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Woody Beck’s earliest memory was looking up from his cot, at the foot of his mother’s low poster-bed, into the twinkling eyes of a little grey alien. Its dome-shaped head tilted like a curious cocker spaniel. 

The air smelled of boiled cabbage. The alien was holding something. 

Woody reached out. The creature placed a record album in his little hands—a copy of the 1963 Mercury Records release of Terrific Teresa Brewer!  

“Platters,” the alien told him in a high rattle. 

A few feet away Woody’s mother, Virginia, snorted in her sleep. The alien blinked his big eyes, shrugged his narrow shoulders, and dissolved into thin air. 

The next morning, Woody’s mother stood over him, the LP in her hands. She turned it over, a perplexed look on her face. Moments later, Virginia played her Pioneer stereo and waltzed around the living room with Woody standing on her toes.  

From then on, the four year old told people the spaceman was his “friend from Heaven.” 

“His guardian angel!” Virginia said, whenever he told the tale. 

Woody didn’t forget his friend from Heaven. One overcast afternoon during first grade, in school-issued navy trousers and a sports shirt, he chased a Four Square ball around the corner of the St. Thomas Aquinas Academy playground. He stopped short. 

His angel stood before him, holding the ball, flanked by two grey companions. 

Woody gasped. “Thank you for coming from Heaven to visit me.”  

The silver men were silent. 

“I’m naming you Mick,” Woody told his angel.  

“Sock it to me,” the alien responded, expressionless. 

“I’ll call you Paul VII, after the Pope,” Woody said, pointing at the other two. “And you’re Shirley, like Mom’s hairdresser.”

Shirley blinked.

From around the corner, three girl voices shouted Woody’s name. 

“May I have my ball, please?”  

Mick handed it to Woody. 

He ran knock-kneed back to the Four Square game.

Years passed. Woody was in his first year at Wyandotte High School before he saw his angel again. Thin and awkward, he minced through the halls in paisley scarves and patent leather shoes. No one was surprised when he auditioned for The Sound of Music, belting out ‘Dance: Ten; Looks: Three’ in a purple feather boa and blond wig.   

That evening, high on adrenaline, he arrived home to find his mother waiting. “Mr. Siemens from the drama department called,” she said.  

“I tried out for a big part,” Woody told her.

“Queer men ain’t happy people, sweetheart,” his mother told him, as she searched his face.

Later that night, curled under his dead granny’s chenille bedspread, Woody sobbed into his pillow. 

Yellow streetlight dappled across the mattress-less top berth of his bunk bed. There was the sudden tang of coleslaw in the air. Woody sat up.

Mick, Paul VII, and Shirley shimmered into form around him. Before he could speak, they floated him through the exterior wall of his bedroom to a crescent-shaped spacecraft in the backyard.  

Inside the ship, they strapped him to a metal table under intense lighting.   You’re not from heaven, he wanted to say. 

A tall being, platinum-haired in khaki coveralls, stared down at him. The Greys shouted orders to the being, but he ignored them. 

"They seriously made me redo my Integrity Protocols this morning,’” he told Woody. “It's a list, not a display at the fucking Louvre."

The scent of chlorine mixed with cauliflower floated past Woody’s nostrils. Clinking instruments echoed around the room as cold steel pressed against his skin. 

He woke the next morning to Virginia calling from the kitchen. When he got out of bed, he tripped and fell over. His pajamas were on backwards. 

Woody actually ended up cast as Captain von Trapp. The six foot tall football player, cast in the role, had his leg broken by a metallic object of unknown origin which crashed through the roof of his bedroom.

Woody played the male lead with relish. He also restaged the You are Sixteen Going on Seventeen number and personally coached the young women playing nuns how to move in long skirts. 

A year later, on the afternoon of his sixteenth birthday, Woody sat in the gravel lot behind a local drag club called Sloppy Joe’s. He had no idea how he got there. The door opened and a drag queen looked out. 

“Smells like cabbage rolls out here,” she said.    

She was mostly bald with bits of shaving cream around her ears. “Call me Ruby.” She helped him up and dusted him off. “Let’s getcha pop.” 

Later, Woody stood outside the Drag Queens’ dressing room, pink can of Tab in his hand, blinking back tears due to the bouquet of waxy greasepaint and underarm sweat. Ruby tried different wigs on him. She settled on a crimson one with pig-tails. Everyone said he looked just like Dyna Girl.   

Woody got a part-time job at the club. He learned fashion and how to move in high heels. He was performing within a year.  

By twenty-two, Woody was a veteran performer in the Kansas City drag scene. 

As Christmas approached, Virginia’s Catholic Women’s Social Group, at the insistence of their only divorced member Tamatha, took in a gender-bending holiday production called Christmas in Drag-Land. 

After the show, the group of women stood on the dim stage to congratulate the performers. As Virginia worked her way down the receiving line, she stopped short. The dazzling queen in a flame-red wig called Cinnamon-Roll Betty was her son. 

Woody’s smile evaporated. He let out a shriek and yanked his hand away. 

To his left, the diminutive Miss Tosher Salad spun on her heel. She scanned the situation. “Code Bigot, girls!” 

Before Viginia knew what was happening, she was surrounded by Miss Salad and a leggy diva in a scant elf costume.  

“Showtime’s over, dear,” the elf—Benedictine Cummabunch—said, 

leading her toward the stage door. 

Virginia twisted in their grasp. “My son!” But, the performers weren’t 

interested in explanations. 

It took her twenty minutes to find her way back to Tamatha’s Lincoln Town Car. It sat alone in the parking lot. Tamatha was nowhere to be found. Virginia pulled her wicker handbag to her face, leaned into the car, and dissolved into tears.

A few minutes later, Mick from the spaceship fluttered without sound into being behind her. About six inches shorter than Virginia, he struggled as he reached up to pat her back. 

“Swell frock,” Mick said, in his raspy voice. 

Virginia dropped her purse to her chest. “What?”  

“Fairy.” 

She looked back at him. “Did you say, Fairy?” 

Mick pointed toward the theater across the street. 

Virginia sighed through her nose. 

“Fruitcake.” Mick took her hand. 

She pulled it away. “I’m waiting for my girlfriend.”

“Come,” Mick told her. 

“I don’t even know you.”

Just then, the crescent-shaped spacecraft rose over the theater. It touched down in the parking lot about thirty feet away. Virginia couldn’t take her eyes off it. 

Mick led her away from the Town Car, purse in her right hand. Virginia did not look back. 

Late that night, when Woody returned home, Virginia rose smiling from her La-Z-Boy in the living room. She wore the same outfit from the theater, except her Playtex Cross Your Heart Long Line Bra was on the outside of her dress. 

Woody eyed his mother. “I’ll get my stuff and go.”

Virginia called after him. “You done good!” 

Woody hesitated. His mother sounded different. 

Virginia drifted down the hall. “I knew it was you—the stitchin’ gave ya away.” She tugged at the bottom of the bra. 

“You might be more comfortable, Mom, with that on the inside.” 

She touched Woody’s hair.  

He didn’t smile.

They stood, looking at each other. 

“You do all your own singin’.” 

Woody nodded his head. 

“You were the best one,” Virginia told him.  

Woody opened the door to his bedroom. 

“Please don’t go nowhere, baby,” Virginia said. 

Woody released a long sigh. “Well Mom, I don’t know what to tell you.”

“I met an angel tonight.” Virginia said. 

“I’m so sick of your religion, Mom.”

“He took me up to Heaven.”

Woody didn’t say anything. First the bra, now this? 

“We watched The Harvey Girls,” she continued. 

Woody smiled. 

“Judy Garland was goood.”

That night, Woody decided to stay with his mother. Over the next few months, they watched every MGM musical they could find at local video stores. Woody sang and danced along with them all, even getting in high kicks and jumps during Seven Brides for Seven Brothers. Virginia giggled when Woody twirled her.

Two months later, Mick materialized in Woody’s bedroom like falling sand collecting in an hourglass. Woody was laying on his bunk bed reading Night of the Saucers. He choked. 

Mick raised his right hand up to his right ear hole and nodded. 

Woody narrowed his eyes. Does that mean hello? He imitated the action. 

Mick froze. 

Woody gasped. Oh, shit. 

Mick turned his body around and looked back over his shoulder. He framed his face with his hands and rasped out the word, “Vogue.” 

Woody let out a guffaw. “Giiirl!” he said. “Strike a pose!”

Mick put one hand in the air, the other on the floor, and stuck his butt upward. Woody framed the top of his head with his entire right arm. 

“Slay!” Woody said. 

Mick straightened his body and ran his hands downward along his hips. Woody thrust his arms upward toward the ceiling and kicked one leg out. 

“Work it!” Woody said. 

He threw his arms out across the side of the bunk bed, went down on his haunches, and brought one knee up to his jaw. Mick slid across the floor on his shins, fitting perfect into Woody’s right side. He pulled a hand up to his brow as if searching into the distance. The two held the pose.  

Just at that moment, Paul VII and Shirley manifested in the room as vapor and light. 

The next thing Woody knew, he was back on the metal table.  

Seven feet tall, the platinum-headed being glared down like a politely disgusted Man-in-the-Moon. 

Woody strained against the straps holding him to the table.  

The tall being examined his fingernails in the light. His Roman nose, frosty eyes, and white hair added to the chilly effect of the sterile room.  

Woody tried to lift his head. 

Mick, at the front of the table, pointed toward a monolithic workstation rising out of the floor. 

The tall being glanced at it and sighed. “Oh boy, Nutrient Pod duty.” He crossed toward the station. At the foot of Woody’s table, he paused. 

The other aliens looked his way. 

Mick pointed again. 

The tall being raised his eyes. “Floobs were born to dig. Floobs will live to rise!” he said. 

Paul VII sighed out loud. 

Mick pointed again toward the workstation. 

The tall alien reached out quick and pinched Woody’s right big toe. 

Mick shook his head. 

The tall one retreated back a foot with his arms out. “Guess my head’s shaped like a potato,” he said.  

Paul VII moved toward the tall alien. 

“Little fucker!” the tall alien said to Woody. 

Woody wiggled his toe.

“It was in the logs, goddammit!” the alien told the Greys. 

Shirley followed Paul VII. 

Mick edged forward. 

The tall creature ran a big hand through his hair. “Most Floobs never get out of the Excavation. The never see the surface.”

Through his left peripheral vision, Woody could see Mick’s thin nape and tiny dark earhole as he inched down the table. 

The tall man crossed to the table’s edge. 

Woody squirmed.  

“I was chosen to travel to the surface,” the tall alien said. “I rose up in a big round Pom-Pom.” He came around the table. 

Woody grimaced. 

The alien whispered into Woody’s ear. “Oh, how they howled when they saw me.” His volume increased. “‘A Floooob!!!’ they cried. Ha!”

Woody shivered.  

The tall man let out an infant-like giggle. “I guess I’m Dr. Potato Head, then!” He released a belly laugh. 

Mick and the other Greys crossed closer to the doctor. 

The smile on Dr. Potato Head’s face faded. He studied the three Greys surrounding him. “What’s going on here?”   

Woody tried to raise his head. His restraints squeaked.  

Mick pointed out the workstation once again. 

“I see it,” the doctor said. His arms drooped at his sides as he crossed to the futuristic console. He wiped away a bit of dust on its corner. 

The rest of the evening was a chaotic series of events. Woody’s skin was scraped and his eyes were examined. Small electronic nodes were attached to his appendages, and strange devices were run over his body. 

Dr. Potato Head tested Woody’s knowledge of the cosmos. “Do you know what this is?” he asked while pointing at a pinprick of light in a three-dimensional hologram.

“Uuuhm,” Woody said. “That’s Venus.”

“Ha!” The doctor clapped his hands and grinned big. “That’s Venus, you idiot!” He stopped himself. “Wait. What?”  

“That’s Venus.” Woody remembered it from the Stars of the Middle Heavens chart in his fifth-grade classroom. 

The doctor stood silent for a second. 

Woody pinched his eyes shut.

Dr. Potato Head stepped back and pointed a finger at Woody. “I’m going to call you, Doctor Stupid Dumb Asshole!”

“You are?” Woody said. 

“Yes!” Dr. Potato Head said. “Doctor. Stupid. Dumb. Asshole!”

Woody opened his eyes. “But I’m not a doctor.”

The doctor turned to Paul VII and Shirley, across the room. Neither returned eye contact. “What was that?” 

“Uhm,” Woody said. “I’m not a doctor.”

Dr. Potato Head raised his arms. The hologram vanished. “You’re not?” “No.” 

The doctor lowered his arms. The spaceship’s ventilation system hummed in the background. He nodded slowly and glanced at the ceiling. “Well... shit.”
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Halloween night, 1988, on the wooded outskirts of Kansas City, Kansas, Sloppy Joe’s Public House presented its annual celebration: the Wicked Drag Ball! The performers included Velvet-Teenie, a battle-scarred queen known for her disco anthems; Just Juicy, a bearded North Carolina artist with a powerful tenor; and Sister Fuck, a teenage drag queen performing in a nun’s mini-habit and French-style cornette. 

Headlining was Cinnamon-Roll Betty (AKA 27 year old Woody Beck), semi-famous for her flame-red wig, rich contralto, and annual summer five-state tour. Every Halloween, she returned to Sloppy Joe’s to perform her season finale. 

Virginia Beck had gone from a devout Catholic to a fervent Cinnamon-Roll Betty fan. She toured with her son, sold tickets, and kept their Chevy Astro conversion van immaculate. Their crew also included Leo Reyes, a local mechanic. 

Betty purchased the touring van from Leo after seeing it listed in the Weekend Shopper. He invited her, two days later, to the Kansas City Gay Rodeo at the Wyandotte County Fairgrounds. Betty wore a silver cowboy hat and bright red boots.   

Now, upon their return from tour, Virginia winked at her son and Leo as she pulled the van into Sloppy Joe’s parking lot. Inside the establishment, she was greeted with shouts of “Biiitch, you been missed!” and “Girl, get over here and give me a hug!” She gave out souvenir condoms from the gay bars she visited on tour. “Be safe!” she said. “Love ya!” 

The roadside saloon transformed for the event—lavender Christmas lights draped the massive wagon wheel chandelier, rainbow cloths covered the tables, and above the bar, thirty mannequin legs were mounted in golden picture frames. Guests arrived in spectacular costumes from across the state-line, fancy Johnson County, and Topeka. College kids came from the university. Lanky Toth Abraham, in a sweat-stained wife-beater, grinned big as he poured drinks. 

The show performed to an ecstatic crowd. Velvet-Teenie stripped down to pink hot pants and lip-synced to Evelyn ‘Champagne’ King and Thelma Houston hits. Just Juicy presented a drag opera blending the music of Blur and Cher, climaxing as she was lifted by female bodybuilders under blue strobe lights. Sister Fuck struggled with one of her go-go boots and lost her cornette halfway through her cover of Total Eclipse of the Heart. She redeemed her performance with an athletic backflip, her mini-habit specially designed for the stunt. 

Near the end of the evening, as Betty belted out I’m Every Woman to a packed house, she recognized a tall man with white hair at the back of the crowd. He was flanked by three shorter people costumed as grey aliens, but they had different costumes on top of those. One wore a child’s nurse outfit. Another, a threadbare one-piece Batman suit. The last was dressed as Richard M. Nixon. He pulled off the mask every few minutes to fan himself with delicate fingers. 

After the show, Betty returned to the dressing room to find a flower wreath fit for the Kentucky Derby. The Little Nurse and Richard M. Nixon stood in front of it. Tiny Batman rifled through gowns. The tall man popped open a bottle of Martini and Rossi.   

“You’re very talented,” he told Betty, as they embraced. “I assumed you’d be awful.”

The Little Nurse and Richard M. Nixon gave Betty long hugs. “Thanks for coming such a long way,” she told them. 

Betty pulled Tiny Batman into a corner. “You were right!” she said. “It’s an anthem about empowerment and confidence!” 

“Real gone,” he rattled. 

Betty’s fellow drag artists joined the party. Toth Abraham cranked up the music. Batman donned one of Betty’s wigs. Velvet-Teenie asked if someone had eaten cabbage soup for lunch. 

Betty and Batman held hands. They were the last to leave as the sun rose the next morning. Betty waved as the ship lifted off from the gravel lot behind the bar. 

A few years later, Betty and Leo committed to one another in a small ceremony at Resurrection Church. Toth Abraham was the bridesmaid in a traditional wool tuxedo. Sister Fuck wore a veil and carried a Shih Tzu. Virginia waved a little American flag. The couple honeymooned at a motor lodge near an apple orchard outside of Nebraska City. 

Leo woke late on their wedding night in a different room from the standard double which they’d been given. There was the sound of air being expelled as a door opened in the darkness somewhere. Betty came to the bed in a mauve-colored plastic robe. 

“The bathroom has a pneumatic shower!” she said.  

“Is this the Holiday Inn Express?” Leo asked. 

Betty grinned. “Wanna see the view?”

“Of Nebraska?” 

Betty crossed into the darkness. The wall in front of the bed hissed opened, revealing a large window. The islands of Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica glowed many miles below. Leo leapt up. 

During their marriage, Betty and Leo got used to occasional little Greys in their home. If Betty disappeared during the night, Leo knew she’d be back by breakfast. 

One night, Betty and Leo returned from a weekend gig to find Mick sitting alone on their living room sofa, face in his hands. Betty put an arm around his shoulders. Leo sat across from him. 

Mick croaked out, “Clinger City.” 

Betty and Leo leaned in. After a half hour of deciphering Mick’s answers, they discerned that Dr. Potato Head’s probationary period had come to an end and they needed to return home. 

Mick hugged Betty while letting out a low grumble. 

The next thing Betty knew, she was back on the spaceship, strapped to the metal table. She lay motionless, squinting into the harsh lights. 

Familiar laughter echoed. 

Betty twisted her neck. 

Across the room, in a quilted orange housecoat, Virginia was embracing Mick and Shirley. The aliens cooed as they bunted their silver bodies against her.  

“Mom?” Betty called. 

Virginia looked across the room. “Woody?” 

“What in holy hell?” Betty said. 

Virginia crossed to the metal table.  

“What are you doing here?” Betty asked. 

“I come here all the time,” Virginia said. 

Mick touched the metal table. It tilted upward until Betty was in a standing position. The straps on her arms and legs disappeared. 

“I’ve been comin’ here since I was a kid,” Betty said. 

Virginia turned to Mick. “You shoulda asked me first!” 

Mick lowered his head. 

The automatic door across the room opened. Paul VII rushed in. 

There was a crash. Smoke hung along the ceiling of the outside hallway. A voice wailed. "The people's got the juice now!" 

Paul VII hid behind Virginia. “It’s okay, baby,” she told him. 

Dr. Potato Head crawled on all fours into the doorway. His platinum locks were limp and dirty. The sleeve of his khaki uniform was torn. 

“Oh, Rutherford,” Virginia said. “You don’t look so hot.” 

The doctor tilted his head. “Free the Floobs!” he
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