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The mission correspondent.








We were in this strange room, all filled with things that weren’t quite right.  It was too empty, and too cluttered at the same time. 


Everything was white.  








I opened the door into a white hall, and immediately confronted  three featureless blobs –  like bad store mannequins all covered with plaster of Paris, as if their entire bodies were broken, and seamlessly enclosed by one big cast.  They felt so horrifying, and alien, I back into the room I emerged from. 








I’m not quite sure who she was.  She was with me, and we had gotten stuck here –  I do know the picture frames were empty, and the fabric had no patterns.  Somehow they knew we needed things, without understanding their details.  They were all creepy, and looked like a bad mummy movie, except they shouldn’t have been able to move.  








Measured moments passed.








They have only the rudest idea what form is… one  lets us know they read our minds.  A picture-dotted wall flickers to life, as they deja-vu us from here, into where we came from.  We are plants in some kind of herbarium, and we are doing badly.   They are quite lost what to do about us. 








At first, there were a lot of swirling colors.








Confederates!  We all thought they were part of the crew!!  Signaling some cloaked ship with mirrors, then removing that little module!  That bio-sentry dog that discovered them twiddling with the main control array, and that mace-stuff they sprayed at it!  When everything started to go wrong.  I remembered the alarms.  I remember remembering thinking – Do kids dream just like adults? 


Right before we spiraled into the blast.  








There are no more observations.  Security between the watcher, and the experience dissolves.  








I stagger to my feet, woozy with concussion, and grabbing a hot collapsed beam for support.  Every subtle detail screams catastrophe, as I shake my throbbing leg, and become aware of the major miracle there is still an atmosphere to breathe.  Alarms were shrieking in every corner of our dimly-lit wreckage, as right in front of me our crippled HAL computer  struggles a breaching hatch down, and somebody is hoarsely yelling at it to hurry up, as two or three forms pull themselves from a rubble of black, shorted-out consoles to my right; hologrammic ghosts near smoky distance.  One crewmember is already up a makeshift ladder holding a glowing zEon tube, heroically putting off what could very soon be our end.   I felt blood trickling the inside of my uniform.








I open my eyes in a bubbly mood, trying to carefully replay what happened, so I knew how I got in that room!  Something about Klingons, and a Mars scientific conference … or was it an expedition?  How the ship blew up as we tried to make it there, while all systems seemed to be failing!  Wow !  That was some kind of adventure.  And without realizing their direct connection, they were involved.  Those weird white things, which were actually pretty nice to us.  Jeeze!  We should tell them how they make things happen, without really trying to.  How they mode those people appear, to take the module out, so we’d arrive on their planet, and get put in their zoo.  Seemed-like they totally don’t understand!  








I fanaticize I’ll send them a message with the invention I’ve been planning. 





(But I don’t  know what that invention actually is yet.)








Some kind of radio receiver, and maybe even a transmitter!   I got all that copper wire, and those two electric fence poles I swiped from… but where will I put it?  How will I hide that TV wire that’s gonna go to my room?  All things to be considered.  It has to be hidden, or I’ll get busted.  Mom always goes ballistic whenever I string wires across things.  Like what’s the big deal?  I’ll never figure her out.  Now how to string it… and where am I going to put it?  I can pound my posts in down there…. she never goes in that overgrown walkway, between our houses… but if she knew!  I’d have to take the whole thing down.  ‘The neighbors don’t want to look at that mess through their dining room window!’  How does she know?  Maybe the neighbors like kids who invent things.  So anyway…








I glue the main power switch to the bottom of the bookshelf (where she wouldn’t see it) just to get started, and slip the flat plastic aerial out the unshutable crack on the right of my warped window sill.  That wire gets covered with piles of pine needles I scoop from the ground, and twisted over the rotten gutter end, then run quietly down the disconnected drainpipe.  I almost drop the heavy ladder through the entire window, trying to maneuver it into place.  Once I get the wire down, I’ll think about the net I’ll need, to catch the waves I’ll need, or eventually send.   








Big.  Real big.  Totally giant.  I need more wire.  Lots of it.








The hedge is strung with some amazing-amount of spliced wire, as I create a circuit, doubling the length of my net, by having two separate sectors of aerial in one switched loop.  Then, there’s my treasured spool of copper, I found at the abandoned dump.  It’s bare and shiny, shuttled back and forth between the blue steel fence posts, which I drove in at an angle, painstakingly, with heavy rocks, and eventually a sledgehammer I could barely lift, to drop with pretty-low accuracy.  I insulated their attachment loops, and eventually had to reinforce the contraption with guide wires, as the weight of copper strung the whole length of the house, sagged steel.  All this was done on the pretext of clipping the badly-overgrown laurel hedge, while I’m actually clipping access holes to get in to place more antenna wire.  Every day, I’m covered in scratches and dirt.  I tell them I’ve been picking blackberries again, and ate all of them.  I have to work quietly, when they aren’t paying attention.  Parents are like the white blob people – they try to do the right thing for you, but they’re pretty clueless, really.








It seemed like there was a blueprint I was suppose to be following.  I’d wake up, and realize I’d strung some part of the spider’s web wrong, and have to de-solder it.  Finally, I just taped the joints together, barring further fine-tunings the cool way.  It’s amazing I didn’t burn the neighborhood down.  If my parents had known … Jeeze.  Propane torch in a scorching forest of twigs.  After I lit the hedge on fire twice (just managed to stomp it out, tearing my sweatshirt on a branch) I snuck an electrical cord out the basement window, and continued with a soldering pencil.








Finally, it’s done.  With heart racing, I sat finger-poised on the ominous twin breakers of my monumental antenna, my gargantuan well-loved 1939 short wave hissing its hunger for signals.  I was waiting for ???    I honestly don’t know what I wanted – for it to blow up, or some intruder to start wailing a scary dead language.  It doesn’t even matter.  It was the hand-shaking moment, of what it’s all about.  I knew Something Big was about to transpire.








When I got my courage up and flipped the first of the two pilfered switches (from some old electrical console on the street) the top of my radio did not begin to glow.  And the nearest fighter airplane didn’t veer towards me, following some invading Russian spy plane.  There was no missile countdown.  All that happened, was the tone of the radio static changed slightly.  


I spun the short wave’s dial, to no avail.  








But I still have one switch left.








After giving up on stage one … flipping it back and forth back and forth back and forth … (definitely nothing) I realize I need to couple it with the other circuit, like I planned.  Okay!  (Chest thumping hands sweaty all over again)  Here I go!  Click.  The radio static stayed the same.  This was truly more than I could bear.  Surely there was a more dramatic outcome than this!  This killed all enthusiasm for hooking up the mind-boggling box of parts I’d been salvaging from televisions, and late-thirties illegal transmitters languishing in junk stores.  Stage two was the brunt of the invention.  I’d traded used tubes for heavy relics from battleships – in that crypt of a store run by a total weirdo.  It took me hours to drag those acquisitions home!  The broken TVs and radios from neighbors, took out their parts, and cart ‘em in to vacuum tube testers in hardware stores.  Then I’d sell what’s good.  Or trade for intricate hulking castaways of police radio-telephones, and dirty bandwidth dyna-motor ship-to-shore transmitters.  I’d dim the lights in the house trying to SOS some dumb marine operator, and my mom would yell upstairs : ‘What are you doing??!’  Anyway, there must be a bad connection somewhere.  I begin to unravel the mystery, pulling off secret covers of the double power switch, cuz I’d done almost too good a job hiding the thing, and its glue was so strong, removal would be seriously tough.  I had to unscrew both leads, just to get one off.   (That took a while.)  I meant to check each connection all the way down to the ground, 


when… 








I think I grabbed both leads in twin-circuit antenna – one with each hand.  I remember gulping my scream in surprise, then waking up on the floor.  I dreamed mom discovered her son’s secret contraption was dangerous, and was having it dismantled.  Before I even got my cool-looking black light transmitter tubes wired in!  No way.  I had to trade a lot of stuff to get them.  (I don’t know where they’ll go; but I’ll worry about that later.)  It’s gonna be cool, when I get this thing built. 


But that was weird.   What made that shock?


“What’s going on up there!?”  


“Noth-ing.”  


“What was that noise then?”  


I make something up quick. 


“The cat clawed me.”


	“Serves you right!  You boys leave that poor creature alone!”


Stroke of genius.  The cat looking at me, from its curled up ball on the bed.  All boys tortured cats, according to mom.  That’s cuz she doesn’t the think cats actually like it.  We just play; they never bite very hard.  Claws are just part of the game.  Anyway, I made something really neat, but it’s pretty dangerous, I guess.  I wrack my brain, to consider how an inert wire could be so full of zap.  Did I cross it with something live, without knowing?  I spend the next four hours climbing in hedges, and pondering ground.  








Finally…








I have to ask dad.  He’s engineer… he has to know.   I make him swear not to tell mom.  I think ‘I’ve invented a new kind of energy, and want to use it to power my bedroom.’  But I’m kind’a worried about blowing up my old trusty short wave, and all the other cool stuff  I’ve traded for.  


I tell him to be careful.  But he’s not.  


“YEEEOOOW!!”  


shaking his hand, like he’d dipped it in boiling oil


“WHOA.”  


I think he’s impressed.


“What have you got here!?”  


I warned you.   Don’t grab a lead with each hand, so it rushes through your chest.   He eyes the wires out the window with their lousy pine needle cover , and I’ll bet he suspects he’s been messed-with.  I assure him I’ve inched the length of that wire (that he’s already secretly inspected), and there isn’t a short anywhere that would do that.  I think he believes it.


	“That’s pretty strange.  We should see if it still works at night.”


A spooky thought.  Just the kind of thing that makes a Tom Sawyer kid long for bedtime.  The day drags on.  Aluminum-skinned airplanes twinkle over alien landscapes of fast-moving transports, coasting in hot from their frying pan planetary re-entry.  I thought I’d leave it to him, to touch those wires, when the time came.








Finally, we huddle around my dangling ariel, my dad pretty hesitant to play test scientist, I  think. “Okay.  Here we go.”  And I watch him wince… But he declares it’s less powerful … which means… ?  


“I don’t know.   Maybe you’re picking up what radio stations dish out.  I mean, all those volts they send through the antennas have to go somewhere?  Right?  They don’t just evaporate.  Imagine how much power’s floating around out there!  Even those planes … see that one?  They send out signals from powerful batteries, and generating turbines.  I don’t know what else it could be, to tell you the truth.   Your antenna picks up what their antennas give off.  There’s less of it at night, because there’s less being put out, so you’d have to have a bigger wire net, to catch the same amount.”  He’s satisfied himself with this explanation.  I was a little elated, and mostly let down.


“Dad?”


“Yes son?”


“What about all the stars out there?”


“You mean, you think you’re picking up stuff from space?”








I hardly slept that night.   





�



I wonder if I should tell him about the dream?  He’s so sure about the radio antennas on the hill, and how their power’s coming down to us, and how I’m picking their waves up, that … He told me that kind of power’s no good, for making things run!  ‘It’s like when your feet scuff the carpet, and then you touch a doorknob.  You get a shock, but it won’t make your light bulbs glow.’  Which is pretty true, I think.  My big invention is spoiled, by a shag carpet.  And then it rained really hard, and the gutter clogged with my pine needles.  In the morning, mom saw all the wires.  


I wasn’t sure what to do next.








Something must have gone wrong.  How can sensitive radios listen to something that knocks me half-way across my room?  Maybe I needed resistors in my circuit, or some kind of step-down transformer.  I have a bunch of those.  I hook one of the huge, ultra-violet transmitter tubes right to  the wires, and get hugely-zapped again.  This thing makes sparks off mini-bike coils, feel like mosquito bites.  I mean – those two wires together are downright dangerous.  I am immediately thrilled by this thought.  I consider all the ways my leads could make things explode.   








Maybe I needed to change the wires around.  My mother was bugging me about the four aerial wires  dangling off her roof, and rightly-suspected they represented no good.  Ever since I was chased across the grade school roof by the dads on Halloween patrol, and got caught with the balloons full of paint!  My fouled experiment, of pressure sensitive dynamite (iodine and ammonia).  How embarrassing.  Anyway, she knows for sure!  Dad probably told her.   My dream seemed extra dim, and in the distance.   What was I was going to tell the creepy white (Yuck!) people?








Finally, I took it down. … or half-down, I guess.  To bide some time, cuz the leaves are falling off the bushes that protected it.   Plus, imagine slaving on some machine and being almost finished, then getting busted before you even … Yea.   And it’s raining, so the connections are getting kinda bad.  I can put it back up anytime!  It’d be easy, cuz I left all the bare copper strung, cuz that was hardest thing to get up.   Soon as the weather gets good.  I’m trying it again.








Months later… I couldn’t quite remember how the wire went.  And when I did, to my horror, it didn’t work.  I tried resetting it every way I can think of, before giving up


and asking dad.











He didn’t know.


