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			In memory of

			Leona Chapman Fortenberry

			and

			grandmothers, everywhere…

		

	
		
			Preface

			
				Dear Reader…

				If I may, just a short note before you begin. I just wanted you to know that one of the great joys of my life has always been observing other humans as they go about living their daily lives. And as a result, I have become a huge fan of the human being. Not only a fan but delighted to be one myself, so thank you for always being just so darn interesting and fun to watch!
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		Special Agent William Frawley
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		Planet 8676

		Present Day

		He sat staring at his screen wondering what in the hell those humans were doing down there. Had they all gone completely nuts? The chief galactic observer on Planet 8676, who was in charge of observing the Milky Way Galaxy, shut down his screen and sent for his top agent.

		“I have an assignment for you.”

		“Yes sir.”

		“I need a firsthand, up-close report, so I need to send you somewhere for a few weeks. Are you up for it?”

		“Of course. Where do you want me to go?”

		“Planet Earth. There’s something weird going on there, and I can’t figure it out. My heat-detection grid indicates large numbers of the human beings there are relocating themselves. I’m also detecting an inordinate number of spacecraft launchings outside of the planet’s atmosphere. Earth is close to twenty-seven billion light-years away, so I’m unable to get a really detailed look, and I’m also noticing that a number of the human beings appear to be staring at their hands. Particularly in the country of America.”

		“Huh…that is weird.”

		“Agreed. So I need for you to go there and observe up-close, find out what it is they are looking at. In general, try to find out what the hell is going on.”

		“Yes sir.”

		He studied his screen again, then said, “On my image-map of that particular country, there are a lot of different regions, so maybe somewhere in their Midwest area.”

		“Fine.”

		“Okay, so I’ll contact ICR and get you set up. Good luck.”

		“Thank you, sir.”

		The special agent then headed over to the Intergalactic Codes and Replicas Department to pick up his new form.

		The head engineer greeted him and said, “I hear you are going to Planet Earth.”

		“Looks like.”

		He looked in his file. “Okay, intelligent life on Earth…Human beings. So, we need to make you up a human being form. Let’s get started.”

		The special agent was curious. “What do human beings even look like?”

		“Come on in the back and we’ll scan some of them so you can see for yourself.”

		The agent was shown what they had on file pertaining to images of humans, of their politicians, various celebrities, entertainments, et cetera.

		“Wow…humans are pretty funny-looking, huh?”

		“Agreed. So, what would you prefer to be, male or female?”

		“Oh gosh, I don’t know…What do you think?”

		“Male, I think. Might be easier. So which one of these male images would you prefer?”

		The agent looked again. “Hmmm. How about that one?” he said, and pointed to a photo of Brad Pitt with his shirt off.

		“I don’t blame you, but that one might make it too hard for you to go unnoticed. The boss says you are there to observe, not to be observed.”

		“You’re right. So I guess I need something more…average.”

		The head engineer then said, “Hey, how about that funny guy? He’s on their I Love Lucy television show. He’s married to a female human named Ethel. Fred Mertz, I think. Hold on.” He brought up a clip of the TV show.

		“Oh. Okay,” said the special agent.

		“William Frawley is the actor’s name who plays the part of Fred. Is this one okay?”

		“Sure, make me up to look something like that William Frawley. But maybe with a little more hair, and a little thinner…if you could?”

		“You got it.”

		The special agent would be posing as a human only for a short while, but he already found himself getting a little vain about his looks. Oh well, he guessed that was just part of the territory.

		At first, the replica department had some difficulty making the human eyes and knees work properly, but they soon solved the problem. So after the second go-round, the special agent entered the voice-activated finished replica form, and moments after stepping into the Superluminal Unit, Special Agent William Frawley appeared at the front desk of a Marriott hotel outside Fort Wayne, Indiana, and checked in. He showed them a small plastic card that had been put in his pocket, and they were all very nice and welcomed him. He liked his room, but now, being human, he was very tired and a little disoriented.

		This was the first time he had ever encountered color. All the images of Earth on his boss’s screen were light gray, but here on Earth, everything was a different color and it almost made him dizzy.

		So he got a good night’s sleep and prepared to start work the next day. The next morning, he went downstairs for a complimentary breakfast and ate something pink called a Pop-Tart, and drank some hot, brown liquid called coffee. Then he took a walk around the little town. It, too, was very colorful and very crowded with humans, and he was pleased that not one person who passed by seemed to notice that he was not one of them. In fact, most didn’t even look at him.

		But he could see right away that this was in part due to the odd behavior that had been recorded from his planet. He could see that the humans were not just looking at their hands, they were staring at things in their hands they called cellphones. All day and night it seemed they were busy looking at these cellphone things, sending messages and photos of themselves to other humans, and evidently other humans were sending some back.

		He also spent a lot of time looking at the current news shows on all the different channels on a large TV screen. What a shock that was! All they seemed to report was bad news, and everybody had the most terrible things to say about other humans who did not agree with them. He purchased a cellphone and began studying what the man in the phone store called social media, read lots of blogs, and the same was true there. He also found out from the news that the launches his boss had seen were many satellites and the humans’ attempt to expand their space travel. When he wasn’t studying his TV screen and cellphone, he would just walk around town, go into a few bars and restaurants, and talk to people. He also observed that most of the humans he met had an opinion on everything and were happy to tell him what it was, even though he hadn’t asked. And the interesting thing to him was they all believed that they were right. And many were quick to let him know that they had recently moved to the area so that they could talk to people who agreed with them. Others, who had differing opinions, had moved to another area of America, where they could talk to people who agreed with them. These humans seemed so odd. Quite a number of them, particularly the younger ones, had colored pictures and writing printed all over their arms and legs.

		And a lot walked around town with some sort of four-legged animal on a string.

		It was hard work, this observing humans all day long, but at night he really enjoyed himself, ordering room service and sitting up in bed, watching all the shows on the TV—particularly the old movie channel.

		He was tickled when he saw pictures of what humans envisioned beings from other planets to look like. They thought aliens from outer space all had big, bulbous, bald heads and large black eyes. He had to laugh. He couldn’t be sure about the others, but all the beings on his planet were about half the size of the tip of a needle, one hundred times smarter than humans, and perfectly formed. Most of the humans he was seeing were big and bulky, except for this one lady who worked at the Baskin-Robbins ice-cream parlor down the street from the hotel.

		In his spare time, just to get a break from all the bad news on TV, he really enjoyed watching the old reruns of that I Love Lucy show on the classic TV channel. He loved seeing his namesake. It made him laugh to look at himself.

		Never having been human, laughing was a new sensation for him, as were so many things. Before he came to Earth, Special Agent William Frawley had never had taste buds and never tasted coffee, or ever eaten food. And he was finding the more he ate, the more he enjoyed it. Hamburgers, hot dogs, pizza, popcorn, fried chicken, and lately the special at Taco Bell. But he particularly loved ice cream and was soon at the Baskin–Robbins ice-cream parlor every afternoon at four.

		At this point, he really had all the information he needed, and could have gone home to his planet, but he was having such a good time, he decided to stay just a little longer. And it wasn’t just the ice cream he liked at Baskin–Robbins, it was the lady behind the counter.

		

		—

		He supposed she was about his replica’s age, and she was as sweet as the product she sold. Her name was Debbie, and she seemed to like him too. After a while they had a routine going. Each afternoon when he came in, she would say, “Bill, we need to find your favorite, so today I want you to try Pralines and Cream.” By the end of the first month, he had gone through all thirty-one flavors, from Chocolate Mint Chip, Cherries Jubilee, and Lemon Sorbet to Chocolate-Chip Cookie Dough. He made his decision and declared nothing beat just plain Vanilla. “Good choice,” said Debbie. “I agree.”

		Along with the fabulous sensation of tasting that sweet, cold, and creamy ice cream at the end of a hot afternoon, he suddenly started feeling something else. He didn’t know what it was—they didn’t have feelings where he came from—but he felt something warm and pleasant in his chest area as he sat in the corner and watched his new friend, Debbie, scoop up ice cream for the other customers. He couldn’t get over how pretty she was. He liked the way she smiled at everybody. Later he found out she was a widow, with a grown son who lived out of town. He told her he was in town doing research for a big tech company.

		One day she invited him to her home for dinner. She said, “Bill, you need to get out of that hotel for a change.”

		Debbie lived in a little redbrick house that was neat and clean, and when he walked in he was surprised to see that there was a live animal living inside. It was called a cat.

		The minute Bill sat down, a big fluffy, gray stripey thing jumped up on his lap and started pushing its paws back and forth on his leg.

		Debbie said, “Oh Bill, Mr. Tubbs likes you. He’s making biscuits.”

		Bill enjoyed being there and enjoyed learning how to clean the dishes they had just used. But most of all he enjoyed the feeling he had being inside a real human home.

		

		—

		Soon, he was at Debbie’s for dinner every Friday night. Then when she went to visit her son’s new baby in South Dakota, she asked him if he would stay at her place and look after her cat while she was gone. He was happy to do it. The hotel room was getting a little old. When she came back, she showed him photos of her new human grandbaby. It was bald and had big eyes. How funny.

		He was having such a wonderful time on Earth, so much to see, so many fun things to do. A fellow named Phil, whom he met at the ice-cream parlor, had even taken him outside the city to play golf.

		

		—

		They did not have large bodies of water on his planet, and one of the other things he really enjoyed was swimming. He had made friends with the lifeguard at the YMCA pool and was, at present, learning the backstroke. And afterward there was ice cream. But the time had come for him to get back home to his planet, and he hated to leave. He knew he would really miss Debbie and the friends he had made. And the cat. He would miss that silly cat. But he had a job to do, and the boss was waiting for his report.

		The following week, he said goodbye to Debbie, petted the cat, and had one more double scoop of vanilla ice cream. The next morning Mr. William Frawley checked out of the hotel and left no forwarding address.

		

		—

		He arrived back on Planet 8676 in less than a second, but for the first few hours, he still had a lingering sadness as he looked around at his gray planet. It seemed so…gray. He supposed in time he would get over missing Debbie, and her cat. Sadly there were no animals here, and he would love to have a cat. But knowing he would never see Debbie was the hardest part. He realized now he might have been a little bit in love with her and didn’t know it.

		But as ordered, he immediately reported back to the Intergalactic Codes and Replicas Department. He was greeted by the head engineer. “Welcome back. How was your trip? Any problems with the replica form?”

		“No, not really, it seemed to fit in perfectly. I don’t think anybody ever guessed I wasn’t real.”

		“Good. Okay, so let’s remove the form and get you over to the boss. I know he’s waiting.”

		After the special agent was removed from his replica form, he looked at it lying on the table and said, “So long, Bill,” as he watched it being deflated, folded up, and put in a drawer with all the others labeled “Human. Male. Earth.”

		When he entered the main office, his boss was scanning his screen and looked up. “Well, first of all, glad you’re back safe and sound. So tell me, why are the human beings looking at their hands?”

		“Oh, right, sir. It’s not their hands, it’s a flat, metal device they all have called a cellphone. They use it to communicate with each other.”

		“Oh, okay. Well, that explains it. Hmm.”

		“But boss, if you don’t mind, before I get to the rest of my report, I have to tell you something really interesting about Earth that I don’t think any of us knew. Once you get there, it’s not gray like it is on your screen.”

		“It isn’t?” The boss looked back at his screen and said, “That’s what it looks like from here.”

		“I know, but they have something down there. Color. Everything there is a different color.”

		“A different color?”

		“It’s hard to explain, but there are distinct wavelengths of bright, vivid color. And not just one shade, like blue or green. You should see the trees. They are all different shades of green. Pale green, dark green, lime green, sometimes all on one tree. And they have flowers. Pink and yellow and purple, red, you name it. It’s the most amazing thing. And by the way, my favorite color was yellow. My friend Debbie has a white fence that’s covered with little yellow roses. I wish you could have seen it. And they have this round fruit thing called an orange that is really the color called orange. And all the rivers and the lakes are all kinds of different colors of blue and green. Even the cat. The cat was gray, but it wasn’t a solid gray, it was all shades and stripes of dark gray and light gray.”

		The boss had no idea what he was talking about, and wondered if maybe this agent had been compromised or had his currents altered while he was on Earth.

		

		—

		The special agent was also wondering, What’s wrong with me?

		Maybe shooting through space so fast while he still had human emotions had kicked something off, because he couldn’t seem to stop talking.

		“And boss, all the birds there are so many colors. Redbirds, bluebirds. You can’t believe it. I saw a peacock at the zoo that had at least a hundred different colors. On just one bird! And you should see this little ladybug. It’s bright red with black polka dots. And also, humans have something called smell.”

		“Not familiar.”

		“They smell things as they inhale, through their noses. Things there have a fragrance. The flowers, the grass, all have a fresh smell. And they also have food that they put in their mouths at least three times a day for fuel. Delicious, by the way. But I mentioned cats…I really wish we had cats here,” he said wistfully.

		“What’s a cat?”

		“I couldn’t begin to tell you. Cats are a real piece of work. I kept my friend Debbie’s cat for two weeks, and when he wasn’t ripping furniture, he was a lot of fun to pet. And when they’re happy they purr. He would sleep right by my head.” He sighed. “I know we are so much smarter than humans and have a more advanced civilization, but it’s amazing what humans can do. For instance, they can take a blank piece of canvas, look at something, and paint a picture of it. And they can sing and dance and invent songs. Right out of their heads. I don’t know how they do it. A lot of them are serious, but a lot are silly, too; they are always doing things to make other people laugh, sometimes they even laugh at themselves.”

		“Really?”

		“Yes, and they have a lot of things down there that are really a lot of fun. Hamburgers, hot dogs, ice cream, swimming. Oh, and golf. It’s a game played on soft, green grass. And let me tell you, it looks easy, but it’s not. And get this. At night you look up and you can see the Earth’s one big moon. Oh, and the trees. Some trees make these little wooden things called pinecones, and they’re perfectly shaped. I wish I could have brought one back.”

		The boss looked at his watch.

		“Oh, sorry I’m so talkative, boss. I guess I’m still a little wound up from the trip.”

		“Well, it sounds like you got a lot of good information. Did you happen to find out what all the launches are about?”

		“Oh that, yes. They are doing a lot of new experimentation with what to them is more advanced space travel.”

		“Space travel, huh?”

		“Yes, and the human relocations are a result of their desire to move to a place where they all agree with one another. All you read or hear about on their news shows is who hates who, and how unhappy everyone is.”

		The boss said, “I don’t understand. If everything on Earth is as beautiful and wonderful as you say, then why are the humans not enjoying it more? What is the reason that they’re all so unhappy?”

		“That’s the strange thing, boss. Some of them are very happy and having a great time down there.”

		“Hmmmm. Yes, that is odd.” The boss thought a moment and said, “Listen, I need a little time to scan a few more items pertaining to human behavior that I may have missed. So why don’t you go and get a little rest and we’ll continue with the briefing later on this afternoon. Okay?”

		“Yes sir.”

		“But I must say, from what you’ve told me so far, these human being creatures are a lot more complicated than I thought.”

		To be continued…

	
		
			
			 
		

		Beware of Weathermen
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		Milwaukee, Wisconsin

		2016

		Sally Gordon had always been ambitious. When other fifteen-year-old girls had posters of teen heartthrobs on their bedroom walls, she had pictures of Diane Sawyer and Barbara Walters. Sally’s dream was to one day become a famous news reporter.

		Now forty-eight years old, Sally woke up in a nondescript hotel room in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, at four a.m. She had to be at the TV station by 5 a.m. for hair and makeup, ready to go on-air, anchoring the 6 a.m. news, followed by the noon news, and finish up with the 6 p.m. nightly report.

		She had just started her new job three days ago, and this morning she wondered how many more times in her life she could start over. She didn’t know if she had another start-over left. It was getting harder and harder.

		This time she was starting over back in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, the exact town where she had begun her television career twenty-eight years ago. Granted, at a different station and on a bigger salary, but the same town. At this point she was so tired of starting a new job, having to be pleasant, and getting to know new people. But she got up to face another long day anyway.

		

		—

		Later, after the morning news show, as Sally was headed out the door to go look for an apartment, Mary, who worked the station’s switchboard, handed her a message and said, “Miss Gordon, this lady, Roberta, just called, and said she needed to get in touch with you as soon as possible, regarding someone you used to work with, a John Patrick Finnley?”

		Sally winced. Oh damn, that was a name she’d hoped to never have to hear again in this lifetime.

		“Did she say what it was about?”

		“No, she just left her number and to call her.”

		Sally sighed. That was the problem with being on television. People always knew where and how to find you. She went back to her office, sat down, and thought about what she should do. It was not just a name from her past. It was a reminder of one of the worst times in her life, including being in the trenches, covering wars and natural disasters all over the world. And now, just as she was getting settled, John had to show up again. What was he doing here?

		She had been told he had left Milwaukee years ago and moved to New Mexico or Arizona. Other than that, she had no idea what he had been doing or where he had been for the past twenty-eight years. And more important, she didn’t want to know. But now she was stuck. She couldn’t pretend she didn’t get the message, and she didn’t want to be rude to the daughter. And so after going back and forth about what to do, she finally figured she might as well bite the bullet and get it over with. She dialed the number. She just hoped to God he wouldn’t try to get together again. Then she would really have to be rude.

		After a few rings, a woman answered. “Hello.”

		“Hi, is this Roberta?”

		“Yes, this is Roberta.”

		“This is Sally Gordon.”

		“Oh, yes! Oh, thank you, I’m so glad you called. You don’t know me but I feel like I know you. Daddy talked about you all the time and about how much fun you guys used to have when you worked together at the station.”

		“Oh really?”

		“Yes, and I just couldn’t believe when I saw you on the news this morning.”

		They were even. Sally couldn’t believe John had a daughter…considering. “Yes, I just started a few days ago.”

		“I know, we used to follow your career everywhere, and here you are back again. How great is that?”

		“Yes, here I am. And…so, ah…how is John?”

		“Daddy?”

		“Yes, how’s he’s doing?”

		“Oh…Daddy’s dead.”

		“What?”

		“Daddy died over two months ago.”

		Sally was stunned. This news was totally unexpected, to say the least. “Oh, I’m so sorry…I hadn’t heard.”

		“Yes, he passed away back in March…Anyhow, the reason I was calling was to let you know his memorial service is this coming Tuesday. We put it off because of the holidays, and it’s a graveside service so we wanted to wait until it warmed up a little bit.”

		Sally was still in a state of shock but managed to say, “I see.”

		“So I hope you can come. I know you must be busy, but it would mean so much to us if you could. It’s going to be at Sunrise Gardens, section six at eleven thirty a.m. We could have someone pick you up if you like.”

		“No, no, that won’t be necessary.”

		“Well, it shouldn’t be too hard to find us. As you come in the front gate, turn right at the fountain. You can’t miss it.”

		“Okay, um…I’ll try my best.”

		“Oh, do. Like I said, it will mean so much to me and Mother. And maybe now that you are back in town, we can all get to be friends. I know that would have made Daddy so happy.”

		“Okay then, well, thank you for the call.”

		After she hung up, Sally could’ve kicked herself for calling. Now she was in a real quandary. Oh God, just what she didn’t want. To be friends with John’s wife. Or his second, third, or fourth, for all she knew. Or go down that memory lane and talk about John…to anyone. She did not want to remember how he had absolutely broken her heart. But no matter how much pain he had caused her, she could never be happy that anyone was dead. On the other hand, at least he would not be trying to get together.

		She had only been twenty-one when they met. She had just graduated from Northwestern University, where she’d majored in theatre and communications, when the father of her best friend saw her do the part of Ado Annie in the musical Oklahoma and offered her a summer job at his television station in Milwaukee as a co-hostess of their local morning show.

		At the time, John had been the big local sports-and-weatherman, and the most popular on-air personality. Everybody loved John. On Easter he would do his weather report wearing a bunny costume, and at Christmas he would show up in his elf outfit. He was also Jo-Jo the Clown on the four-o’clock children’s show and appeared as Jo-Jo at birthday parties and conventions all over town. No question about it, he had that devilish charm and twinkle in his eye, and it didn’t hurt that he had brown, curly hair and was as cute and as funny as could be.

		And from the minute Sally came to work at the station, he wasted no time in sweeping her off her feet. At first she was flattered; she was new in town and the most popular guy in town was chasing her. And he did make her laugh at some of his antics. Although she swore to herself that she would never get serious about a guy, and always put her career first, before she knew it she was madly in love. Who wouldn’t be? And John was her first real love. But as much as she wanted to, as Doris Day sang, “Shout it from the highest hills,” she couldn’t tell anyone. The station had a rule against on-air personalities dating, so they had to keep their romance a secret. It was so hard.

		Everyone in town knew John. He couldn’t go anywhere without people calling out to him, and soon everyone began to recognize her as the morning-show girl. But she was in love, so everything about it was exciting. Even the sneaking around and meeting in secret places. John had once dressed up as an old lady, and they had gone to dinner, right out in public. What a character!

		

		—

		It wasn’t until later that she discovered that John had a history of sweeping a lot of girls off their feet, many of whom were married women. One woman had even been the wife of their station boss. And she only found this out because one night the woman had burst into her apartment, screaming terrible things, and had thrown a pair of shoes at John, barely missing his head. After the woman stormed out, John tried to deny they were his shoes, but they were clearly Jo-Jo the Clown’s shoes. To make matters worse, he got mad at Sally for not locking her door.

		Things had not gone well after that; the irate wife had sent Sally information in the mail about John’s past. It seems he had been fired from two other stations for getting two different weathergirls pregnant.

		When Sally had confronted him about it, he said the girls had been lying. And even if it was true, it wasn’t his fault. He had warned them he didn’t want kids. He said he couldn’t help it if women were always coming after him, and he’d only got involved because he hadn’t wanted to hurt their feelings. As he talked, Sally realized something she was not wanting to face: he was lying to her. But it was too late. She was too hopelessly in love with him to even think about leaving him. It would be too painful. Her only hope now was that one day he would settle down and change. She was even willing to give up her dreams of a career just to have him.

		But finally, after a few more incidents, the straw that broke the camel’s back came when the new station manager got word that John had been seen going in and out of Sally’s apartment at all hours of the night. John had completely denied it. He said that it wasn’t him, that Sally was having an affair with some other man who just looked like him. Thanks to his lies, and the station manager’s fear of a local scandal, she was the one who wound up getting fired.

		So when she got an offer from the big television station
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