A Flicker From Afar
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A TRIBUTE TO THE SCIENCE FICTION MOVIES OF THE 1950’S. Ever since the first stories about aliens were written, the “what ifs?” have been explored. Suppose there were intelligent beings observing earth from another galaxy? Would they view the inhabitants of this world as inferior? Would their interests serve mankind or themselves…or both? A Flicker From Afar captures the flare of the old 1950’s science fiction movies viewed on Saturday afternoons when life wasn’t as hectic or complicated. In the story, life on earth is about to change dramatically as man’s penchant for violence is leading to mass destruction. All live with the harsh reality of impending world war, the disease, starvation and death brought about by man’s thirst for power. But another force, representatives of an alien civilization, arrives to take control of earth. What are their motives? Do they come to save or to conquer?
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First Chapter:

The air was full of dust as the crew from the spaceship disembarked. All knew that the inhabitants of this world were oblivious to their impending doom. Only the movement of heavy objects was noticeable in the twilight. Thoughts of the crew centered on one thing, “Could a few be saved?” These aliens were of a vastly superior genre. They existed in another time and looked upon the earth as an outcast planet, struggling to survive the physical. In the end, only death would serve to make the inhabitants tolerable.


To Zkan the mission was a foolish one. After all, he was next in line for full attainment. Why should he have to work with the scavenger lot when he’d always enjoyed the privilege of being the next one to accede? Oh, how he hated leaving the dark enclosures, the black peacefulness, the isolation that was due him—and now this! He was to play God to save a few specimens for the sake of the cycle! To think they were too dense to even know how piteous and simple their lives were! To them, perfection meant living a lifestyle fashioned through grandiose ideas. This was indeed a place he’d rather not be. Things became lost and wasted here; values were distorted and ignored. All actions taken in good faith were undone, with the probability of never being replaced. Zkan’s thoughts were interrupted as Aga suddenly walked up to question the orders concerning their expected quarry.


Aga’s shell covering was deceiving. He didn’t appear to be as old as Zkan. Aga’s features were more detailed; the eyes were small, with the characteristic gray skin tight around the air pores. Zkan wondered if Aga disliked this world with the same intensity as he. If he’d probed deeper, Zkan would have been surprised at Aga’s real feelings and plans. Zkan didn’t scan him out of respect. Later, he would come to regret this omission.


“Would you like all of the tubes assembled now, or just the minimum?” asked Aga.


Zkan thought for a few moments before replying. Could it work with only a few, or should he try for what was ordered? How tempting it was to get this mission over with as quickly as possible! But Zkan knew he had to do what was right; he couldn’t disobey. “We must do what’s been directed. Set all the tubes out,” he finally answered decisively.


Aga nodded before turning away, generating loose impulses to cover his true feelings, which Zkan knew were negative regarding their mission. He studied the surrounding area. The trees stood out like giants against the blackness of the sky. A cool breeze tantalized his newly acquired senses. The grass was green with the sparkle of dew adding to its beauty. Active were the nocturnal creatures of the fields as they hurried to their shelters. Why, he wondered? The fools! He searched his being in vain for answers. This all seemed so trivial in comparison to his world. These inhabitants feared travelers from the stars, which Zkan knew to be a common occurrence. The astral world was much better than this, and the protective shells they were wearing hindered rather than aided their mobility.


Having received his orders, Aga saw to the necessary assimilation of the tubes. He found this world to be both detestable and intriguing, and didn’t believe in the saving of these useless beings without adding controls. Ikia had decided that sending him here was the only punishment that would force him to realize his true functions and to understand his limitations. Curse this world and its dependence on nature, Aga thought in disgust. He’d studied the records and deeds associated with its history—a history filled with war and death. Their infatuation with life went beyond his view. The ease with which they could kill was interesting, and their wide range of emotions enthralling. 

Having to lower himself to their abominable level was most distasteful. Truthfully, he’d been more than willing to try the experiment. How was he to know what the outcome would be? This world of touch and feel was new to him. His world had long ago advanced beyond the need to procreate. He reached down to pick up the small insect crawling at his feet and idly smashed it between his fingers. If only, he pondered, I could do this to these…what do they call themselves? Oh yes…men! Well, I’ll have my way with them soon enough!

Dawn slowly rose forth; most of the crew had retired to their chambers. Zkan surveyed the area. Not a single inhabitant was within their radius, which made the location perfect. The target area was in easy reach; tonight the operation would commence. Time was the main factor to consider—it was short, and if they didn’t hurry this world would be crumbling at their feet. He sighed deeply, puzzled that the inhabitants didn’t realize the end was at hand. The form of control wasn’t that old. Odd how these beings would keep destroying what they’d achieved rather than grow from within.

Ikia had cautioned them that the task would be difficult, but many unanswered questions still ran through Zkan’s mind. He wondered what possible need they could have for these hapless creatures. The world they walked in was quite different from their own. Would it change the pattern of things so much if these beings were lost from the system? Their thought waves were so primitive. Even their methods of existence were obsolete compared to their own. Fear? What caused this reaction, an illness of the mind or a slow deterioration of the organism? Death was even more baffling to him. To Zkan, life was a few spans, each one different. There was no death, this total end of soul. The old shell was cast off, and a new beginning followed. A new life was started and how it was lived depended on which way the soul was to advance. This trip made him feel almost contaminated, like a speck of impurity had been added to his psyche.

The sun was now bright on the horizon. The glare from the tubes was the only sign of the landing. Zkan walked slowly into the vacuum, feeling the weight of the horrendous work to be performed. The tubes were cylindrical in shape; inside were the very depths of time. Here the specimens were to be taken and maintained until earth could be restored. No human imagination could deal with the circumstances involved. Those that survived would have no inkling of the past. The elements used in constructing the tubes were unknown to mankind, just as many things in this strange world were unknown to the aliens.

In the chosen area, life continued to run its daily routine. The valley was alive with activity. Ten miles from the landing area the Hudsons were immersed in everyday chores. Jenny had been up since dawn; the work around the farm demanded most of their time. Boredom ate at her constantly and to ease the suffering she’d developed a vivid imagination, which provided frequent escape from her intolerable life. As she mechanically washed the lunch dishes, her mind took her on another foray. Her mother’s sudden and noisy appearance brought her unwillingly back to reality.

Liz Hudson was a petite woman of forty. During the past few years she’d developed a deep phobia over her age. Her local lovers assured her that she didn’t look a day over thirty, but she knew better. Life with her husband, Ed, had been pretty good, and she was still telling herself that she loved him. The explanation for her numerous infidelities was quite simple—he didn’t know how to treat a woman. She studied her “child of providence”, thinking how much Jenny resembled her father, so plain and thin. I think I’ll try and fix her up with that Benson boy, she told herself. His father has some money put aside, and the boy’s homeliness might make it easy for her daughter to hook him.

Jenny saw the familiar look in her mother’s eyes and thought swiftly; a fast exit would be her only reprieve from a speech she’d heard all too many times. “Mother, I’ll be done in just a few minutes then, if it’s okay with you, I’ll take Blue out for a run. He hasn’t been out since the day before yesterday.”

Liz nodded in a detached way, thinking that her daughter could easily find comfort in being an old maid.

Jenny took the pause as a yes. Her father had purchased Blue for her when the horse was just a colt, and she’d come to love the animal dearly. Blue helped ease the embarrassment of her mother, who Jenny had figured out long ago. She saw how men acted when they went into town together and heard the jeers from her classmates. The agony she felt over her mother had soon turned to contempt, and the realization that she would eventually destroy her father had turned the contempt into hatred. As Jenny finished up the dishes and made her escape out the front door, she continued thinking about her mother. I wonder if she even realizes that I know the truth about her, she thought bitterly. At least I have the advantage of blackmail—her mother wouldn’t dare cross her again.

The old barn stood out like a sore thumb, the red paint faded beyond recognition, the grass grown up around the decrepit doors. Jenny smiled and shook her head. Dad said he was going to rebuild the barn and add on a separate stable for Blue, but just like all his promises, they’d not materialized.

Ed Hudson, busy working on the tractor, thoughtfully watched Jenny walk to the barn, knowing desperation drove her away at every opportunity. While riding Blue she was free of her parents, and he didn’t blame her one bit. Immersed in self-pity, he pondered the shambles that constituted his life. To him, nothing had gone right over the years, until things finally got to the point where he threw up his hands in defeat. It seemed like only yesterday when he’d rocked Jenny to sleep after she’d awakened, crying out, during an unusually harsh thunderstorm. Look at her now, he thought wistfully. Almost twenty and all life had to offer her was eventual marriage to a local farmer. Why had life beaten him down so relentlessly? His excessive drinking certainly hadn’t helped. Wiping tractor grease on his shirt, he stared at the obsolete machine and gave it a swift kick. Might as well call it a day, he thought wearily, looking up at the midday sun, with his ragged shirt and pants clinging to his damp skin. Delilah’s bar is open by now anyway. He slowly made his way over to the barn. Better if I let Jenny tell Liz that I’ve gone into town. No sense in having to put up with her nasty comments.

Jenny was leading Blue from the barn when she noticed her father walking up. “Hi, Pop! I’m going to take Blue out on the trail for a run.”

“That’s fine…just be careful. Before you take off, how about telling your mother that I had to go in and pick up some parts for the tractor?” he added.

“Pop, is it okay if I hold off on telling her until I get back?” she asked, knowing her mother would become abrasive and spoil her ride.

Sensing his daughter’s dilemma, Ed replied, “Sure, honey, wait ‘til you get back.”

Visibly relieved, Jenny quickly mounted Blue. “Thanks, Pop. See you at supper.” Giving Blue a nudge, they trotted off towards the ridge.

Grumbling to himself, Ed walked over to his truck, a battered light brown Ford with threadbare tires. He cranked the engine, backed out of the driveway, and pressed hard on the gas, stirring up a cloud of dust as he sped down the road. His mind was already envisioning a cold beer at Delilah’s.

Peering out from behind the curtains, Liz watched him go, sorrow etching new lines on her face.

Jenny pushed Blue on, taking in deep breaths of air and enjoying the peacefulness of the scenic trail. At the top of the hill she slowed the horse, talking to him gently, “This is my favorite place, Blue. Take a look at the valley from here.” The horse lazily twitched his eyes and snorted, apparently used to his rider’s chatter. Jenny sat back in contentment and rattled on, “When I was little I would dream that this was all ‘pretend’, that life really wasn’t like this. I know there has to be a reason for my life. If only there was something in the great hereafter!”

As if heaven had heard her plea, a gust of wind rattled the trees. Jenny looked around fearfully, feeling as though she were being watched. She kicked the sides of her mount, causing the horse to buck. Rocks tumbled down the slope, stirring up clouds of dust. She felt the hairs on her neck and arms tingle and noticed that Blue was acting oddly, as if he were anxious over something. Steeling her nerve, she brought Blue under control and edged him toward the longer trail. The path was narrow and the going slow as there was barely enough room for horse and rider. Branches appeared to leap out, as if trying to pull her into the darkness of the trees. Jenny began to panic and spurred Blue into a full run. 

Ed sat by himself in the back booth, trying to find some comfort in the country music blaring from the old jukebox. He hadn’t been much in the mood for beer after all, so he’d spent his last ten dollars on a fifth of gin. Some twenty people were already there, the group consisting mostly of old farmers and the usual assortment of town drunks. Dirty glasses and a few empty whiskey bottles lined the bar. Talk centered mostly on the current emergency facing the nation.

“It’s a damn shame,” old Henry Watson scowled. “Why don’t they blow those communist bastards away!? That would take care of all the shit they’re handing out. We shouldn’t have to get on our knees and bend over backwards for those assholes!”

Ed shifted around to face Henry, wishing he hadn’t drunk the gin. Nausea was overcoming him; the room was spinning around; faces were becoming blanks, deteriorating before his eyes. Damn, he thought, Liz would be happy to see me suffering like this!

Dan Lewis shook his head at Watson. “You know what your problem is, Henry? You don’t know your ass from a hole in the ground!”

Delilah knew that a fight was in the offing unless she intervened. Shaking her head wearily, she said, “Now, Dan, don’t go jumping in over your head. Henry has as much right as you to voice his opinion.”

With a hearty laugh, Henry slapped Dan on the back. “You gotta listen to what the lady says…after all, she owns the joint!”

“Shit, Dee, I was only trying to tell him that blowing everybody up isn’t the answer. That’s why they have that big world conference going on right now, so that they can avoid another war.” Looking around to make sure he had everyone’s attention, Dan continued, “The way things look now, it won’t be long before this whole world is obliterated.”

“Well, if it comes to that, there isn’t much we can do about it, now is there?” rejoined Henry. He considered himself a pretty good judge of things and had a gut feeling that something big was about to happen. He knew that time was catching up with him, that life had passed him by, but he loved living. When he’d gotten up that morning, he’d looked carefully in the mirror at the weather-beaten face, the crow’s feet around the eyes, the lines at the mouth, and the gray whiskers. The hair on his head had long since vanished, remembered only in old, yellowed snapshots; yet he was more aware than he’d ever been. The feel of something supernatural wouldn’t go away.

“Shit, holy shit,” nervously voiced a young man sitting at the bar. As if to reinforce the feeling, he took a straight shot of whiskey without even flinching.

Ed sat quietly, feeling snug and safe in the corner. Hell, he thought to himself, this doesn’t have a damn thing to do with me. Those bastards should be glad they’re sitting in a bar, away from their nagging wives. Take every day as it comes! To hell with the future! That’s the only way to live. Laughing softly, he thought about how smart he was in not getting involved anymore than he had to.

A sense of doom pervaded the atmosphere. The room and the people in it were real and tangible—their thoughts and inklings were not. The whole valley was gripped by a silent fear, which gave one the urge to run, yet even that was disquieting. Run?! There was nowhere to go.

Joe Harron, flyswatter on his lap, sat at the stool behind the counter in his grocery store, wishing like hell he could close up and head on home. Only sleep could cure days like this, he thought with a yawn. The soft hum of flies filled the air, and only the muffled voices of the two female customers interfered with the sound. Joe listened to them closely, hoping to catch bits and pieces of their gossip. He knew Mrs. Willis. She had shopped there since he had opened ten years ago. Had it really been that long? She made a practice of getting to know everyone so she wouldn’t run out of people to talk about. He didn’t know the other woman, but assumed she was the New Yorker, Mrs. Lanker, whose husband had bought the old Netty farm. City folk, he thought disdainfully. Damn, how long were these two going to stay? He was getting tired of fighting a losing battle with the flies.

The women finally made it to the counter. “Good day, Mrs. Willis, how are you doing?” he asked smoothly, trying not to show his impatience.

“Just fine,” she replied sweetly, knowing full well he wanted to close early.

Joe methodically rang up the items. “That’s thirty-two fifty.”

“That’s outrageous, Joe! The cost of living is going to put me in the poorhouse!”


“I just sell the goods and try to eke out a living, Mrs. Willis,” he responded wearily, having heard the same complaint from her many times before.


Shaking her head in irritation, the good lady picked up her bags and headed for the door, turning only long enough to say to her new friend, “See you at Helen’s on Saturday, Mae.”


Mae Lanker felt trapped. Having already learned that the woman wouldn’t take no for an answer, she nodded her head in agreement. What nerve, she thought, as she watched her leave. How pushy can you get?


Seeing how Mrs. Lanker was upset over the invitation, Joe said, “Don’t worry none about Mrs. Willis. Everybody knows what she’s like. She’s the town gossip, always sticking her nose where it don’t belong.”


Mae looked uncertainly at the storekeeper. It seemed odd to her that he would make such a statement, since they hardly knew each other. Not having dealt with many of the local people yet, and unsure where she stood in the community, she responded cautiously, “Thanks for the advice, Mister…?”


“Joe Harron, ma’am,” he quickly responded, as he began to ring up her purchases. “Anytime you need anything you can come to me.”


“Thanks, Mr. Harron, I’ll keep that in mind,” Mae said gratefully, as she turned and walked out the door.


It was late afternoon by the time she’d finished her shopping in town, and the idea of meeting Rob at the front door didn’t exactly appeal to her. The day had started off well until that wretched woman had trapped her into conversation at the store. Rob won’t buy that excuse, she thought with a chuckle. I could say the car was acting funny. No, that’s the one thing she couldn’t lie about. She’d tried that excuse more than once before, and each time she had, the car actually did act up. The walk through the village was pleasant, and she was so deep in thought, she almost walked by her car. Struggling with her packages while holding the key with her free hand, she managed to reach down and unlock the door. As she slipped behind the wheel, a groan escaped her lips. She’d forgotten the main thing she’d driven in for—the mail. Oh, well, it would just have to wait. The drive home was boring, the road dry and dusty. Didn’t it ever rain here? Thinking that the radio would ease the journey, she turned it on. The sound of an old rock and roll tune filled the car. Good, that’s just what I need—music to speed by. Stepping harder on the gas, she hastened on, leaving the village behind.


The day slowly passed, leaving in its wake an anxious town. Most of the residents had followed the news by radio or television throughout the day, going about their business in a state of anticipation and despair. The government was trying to avoid another war, but this time the other side had gone too far. Fearful mothers were telling their children about the great bombs that would be used if war did break out. 

Some of the town’s inhabitants ignored the threat; after all, the day had been bright and clear, and surely this was an encouraging sign from God. Life would go on as it always had, they told themselves; nothing could harm them in their safe, secure world. Old people sat on the park benches, talking to one another about the good old days when bread was cheap and young people showed respect. The kids played in the grass while their mothers gossiped. The air was clean and fragrant—added reassurance for these people that life would go on in its usual fashion. They might not understand what life was all about, but they would fight to maintain the status quo. Didn’t they put up one hell of a stink when that contractor wanted to build a big supermarket? “It would speed up progress!” the contractor had proclaimed. “To hell with progress!” the town had replied. Even the thought of such a project sent the townspeople into a dither. Their way of life would change if such an abomination were allowed. If life elsewhere had to end, so be it, but a worldwide scourge would not take this town. Those city people had made their own bed, so let them lie in it. We look after our own and refuse to be bothered by outside fears, they declared. “If war comes about,” they cried, “we don’t want any part of it! Our children will have proper haircuts and work for a living. There won’t be a drug problem here, for we have taught our children how to live moral, God-fearing lives. They respect their elders and know how to say “Yes, sir” and “No, sir”. Religion will be taught in our schools—sex education will not. Control is the answer to societal problems, and we have it here.” Thus spoke those who couldn’t or wouldn’t accept the reality of a changing time.

Those in town who did accept what was truly happening in the world kept their thoughts to themselves, only sharing their knowledge with their children, for their sake. Peaceful times were nearly over, but few were willing to admit it.
