient history, fantastic works of art, science or agriculture?” 

      “Friends.” 

      Ted raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me? You mean they’re researching ways for us to be friends?” 

      I could not help but scowl at the barely contained exuberance on his face. He knew the answer. Ted was just drawing it out for the laugh. 

      “No, they seem to like the show, Friends.” 

      As expected, the audience roared. Ted sat back with a self-satisfied grin, chuckling to himself while the audience died down. “Care to share any of the quips you have heard ... or empathed from our alien neighbors?” 

      I maintained a bright smile and did my best to contain the fury inside me. Going into a tirade would only fuel the comedic fires, so I figured riding the wave was the best path to damage control. 

      “I think it’s really a moo point.” 

      Ted coughed out another laugh and the audience followed suit at the well-known Friends quote. 

      “A moo point indeed,” Ted said. I could see that he was about ready to wrap up this farce of an interview, but I could not let him shun me off the stage as a quack just yet. I had come here for a reason, and it was not to promote my book or boost sales. I had a message, and I needed to be sure it was heard. 

      “I know this all sounds crazy, and maybe it is, but having this ability has taught me something important.” 

      I saw the brief annoyance in Ted’s face at being preempted, he was on a schedule, and I was throwing him off, but he covered it well and nodded. “Do tell. What lesson have the Friends-loving aliens taught you that we should all learn?” He swept his arm out at the audience and stopped, pointing to the camera filming the live broadcast of his show. 

      “It’s something pivotal and perhaps a lesson that will save our species when we do finally make first contact.” I turned to look straight into the camera, refusing to be cowed by Ted, his audience, or the millions of people watching. 

      “You see, any alien who arrives on this planet to make contact will be far more technologically advanced than us. To believe our technology and knowledge will make us a valuable or worthy species is laughable. We will be little more than cavemen and women to them. A species ripe for domination and reeducation. If humanity wants to be viewed as anything other than cattle to an invading intelligence, we must connect on a personal level and prove we have value because of our creativity and uniqueness. If we depend on strength and technology, we will surely perish. That is what my connection can achieve. Through it, we humans can reach out to other beings in the galaxy. I don’t want fame or glory. I just want us all to be seen for the amazing, loving, creative, lifeforce we are.” 

      A palpable silence filled the studio then Ted spun around in his chair and peered into the camera focused on his face for a reaction. 

      “And with that, we’ll be back with more alien-love connection on the Ted O’Connell Show.” 

      The audience broke into laughter again and a stagehand wearing headphones raised an arm and yelled cut.
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      I sat there on stage among the dying laughter and an indifferent host who lost his award-winning smile the moment the cameras went dark. Ted turned his chair away from me and waved a hand in the air as he took a sip out of his coffee mug. 

      “Makeup.” He snapped his fingers. “Makeup please, my hair is all over the place. And can someone please help Mr. Roberts find his way backstage?” 

      He half turned to me and leaned his head around the side of his chair while his makeup pit crew went to work speed-spiffing his face and hair. 

      “Thanks for coming by Bennie.” He smiled at me with more of a predator’s grin than the practiced smile he flashed on camera. “I really appreciate it. You were a lot of laughs. Maybe we can do it again sometime.” 

      He spun around before I could respond and swatted at the makeup woman who tried to powder his face. “That’s enough. What are you trying to give me an asthma attack?” 

      “Mr. Roberts. If you could come this way.” 

      I looked up to see a young woman wearing a set of those gargantuan headphones and a name tag that said, intern. Did television studios have something against earbuds? She had a friendly smile, but her eyes were urgent and watery as if she spent her entire life on the verge of tears. 

      “Please, Mr. Roberts. We only have a few seconds.” 

      I rose from the velvety blue couch and unclipped the microphone from my sports coat. I had opted to go without a tie to avoid looking like some crazy professor. I supposed I half succeeded. The intern took the mic and I noted David, the production manager, was nowhere to be found. Coward. He promised this would be a serious interview. I should have known it would be a clown show. Ted O’Connell wasn’t  revered  for his groundbreaking journalism. At least I said my piece and it was on live T.V. so they couldn’t cut it out ... could they? It was prime-time television; they could probably cut anything they wanted and fill the time with commercials. 

      I sighed as the intern led me off the stage. To my surprise, I departed to a round of enthusiastic applause that filled me with mixed emotions. They weren’t laughing me off the set, but the audience only clapped because Ted had made such a farce of my book. I turned and waved to them all nonetheless, then disappeared back into obscurity behind the stage curtains. Give the people what they want and all that. 

      “Thank you so much for being here.” The intern offered me a tight-lipped grin. “David wanted to be able to show you out, but he was called away.” 

      I gave her a skeptical nod but didn’t say anything else. 

      “Listen, I’m sorry about how things went out there. For what it’s worth, I don’t agree with their tactics. I think you’re a pretty good guy. I hope your book does well.” 

      I decided not to point out the fact that she worked for the very same people who ambushed me and smiled at her instead. 

      “Thanks. Is there someone who can show me out? I’m a little turned around back here.” 

      She lost a bit of her grin and shuffled nervously on her feet as she glanced over my shoulder. 

      “Forget it. Just point me toward the door.” 

      Her smile was pained, and her eyes remained watery and sad as she gestured down a dark hall. I thanked her and headed off in the prescribed direction. It could be worse. I could be walking out arm in arm with security. 

      I did my best to follow the green exit signs in the halls but managed to get lost all the same. I had to backtrack several turns to finally find my way out. At least I was pretty sure it led out. In a television studio, you never knew what you might find on the other side of a door. I grasped the handle and was about to find out when someone caught my attention. 

      “Excuse me.” A small blonde woman wearing a yellow button-up sweater and tweed skirt hurried over in my direction. She had thick framed glasses that matched her bright red lipstick and shoes. I thought about walking out anyway but her smile was so enthusiastic I couldn’t bring myself to ignore her. 

      An exasperating consequence of writing a nonfiction book about aliens is the fanbase. While some people took my theories seriously, most were alien fanatics who just wanted a ride in a spaceship with little green men. Judging from this woman’s attire, she was the latter. 

      “Excuse me are you, Benjamin Roberts?” She held up my book and showed me the cover. Her voice somehow matched her wardrobe, coming out both squeaky and grating at the same time, with just a hint of a New York accent. 

      I smiled and nodded at her enthusiastic grin. “Please, call me Ben.” 

      She stopped in front of me and hopped on her toes with excitement. “I was so afraid I had missed you. I’m not really supposed to be back here, but I heard you were going to be on the show, and I didn’t want to fight the crowds outside.” 

      I laughed. “Thanks, but I think you’ve grossly overestimated my fanbase. You’re pretty much the whole crowd.” 

      “Well, there should be more,” she said. “I’ve read your book and I think your ideas about connecting with the universe are amazing.” 

      I relaxed a little thinking I may have misjudged this woman. 

      “I hope I’m not bothering you, but can I have your autograph?” 

      She held out my book along with a Sharpie and I took them both, flipping open the cover. “Of course. Who should I make it out to?” 

      “Lois Garraway.” 

      I scrawled out a signature, closed the book, and handed it back to her. 

      “Thank you,” she said, looking up at me all starry-eyed. 

      “No, thank you.” I held out my hand to shake hers. “You made my day, and considering how this one turned out, that’s saying something.” 

      She smiled and I considered asking her if she wanted to go get a cup of coffee, but my head began to throb with the tell-tale signs of a connection. 

      My ears rang, and my vision blurred. I staggered a bit to the side, trying to regain my balance. It was the contact I wrote about. The reason for my appearance on the show. The spontaneous experience was almost always coupled with some sort of nondescript message: hello, send greetings, please to meet Chandler Bing, wish to try food Doritos, but this time there was nothing. Just an overwhelming pressure inside my head and an undeniable sense of physical or biological connection to this ... what? Even I wasn’t sure anymore. 

      “Are you okay?” I felt a hand on my arm, and I opened my eyes, realizing I still stood with Lois. She reached out to steady me, worry and concern written all over her face. 

      My strange off-world connection has been a part of my life for as long as I can remember. I’d felt it hundreds, maybe thousands of times, but it had never hit me that hard. Thankfully, the feeling subsided and I stood upright, regaining my composure. 

      “I’m fine. Just got a little dizzy. Probably all the excitement from today catching up to me. I need to get home and rest.” 

      Lois nodded and looked unconvinced. “Can I call you a cab or anything?” 

      “I’ll be fine.” I held up a hand. “I should be going. It was nice to meet you.” 

      Lois took her cue and backed away, retreating up the hallway. “It was good to meet you too. Take care of yourself, and for the record, I think Ted O’Connell is a tool. I’m glad you stood your ground out there. You did a great job.” 

      “Thanks.” I offered a genuine smile and waved goodbye. “You made my day twice.” 

      “Anytime.” 

      She turned with a smile of her own and disappeared. I leaned into the unassuming door next to me, hoping it was an exit. 

      Turned out there was a reason those doors were so unassuming. I stepped out into the cool night air and let my eyes adjust to the dark. It took me a moment to realize I wasn’t on the main street. Somehow, I had found my way into a dark and gloomy alley, the sort your mother always told you to avoid. 

      I reached for the door, hoping to retreat into the studio and find a more hospitable exit, but as luck would have it, television studios were not in the habit of making side entry easy. There was no handle. I sighed and turned toward the main street. No point in dawdling. The last thing I needed was to run into some crazy⁠— 

      “Human. I would speak with you.”
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      I jumped and spun around, raising my arms in defense as if I were about to be bombarded by flying beer bottles. Instead, I saw a slim man standing among the discarded trash bags and dumpsters. Brick walls obscured the moonlight, and someone had broken all the lamps that would normally illuminate the doorways so I couldn’t make out the man’s face, but this guy’s creep factor was off the charts. 

      “Can I help you?” I took a step backward widening the distance between us. I hated the city and New York was no exception. There were probably lots of good people who chose to live in the congested, smoggy, metropolis, but I always seemed to attract the crazies. This lunatic wore a long trench coat and had a hood pulled over his head. Not at all sinister or unnerving. 

      “You seek knowledge.” 

      The guy had an unusual way of speaking. His voice was deep and throaty, but it also sounded ... well, off. His cadence wasn’t quite right, he paused at all the wrong times and his inflections were somehow off. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but this guy was strange in ways I could not begin to explain. My brain told me to run while I still had a chance, but something in my gut told me to hang around and see what he was all about. 

      “Who are you? What do you want?” I held my ground but if he started toward me, I would end the conversation with a hard sprint in the opposite direction. 

      “You are Benjamin Roberts.” It was a statement, not a question. “We received the video broadcast. You require knowledge.” 

      “You mean the show? It was just on a few minutes ago. What do you mean we?” I looked around, checking my six to be sure no one had snuck up behind me. “How did you know where I would be?” 

      Suddenly, I felt very hemmed in. If there were more of these fanatics and this guy was here to stall me⁠— 

      “There are seven exits to this building.” 

      He left the answer hanging, all but confirming my suspicions that there were more of them. 

      “So, what, you and your merry band staked out every door waiting for me? I think this conversation is over. You have a good day.” 

      I started to back away, not willing to lose sight of this hooded wacko until I was well out of his reach. 

      “I offer knowledge. Extraterrestrial verification.” 

      I don’t know why I stopped. Every logical part of my brain told me this guy was a crackpot. I had seen them before. Pull off that hood and there would be a nutjob in an aluminum foil hat or a latex E.T. mask waving green glow sticks around. Fanatics like this were as crazy as they came, and I hated being lumped in as one of them. 

      “I will give you one chance, so make it good,” I said. “What proof do you have? What knowledge⁠—” 

      Before I could finish my sentence, my head became inundated with that overwhelming sense of ... I wasn’t sure what it was. It felt like being a super-antenna and receiving nothing but static. The connection filled my every nerve with thick disrupting white noise. I found it difficult to move or even think. It was like being electrocuted, only without the pain. My body seized, assaulted by the sudden pressure and confusion as the hooded whacko stepped in my direction. 

      I wanted to run. My brain screamed for my feet to respond but my nerves became overloaded with too much static interruption. I couldn’t move. I was frozen. 

      “You require information. You require verification. We will provide necessary information in exchange for biological interface.” 

      I managed to raise my hands and cradle my head between my palms. “No.” I ground the word out between my teeth. 

      I had no idea if this guy had caused the static somehow or if this was just bad timing for a strange new communication anomaly in my brain. Either way, I had to figure out how to turn it off and get out of here. 

      Mr. Wacko paused, seeming to think over my response then took another step in my direction. 

      “Mission objective override. Acquiring subject. Retrieval requested.” 

      “No,” I hissed, but my feet still wouldn’t move. My helpless state was so unnerving that I would have almost preferred to deal with physical torture. I could fight against a Taser or a crack in the skull. Against this white noise, I had no defense. I felt like a rag doll waiting to be scooped out of the toy box. 

      Mr. Wacko kicked his way through a pile of trash bags as he closed in, but I no longer cared. I was done with these connections ... or whatever they were. All the random messages I had received over the years had brought me nothing but ridicule, and now this amped-up static version was about to get me abducted or murdered by some lunatic who thinks he’s some sort of robot. I was shutting it off. I refused to acknowledge it anymore. I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want to feel it. From this point on I refused to acknowledge its existence. 

      I concentrated on shutting the feeling down, severing the connection. I didn’t care if aliens were real. I didn’t want to know if they were out there. I just wanted to be a regular person. I ground my teeth and clenched my fists, determined to regain control of my life. 

      Then all at once, the static disappeared. The change was so sudden that it caused my knees to buckle but I managed to keep my balance. I took a deep breath and looked around. Mr. Wacko had disappeared as well. 

      “Hey, buddy. You, okay?” 

      I turned and saw a cop standing near the street. He peered up the alley, flashlight held at shoulder level. It took half a beat for me to answer so he asked again. 

      “Why don’t you come here and show me some ID.” 

      I glanced behind me, but Mr. Wacko was nowhere to be found. Saved by New York’s finest. I headed out of the alley, not wasting another second. The sooner I got out of this crazy city and away from all its insane residents the happier I would be.
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      I handed my ID to the TSA agent and showed her my boarding pass when it was my turn to make my way through airport security. When her bored scowl turned to a grin I cringed. 

      “Say, aren’t you the guy from⁠—” 

      “Nope. I never watch that show, so I’m not sure who that was, but I have been getting that a lot.” 

      She looked at my ID again and raised an eyebrow. “You know I can see your name right here.” 

      I sighed. As it turned out, the Ted O’Connell Show must be the late-night television of choice for every homebody in New York. I had endured the scrutiny of two hotel clerks, a cab driver, the baggage claim attendant, several random fans and now the TSA agent. I had donned a baseball cap and oversized sunglasses to hide my identity and even neglected to shave, not that it made a difference, my beard had barely grown. None of it mattered. It didn’t help that I was a stalky six-four and didn’t exactly blend into a crowd. 

      “Okay, you got me.” I kept my hand out hoping she would return my boarding pass and ID, but she held on to them as she grinned at me from her stool. “Go ahead. Hit me with your best E.T. joke, I think I’ve heard them all but maybe you’ll have a new one.” 

      The TSA agent’s smile turned into a scowl, and I knew I had gone too far. 

      “Don’t get your panties into a bunch. I just wanted to say you handled yourself pretty well, considering it was an ambush.” She shook her head and tsked. “Honestly, I don’t know why I watch that show. Ted mocks the smart people and has his head so far up the idiot’s asses you can’t even see his chin.” 

      I snorted out a laugh. 

      The agent handed me my papers and regained her smile. I felt more than a little guilty for being so short with her. 

      “You hang in there, Honey. Haters will always try to tear you down. Never let them do it. They only want you to be as miserable as they are.” 

      I nodded and took my papers. “Thanks. You have no idea how much I needed to hear that today.” 

      I got ready to walk away then paused. “So, you believe me that there are aliens?” 

      She laughed. “No, Honey. But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t preach. You do you. Let your light shine bright. People will see you coming, and you may just light the way for a few others along the way.” 

      “Don’t you know TSA agents are supposed to be cold and grouchy?” 

      She smiled. “Scrutinize a few thousand stressed-out travelers and see how you are at the end of the day. Trust me, Ted O’Connell is nothing compared to a businessman running late to his departure gate.” 

      I laughed again. 

      “Hey, can you hurry it up!” As if on cue a frazzled-looking woman standing with two very anxious children glared at us from the front of the line. 

      “See what I mean?” 

      “I better go.” I pointed toward the next line of people waiting to go through the metal detectors. “It was great to meet you.” 

      She shot me a wink and waved me on then looked to the woman at the front of the line “Next!” 

      I moved on through the rest of the ordeal without much trouble. I emptied my pockets, walked through the scanner, it beeped ... it always beeps. I assumed the arms out position while another agent scanned me with her magic wand and then they let me go. 

      I refilled my pockets and hurried off to the closest newsstand to load up on overpriced snacks for the flight. Junk food was a traveler’s duty and should never be ignored. Anytime I got on a plane I had enough chips and candy to feed a small country. 

      As I perused the over-puffed snack bags, I began to get the creeping sense that someone was watching me. I glanced over my shoulder, but no one paid me any particular attention. Probably just an overdeveloped sense of paranoia thanks to all the people who had recognized me since the show. 

      I grabbed a few of the bags and moved on to the candy section but couldn’t shake the eerie feeling. I glanced around again but still, no one seemed too close or overly interested. I was about to chalk it all up to my own mental delusions when I felt a tap on my shoulder. 

      “Excuse me but is that you?” 

      I peered over to see a young woman pointing toward the small literary section to the left of the sugar shelves. This particular newsstand stocked my book and had moved it from Science and Technology to Humor and Satire. 

      I glanced back at the young woman. She had a kind smile, but I wasn’t sure if she was there to compliment my book or mock me like everyone else. 

      “Yes, unfortunately, that’s me.” I gathered my junk food booty and headed to the cashier. 

      “I saw the show last night and I think the way they treated you was inexcusable.” 

      I nodded in appreciation, taking in her appearance more carefully. Jeans and a stylish, well-fit blouse. Her hair was short and mousy-brown and she wore conservative framed glasses and spotless shoes. Maybe the sane people were waiting till the last minute to come out of the woodwork. 

      “Thank you.” I tapped my credit card on the machine, and something caught my eye over the cashier’s shoulder. Out the window, I could see the tarmac, parked aircraft, and another terminal across the way. None of that seemed remarkable but on the roof of the other terminal, I thought I saw something flash. Not so much a light, but rather a
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