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  Dedicated with love and gratitude to my sister


  Bonnie MacEntee, and it’s about time.


  

  “A Trip to Mars is a dignified, impressive, consistent propaganda spectacle, preaching peace and a better world on earth… There are no monsters or ogres, merely pure, simple-minded people who live cleanly and evidently in a mild climate that permits the wearing of filmy, flowing robes.”


  —movie review in Variety


  July 18, 1919
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  War of the Worlds


  (Prologue)


  

              Look, I’m just a studio publicist. I don’t know anything about being a diplomat except when to offer an exclusive behind-the-scenes cover story to Vanity Fair and when to offer it to Entertainment Weekly. It was never my intention to do anything that would set off an intergalactic war.


              Yes, I know that’s the wrong word. It’s more like “interstellar” or “intersystem” but, damn it, I’m a flack, not an astronomer. All I was supposed to do was handle the film’s gala premiere and our star. Our big opening night was supposed to be the end of the whole project, not the beginning.


              And, really, what is the big deal? Do you know? It’s a positive film. We like them. It’s all about friendship and reconciliation between our two races, and how everyone in the universe is one big happy family. Geez, it was so non-controversial, even the Tea Party protestors should have liked it. Did you see it?


              Now why should I have ever suspected that anything was going to go wrong? Abe never gave us a clue that there was a problem. That was another one of my jobs, you know, keeping him happy. I was pretty good at it, too, because I really like the guy. I made sure all his needs were taken care of, whether it was entertainment, or food, or privacy. He used to spend hours watching old sci-fi movies, and I made sure he had whatever he wanted.


              What? The movies? No, I’m sure it wasn’t that. I made it clear to him that it was all just Hollywood fantasy. Hell, some of those movies were older than me. Abe didn’t care. He seemed to enjoy them.


              Like I said, we became pals. I even invited him into my home to meet my wife and kids. He really hit it off with my older daughter. Do you know how hard it is to convince a five-year-old that she can’t tell everyone on the block that her new best friend is from another planet? Really.


              I think my actions have been beyond reproach, on behalf of the studio, the industry, the US, and the whole damned planet. I was a regular “goodwill ambassador.” I was even thinking of putting in for a raise, before all this happened. You ought to be giving me a medal instead of keeping me locked up here.


              I really don’t know why I have to tell this story again. I’ve already told it several times since you picked me up this morning, and it’s not going to change. After all, those are the facts. I can’t make up new facts, can I?


              Well, you’re right: I suppose I can if one of our stars gets picked up drunk with a hooker, but this wasn’t like that. First of all, Abe is just a sweetheart, not like that at all. Actors usually don’t get swelled heads until after the opening weekend of a hit movie, and we haven’t made it past the first preview.


              Second, he mostly stayed on the lot. That was part of the deal. He really wanted to do the movie, and we didn’t want anyone to get wind of it until the premiere. It’s a competitive thing. Remember when there were those competing Truman Capote movies? That’s what we were trying to avoid. We wanted to be the first one out of the gate.


              So until the night of the premiere—until after the premiere—we had no idea that there was going to be a problem. We were expecting acclaim, riches, and a lot of free publicity, plus I was hoping for a few weeks of vacation. You know, this is hard work. It may not look like it, but I probably work as hard as you do. Of course, I don’t go to work armed.


              Sorry, nothing personal. See what I mean about how I’m not cut out to be a diplomat?


              So, look, all I’m saying is that I have no idea what went wrong. We operated under the best intentions, with malice toward none and liberty and justice for all. It’s just a movie, for crying out loud.


              All I know is that I’m not going to take the rap.


  

  

  The Day the Earth Stood Still


  

              “Hey, is someone going to let me get a hit off that baby?”


              What is it with otherwise normal adults? Put them in a room with a new baby, and nearly everyone wants to take turns holding it… or, in this case, her. Larissa and I had just had our second child, another girl, and the family had been coming and going all afternoon to meet God’s newest creation, baby Elizabeth.


              The person confusing the baby with a bong was my cousin Norm who, childless himself, could be very personable with people of all ages, but who might quickly lose interest if you didn’t share any of his exceedingly narrow range of interests. Most of the time he was happiest when he was with his colleagues at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory. Five minutes trying to engage Norm in conversation would lead the average person to ask why people always assume that rocket scientists are smarter than the rest of us. Like anyone else who’s good at his job, Norm does very well in his own field. It’s the outside world where he’s sometimes at a loss. While Norm was explaining to my mother-in-law that he didn’t actually want to hit my newborn daughter, my attention was elsewhere.


              I was off to one side of the living room, by the TV. I suppose you’ll be wanting all sorts of descriptive, flowery prose, like what material the couch was upholstered with, and the pattern on the wallpaper, and what the weather was like, but I save that stuff for the press releases. At home, I just want to get right to the point. You want to know what the living room looked like? It was a California tract home. You looked out the window and you saw palm trees. There was a big couch along one wall, where Norm had now decided that holding a wet baby on his knee was not as exciting as having a dry one. On either side of the couch there were some matching chairs. We had brought in the dining room chairs for extra seating. With my eyes closed, I couldn’t even tell you what color the couch was. I’d guess brown, but I’m sure Larissa would insist it was tan or taupe or beige or “earth tone.” You want to know what the room looked like? Pick up Architectural Digest. The guy in the corner watching the TV is me. That’s what I was focusing on at the moment.


              Well, half-focusing. I was watching CNN with one eye and my older daughter Susan with the other. Though it was a lazy Saturday afternoon, CNN was going to be running a feature story that I had helped coordinate about The Ducklings’ Space Adventure. This was the latest of the “Duckling” series of family films from Graham Studios, where I was the senior vice president in charge of publicity and promotion.


              “C’mon, Susie, don’t you want to see the story about the new ‘Ducklings’ movie?”


              My daughter looked at me as if I had suggested she put down her ice cream and take another helping of broccoli. “Not them again,” she complained. “Didn’t I see this one already?”


              “No, that was The Ducklings’ Undersea Adventure. That was last year.”


              “But it’s just the same story on a rocket ship, isn’t it, Daddy?”


              Great. She’s almost five years old, and she’s not only a film critic, but she’s a cynic to boot. I suppose it can’t be helped. I took her to the set once to meet the Duckling family, and when she learned that they were all animatronic puppets run by a bunch of techies through a series of cables, she decided that such make believe was for “little kids.” She told me she’d rather see “real” ducks—like Daffy and Donald. So much for the age of innocence.


              “Jake? Do you have the set on?” This was Larissa. She enjoyed my tangential relationship to the movies, but she liked to keep it separate from our home life. After all, today we were supposed to be making way for Elizabeth, not the Ducklings.


              “It’s just the one story, dear, then I promise I’ll turn it off.”


              “It’s one of those baby movies about the ducks,” sneered Susan. “Maybe Elizabeth wants to see it.”


              “Now that will be enough of that,” I insisted.


              I had had the set down low. I was planning on recording the story and checking it over later. If everyone would just let me do my job, I could be done in five minutes and out on the patio setting up the barbecue. I turned to Larissa and put my hands up in what I hoped was a supplicating fashion.


              “They do their entertainment stories at the bottom of the hour,” I said. “It’s almost over.”


              On screen, the blonde anchor with the big hair—as opposed to the brunette with the big hair—was announcing their Hollywood segment.


              “Everyone’s favorite bird family is off on a flight of a different kind this summer. Nat Williams has this report…”


              Papa Duckling, complete with handlebar mustache and glasses, was at the controls of the family spaceship when the screen suddenly went blank.


              “We interrupt our regularly scheduled programming for this live news event,” intoned the announcer.


              Now this was odd. It was Saturday afternoon. CNN routinely breaks in with live coverage of presidential press conferences or the like because, after all, that’s what a news channel is supposed to do. But it was the weekend. News wasn’t supposed to happen on the weekend. I switched over to MSNBC to see if this was real news, or just someone in the control room trying to jazz up the newscast on a slow day.


              “…and as you can see behind me, we have a confirmed report. Some sort of alien spacecraft has landed here on the golf course outside the old Concord Hotel in Monticello, New York, here in the Catskill Mountains.”


              “What?” Norm nearly tripped over Susan as he ran over to the set to turn up the sound. On screen was what looked like a large metal box on four legs, with a kind of round ball on top.


              “What’s wrong with the camera, Daddy?”


              We had all noticed the same thing. There was something about the geometry of the ball that wasn’t quite right. It seemed to keep shifting or turning or something. The image just wouldn’t come into focus. The anchor back in the studio seemed to be having the same problem, because he asked the reporter why the camera was malfunctioning.


              “The camera’s working just fine. It appears to be the ship itself. I’m not sure if it’s moving or what, but spectators who have been looking at it report getting headaches from trying to figure out what shape it is. I’m getting a little woozy myself.”


              All thoughts of the barbecue or “Duckling” movies evaporated in an instant. Suddenly, we were all crowded around the set, trying to understand what was happening. Only Elizabeth remained oblivious, deciding that now would be an excellent time to eat. At this tender age, babies are primarily concerned with taking it in or moving it out. Larissa smoothly opened her blouse to give the baby access to her midday snack. Usually, when breast-feeding in public, she draped a towel or something over her shoulder, in an attempt at discretion. Such was our interest in what was going on onscreen that, two hours later, she was holding the now sleeping baby with the buttons still undone.


              “The ship appeared at 2:15 this afternoon, Eastern Daylight Time,” said the reporter, which would have made it late morning our time. “It was first reported by Mr. Robert Aguilar, the chief of the fire department in Peekskill, New York, who was out on the golf course when it landed.”


              The scene cut to a pre-recorded interview with the obviously shocked fire chief, who was looking decidedly unofficial in his leisure clothes. “We were out on the back nine, and I had just let fly with a beautiful shot to the green, when one of the other guys suddenly ducked. My ball had come flying back. Since we were on the fairway, I looked to see what it had hit, and that’s when we saw it.”


              “Did anyone come out, or attempt to communicate with you?”


              “Buddy, I’ve got two medals for bravery for rescuing injured people in the middle of raging fires, but I’m not ashamed to tell you: I didn’t stick around to find out.”


              As they cut back to the live shot of the spacecraft—“flying saucer” just didn’t seem appropriate—I turned to Norm to ask him what he made of it. But he was already on his cell phone, trying to get through to the Jet Propulsion Laboratory.


              “Are we being invaded?” asked Susan, sounding a lot more like a small child than the cynical critic of the Ducklings she had been just a few minutes ago.


              “Well, it certainly looks like we’re being visited,” said Norm, slipping his phone back into his pocket, “but you’ve got to do more than just park your vehicle in an inconvenient spot for it to constitute an invasion.”


              “So what is it, Norm?” I asked.


              “Don’t know. And they don’t know at JPL, either, but they want me to come in. I’ll just have to take a rain check on those burgers.” He kissed Larissa and the baby good-bye and was out the door, off to do rocket scientist stuff. The rest of us sat mesmerized in front of the set for the rest of the day. Details were sparse, but nobody could think of anything better to do.


  #


              It was the following morning when the hatch or door or whatever it was finally opened. The top had finally come to rest. Rather than seeming round, it now looked as square as the bottom part. As a portion of the wall slid up, creating what the reporters were telling us must be a doorway, I thanked my lucky stars that our movie wasn’t opening until next weekend. I knew that at this point that nobody was going anywhere for any reason any place on the planet. If you were breathing, you were in front of your TV.


              If this was what everybody assumed it was, what we were witnessing was going to be a historic turning point for humanity. It wouldn’t do in years to come, when Elizabeth asked, “Where were you when we found out we weren’t alone in the universe, Daddy?” if I had to tell her I was out getting the car washed, or had run to the supermarket to pick up some baby wipes.


              The one exception to this lack of activity, naturally, was in the Catskills Mountains. After decades where the hotels had been shutting down, converting to condos, or selling off to Chasidic Jewish groups, suddenly the Catskills were alive with excitement. Suddenly, there wasn’t a room to be had in all of Sullivan County. Such was the demand that in nearby South Fallsburgh, a canny developer had paid top dollar to acquire the old Raleigh Hotel on the spot, and transform it back into a hotel. When there weren’t enough rooms ready, he started setting up cots in the lobby and in the old nightclub, all to be rented at resort hotel rates. Nobody was coming for the show or the amenities. There was only one show that counted: the big opening act on the golf course at the Concord.


              By now, the government had shown up and tried to cordon off the area around the ship, but with two dozen American camera crews already there, and more pouring in from around the country and around the world, it was a lost cause. This was bigger than national security. If we were going to meet some super race of aliens, it was going to be live on international television. I only hoped that they wouldn’t come out and announce that they had only stopped to ask for directions.


              On screen, we could see that the door had opened up, but still no one appeared. Clearly, our visitors were being as cautious as we were. Just as no humans had tried to approach the ship, none of whoever was inside seemed to be in any rush to come out. Instead, we heard a voice that sounded like it was coming from a loudspeaker. It sounded surprisingly human.


              “People of Earth, we bring you greetings. We come in peace. We have tested your atmosphere and found it safe. Our ambassador will now be exiting our ship. Please do not be alarmed. All your questions will be answered in due course. Again, we come in peace and friendship. This is a historic day for both our peoples.”


              My sense of awe was overwhelming. Whoever these guys were, however developed their spacefaring civilization turned out to be, clearly these were beings who recognized the importance of smooth advance publicity. I decided right then that I wanted to meet them. Maybe we could exchange a few professional tips.


              And then he appeared. It was amazing. He was clearly a he, human in size and shape, two eyes, a nose, a mouth, four limbs that looked just like arms and legs. His clothing consisted of a dark jacket and slacks, and a lighter colored shirt. The cut wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen before, especially the lapels on the pants, but the overall effect was decidedly human, or at least humanoid.


              So here he was, the first non-Earthling—to the best of anyone’s knowledge—to ever walk across a Catskills golf course, and it was up to Sue to ask the question that was on everybody’s mind.


              “Daddy? Why is he blue?”


  

  

  Altered States


  

              Even with everyone moving at top speed, it still took forty-eight hours to arrange the special session of the United Nations General Assembly. Many, if not most, of the world’s leaders chose to head their delegations, requiring additional seating not only for the enlarged delegations, but for the exponentially expanded press corps. After all, this wasn’t Khrushchev with his shoe, or Arafat packing a gun. This was an honest-to-goodness space alien who wanted to address “the people of Earth.” Part of the problem was finding the seats. They couldn’t just order a bunch of folding chairs as if this was a PTA meeting. Even the prime minister of Andorra expected a cushion.


              The betting was divided over what the message would be. Most thought it was going to be some friendly gesture, like curing cancer or making all our nuclear weapons disappear, while an increasingly paranoid minority insisted on vigilance against darker motives. Suddenly, everyone seemed to be referring to a decades-old episode of The Twilight Zone where benevolent visitors from another world arrive and announce their plans for turning Earth into Utopia are spelled out in a book called To Serve Man, which finally turns out to be a cookbook.


              This hysteria was exacerbated when a “bimmie”—the lower echelon and often marginally employed support staff of the Catskills hotels—was reported missing. It turns out that the guy, an assistant baker, had lifted a case of vanilla extract out of the hotel pantry and gone off on his own days of wine and roses. When he was discovered in the back of the hotel laundry room, he hadn’t even heard about the landing. In response to repeated questions shouted at the hungover worker about what the “aliens” had done to him, he fumbled open his wallet and pulled out his green card.


              It was in this atmosphere that Ambassador Zetz Gezunt of the planet Brogard appeared before the General Assembly. He was alone. He had announced that he wanted to establish friendly relations with Earth and the principles for scientific and cultural exchange before allowing other Brogardi to appear. Though as uninvited as he was unexpected, the Ambassador was trying hard not to wear out his welcome.


              The media coverage, as might be expected, blanketed the airwaves. Even MTV was pre-empted. After all, space aliens were guaranteed to be weirder than even the latest release from Lady Gaga in a meat dress. Who or what could possibly top this?


              One thing hadn’t changed, however. The politicians still had to put their two cents (or two centavos or two pesos or two rupees or two shekels) in before Ambassador Gezunt would be allowed to speak. So, for the next three and a half hours, he sat next to the Secretary-General as one world leader after another got up to welcome him. Each of the 192 members of the august body offered what each assumed was their own unique greeting but which quickly developed into a numbing sameness. The Ambassador’s reaction to this explosion of hot air was totally unreadable. At least the television commentators assumed it was unreadable. He could have been laughing his ass off so far as we knew of Brogardi body language. Finally, the president of Zimbabwe wrapped up his greetings in English, chiShona and Sindebele, inviting the Ambassador to visit his country’s scenic chromium mines, sheep ranches, and tea plantations. One might assume that Earth had decided on a strategy should the Brogardi turn out to be hostile: we were going to bore them to death.


              Now, as the last of the member’s speeches faded away, the world held its collective breath as the Secretary-General rose. Instead of begging the Ambassador for forgiveness, he redundantly proceeded to give his greetings, this time on behalf of the entire world. One would have thought that the 192 speeches already given had conveyed that message, but the Secretary-General wanted to make sure that no nuance—and no stomach—was left unturned. These remarks then segued into his introduction of the Ambassador, as if the Brogardi was the featured after-dinner speaker, and it was the Secretary-General’s job to warm up the crowd. At this point, I think most of the viewing audience was ready to surrender to the alien invaders provided we never had to hear another political speech again.


              It was now late afternoon, and Ambassador Gezunt finally arose to speak. As he had on the golf course only two days ago, what was striking about him was, first, that he looked very similar to us and, second, that he was blue. Once you got beyond that, other little differences stood out. The most obvious one was that he was hairless or, at least, bald. We didn’t have any other Brogardi for comparison purposes yet. But while it turned out there was some color variation, the hairlessness was indeed a species trait. It appeared that Earth’s barbers would not be benefitting from whatever trade was established between the two worlds. He also had two flapping pieces of tissue on either side of his throat that turned out to be some sort of vestigial gill. The Brogardi, we would discover, could easily stay under water for several minutes at a time, but couldn’t actually survive down there.


              He strode to the podium, looking decidedly human, and set down what looked like his notes. Before beginning, he took the glass of water there and had a sip. News anchors in dozens of languages speculated whether it actually was water, what his consumption of it might mean, and whether the Brogardi were here to replenish their own supply of the liquid by stealing ours. When he let out what sounded like a satisfied sigh, a consensus was reached: he had been thirsty.


              Now refreshed, he was ready to begin. “Greetings, ladies and gentlemen of Earth,” the Ambassador proclaimed. “This is the start of an exciting new chapter of history for both our peoples. While our differences are striking, so are our similarities. One major difference is that our planet, though made up of various populations, is under a single government. A major advantage of that is that when the first Earth delegation arrives on Brogard, you will only have to hear one welcoming speech.”


              This was greeted with wildly enthusiastic applause, each delegation assuming that their presentation was the only one that had been really necessary. When the ovation died down, he repeated his message in flawless French, Russian, Arabic, Spanish, and Chinese. The assembled delegates and leaders responded with renewed applause, as well as some intense murmuring. How had he done that? How had he known that?


              “Since I am instructed that you have translation devices at your seats, I shall continue my remarks in English, but rest assured that we have people who are fluent in all Earth languages.”


              More murmuring. The Ambassador apparently had planned to move onto something else, but even a novice at human relations couldn’t help but notice the very unsatisfied atmosphere in the General Assembly Hall. There was a pregnant pause, as he seemed to be making up his mind as to whether to stick to the prepared remarks or address his audience’s concern over his linguistic fluency. Suddenly the choice was made, and he resumed.


              “You’re probably wondering just how we learned your languages. We first became aware of your existence when your broadcast signals started reaching Brogard, about thirty of your years ago.”


              This was no surprise. It was well known that our radio and TV signals had been zipping through space for years, providing an unusual calling card for our species. Indeed, the press had had a field day digging up old science fiction stories and movies in which alien cultures arrived looking for Ralph Kramden or Jed Clampett, assuming they were major figures in Earth’s ruling class.


              “Our scientists quickly pinpointed your planet as the source of these signals, but they also realized that the information they contained were greatly out of date, as they had been traveling at just under the speed of light. It wouldn’t do to build our assumptions on this information, and then discover that you no longer followed such things yourself.”


              Now he had everyone’s attention. If the Brogardi hadn’t used old radio and television signals, then what was their source of information?


              “Utilizing our new dimensional drive, we put probes in orbit around your planet to collect and bring back your latest broadcasts. One of the mysteries we’ve been trying to figure out is whether you’ve been developing more languages over the years, or simply that additional groups have gained technical facility.”


              That was actually a rather astute observation, given the information the Brogardi had to work with, but before he could continue, there was an outburst from the audience. “Now hold on, Mr. Ambassador,” erupted the American president, who was not pleased. “Are you saying you have some sort of…” She leaned over to one of her aides, who whispered in her ear. “…some sort of cloaking device, so that we couldn’t detect your satellites?”


              Well, this was it. Were the Brogardi a race so scientifically advanced that humanity was like an idiot child in comparison, who could only hope to be treated kindly? Or would this confrontation rip the friendly mask away, and reveal them to be carnivores with an appetite for human flesh from The Twilight Zone?


              “Cloaking device?” asked the Ambassador. “You mean like on Star Trek?”


              This got a huge laugh from all of the press and most of the delegates, since the long-running sci-fi phenomenon had permeated most of the Earth nations and, apparently, the Ambassador’s home planet as well. Delegates from North Korea and Yemen could be seen scurrying around the hall, looking for someone to explain the joke to them so they could inform their leaders. It defused the tension, but the question was still hanging.


              The American president, chagrined, held her ground. “Well, Mr. Ambassador? We’ve detected none of your space probes in Earth orbit.”


              Now it was Ambassador Gezunt’s turn to react. He made a series of gasping noises that sounded a little like he was having an asthmatic attack. The Secretary-General rose to offer assistance, but was at a loss for what to do. The Ambassador waved him away.


              “I’m sorry. This is just so funny. Please forgive me for enjoying our little joke.”


              Joke? The wheezing was the Brogardi version of laughter. He was laughing at us. Now it was really getting creepy. Were all our astronomers going to turn out to be Brogardi spies?


              “We realized we couldn’t put anything in Earth orbit without your noticing, but we also discovered that you had a lot of debris there that you seemed content to let float around until it was finally destroyed in your atmosphere. What we did was replace these abandoned items with our probes, setting them on the same courses. This allowed us to monitor your broadcasts without anyone being the wiser.”


              Ambassador Gezunt stood at the podium, looking for all the world like a schoolboy expecting praise for his extremely clever solution to the math problem on the board. He clearly did not anticipate the reaction he did get, which was pandemonium. Delegates rose from their seats shouting, while the American president and the Russian premier huddled in discussion as to how quickly they could get their own forces into space. What the Ambassador had thought was a delightful trick was being taken as tantamount to an act of war.


              “Please, ladies and gentlemen, you misunderstand. We knew that the first contact between our peoples had to be carefully prepared for and planned. It was never our intent to hide any of this from you.”


              The Secretary-General rose, gently elbowed the Ambassador aside, and did what he should have done four hours earlier: he told everyone to shut up. “We will speed up this process of opening up a dialogue considerably if we let the Ambassador complete his remarks without further interruption.” All right, he’s a diplomat. Translated into plainer words, that came out as, “Yo, stifle!”


              Ambassador Gezunt returned to the microphone realizing that things were going badly for him. If he wanted to avoid war between his planet and ours, now was the time to act. “So there will be no doubt that we intended no harm, my colleagues are—at this moment—dispatching to each of your governments all the plans for the satellites, as well as our dimensional drive technology. We are also making available records describing the languages and customs of the peoples of Brogard. Our goal is for us to meet as equal partners, pooling our knowledge and resources for the betterment of both planets.”


              The various delegates, who had been blowing hot and cold all afternoon, rustled with interest. It sounded promising, but it hardly resolved things. It was obvious to everyone that he had the upper hand, and it was the Earth leaders who were at a disadvantage. The Brogardi were granting explanations and information, even the secret of supposedly impossible—under our science—faster-than-light travel. What could we possibly offer these superbeings in exchange for this bounty? Leave it to the Russians to get to the point.


              “Mr. Ambassador, we thank you for your openness and honesty,” said the Russian premier. “What can we possibly offer in return?”


              In a day of surprises and lightning quick reverses, no one was expecting what came next. One could sense the whole world growing silent as we were told what price we would have to pay for the boon we had been offered.


              “We have, indeed, learned a lot about Earth from our study of your ancient and modern broadcasts,” he began. “Your languages, your customs, your histories, your philosophies… all this and more you have given us. Through it all, there was one thing that stood out, one area where the people of Brogard hoped against hope that you had indeed unlocked a mystery that you might share with our people.”


              Around the globe and across the hall, every human being within earshot of this speech leaned forward to catch the next words.


              With noticeable hesitation, almost as if he feared what the answer would be, the Ambassador asked, “Is it true, is it really possible, that you have discovered the secret of anesthesia?”


              Chaos broke out anew in the hall. Only this time the resulting tumult was filled with joy and celebration. Humanity and the Brogardi were going to get along just fine.


  

  

  Starman


  

              Ambassador Gezunt’s tour de force at the United Nations had ensured that the Brogardi would be thought of as equals, not as some master race from the stars. They provided us with the secret of their dimensional drive, and after accounting for some differences in the Brogardi circulatory system—which explained why they were blue—we were able to modernize their medical practices from a level fixed somewhere, I’m told, around the area of our early 19th century.


              I make no pretense to understanding the workings of the dimensional drive. Norm tried to explain it to me one afternoon, and after about twenty minutes my brain started to hurt. It has something to do with moving between the atoms that make up everything in the universe, but if you want the details, go look it up in Scientific American. I’m a studio tubthumper, not an astrophysicist.


              What was amazing was just how quickly the Brogardi went from being the miracle of the millennium to being consigned to yesterday’s news. Oh, we still liked them all right, and all the papers and news shows carried reports about them and about the first Earth delegation sent to Brogard, but we humans really do have short attention spans. The Brogardi were no longer a novelty. And that’s good for me, because after the summer movie season from hell, Graham Studios had to make up for lost time. The Ducklings’ Space Adventure had gone right to video because with blue men from outer space walking down our city streets, who wanted to see science fiction?


              A few thousand Brogardi were now wandering around the Earth, sincerely trying to take the 192 invitations of hospitality they had been offered at the UN. A few of the national leaders were startled that their rhetoric had been taken at face value, but an interesting offshoot of the Ambassador’s speech was that Earth’s own conflicts had started to seem rather petty. Ronald Reagan had gotten it exactly wrong: it wasn’t an enemy from the stars that was ending war on Earth, it was a friendly neighbor. Some pretty intractable problems had vanished almost overnight. After all, how did it look for the family to fight in front of company?


              On this particular day in late November, I arrived in my office with nearly a dozen projects to deal with, several requiring immediate attention. Betty, as always, was fielding calls and messages in the outer office. A prim 70, Betty had been with the Graham Studios for years. In a business where 30 was considered old and 50 ancient, she had survived for a simple reason: she had made herself indispensable. Whenever anyone suggested retirement, she brushed it off with a “Don’t be silly.” Over the years, she had mastered electric typewriters and then computers, she could surf the Internet, she had programmed our office phone system, and she was able to locate any file I needed almost instantly. Her children were long grown, with families of their own, and her work in the movie business made her seem exotic to her grandkids. With company profit-sharing, she was self-sufficient, which made her a powerful figure in Hollywood: someone who didn’t act out of fear of losing her job. I could have forced her out, I suppose, but I never could have lived with myself if I did. Hell, I hoped that I’d be as indispensable when I was her age.


              “Good morning, Mr. Berman.”


              “Betty, how many times do I have to tell you: my father is Mr. Berman. You’re older than he is. Please, call me Jake.”


              “Don’t be silly, Mr. Berman,” she said with a smile. This was a conversation that had turned into ritual. If I had one goal before one or the other of us finally stepped down, it was to have her call me by my first name. “Now, you’ve got the home video department wanting to discuss the Duckling holiday campaign, Ms. Carlyle wants to meet with you about the TV bookings for promoting our December releases, and Mr. Peterson is calling from the set of Two on the Aisle.”


              I accepted the stack of pink slips she handed me. The day had now officially begun. “Get me Fred Peterson on the phone please, Betty,” I said as I headed into my office.


              I liked my office. Rather than decorate it with movie posters promoting our greatest hits, I had but one bit of memorabilia on the wall: a framed poster of Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein. A wonderfully funny and scary movie, with a negative reputation among people who never seen it, I put it up just to keep everyone guessing. Was it ironic, or did I really mean it?


              “Mr. Peterson on line 3,” came Betty’s voice through the intercom.


              “Thanks.” I picked up the phone to hear the frantic voice of our unit publicist on what we expected would be our comedy offering for next summer. Two on the Aisle was about two movie critics who co-host a TV show who can’t stand one another in real life. We hoped it would be a winner.


              “Fred? Jake. What’s up?”


              “It’s them. They’re really here.”


              “Calm down, Fred. Who’s here?”


              “The real ones. The two guys who do that cable show and podcast. They’re on the set, doing a feature on our movie.”


              “Yes, go on Fred. That sounds like good news. Remember? We want publicity for our movies.”


              “You don’t understand. They want to be in the movie.”


              That was a new one for me. Everyone wants to be in the movies, of course, but these two 800-pound gorillas could make life messy if we turned them down. “Fred, is Harry on the set? Put him on.”


              Fred went to get Harry Deutschman, producer of the movie, while I skimmed through the rest of the messages. “Jake? Harry. What do you think we should do with the critics?”


              “Don’t hand me a straight line like that this early in the morning, Harry. Now what is it, exactly, that they want?”


              “They watched some of the filming, and they’re rather tickled by it. When they met their onscreen counterparts, it was downright eerie. I wanted to start hanging crucifixes and cloves of garlic.”


              “So what do they want?”


              “A walk on. Dex thinks we can improvise a bit this afternoon when we’re shooting the press screening scene. I just wanted to make sure that was okay with you guys upstairs before we put two of the biggest movie critics in America in one of our movies.”


              I mulled it over. If Frank Dexter, the director, didn’t mind them shoving their way into his film, who was I to object? “Let them do it,” I said. “It’ll be good for business. It will ensure they either give us a rave or keep their mouths shut
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