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It’s no secret that my husband comes from another star system, whose name I can hardly pronounce. Not that we’ve ever told anyone, and, God knows, we’ve done our best to fit in. But there are physical and character traits that our neighbors—at least the perceptive ones—would be sure to notice. Jenn’s whirring, clicking accent (a product of the split palette at the back of his throat), the seasonal changes in his complexion (from dark olive in spring to an almost translucent pink in late winter), his occasional lapses into semi-catatonic states (usually at the approach of a high-pitched police siren), and that shimmering aura—faint but discernible enough to the observant—that sheathes his body on cool, dry evenings when the moon is exceptionally bright.

Each of these, and several others besides, taken in isolation, could be considered eccentricities or curious disabilities. But together—and notes were eventually compared—they’ve led our neighbors to an astonishing, but inescapable conclusion.

Fortunately, by the time rumor had been converted into belief and then certainty, we had been residents in the community for several years, and I like to think that familiarity with us and real affection prevented wonder and curiosity from turning into fear. Slighter acquaintances began to avoid us, but no one, as far as I could tell, ever viewed Jenn as a threat, either to their families or—since it was clear he was not going to be followed by others of his kind—to property values.

The neighborhood children were a help, too. When I was growing up, my friends and I avoided adults whose appearance and behavior were different, whose origins were suspect, often ridiculing them from a distance. But kids today are accustomed to meeting on their computer, TV, or movie screens all sorts of aliens--monsters, phantoms, angels, wizards, and creatures from different planets and dimensions, from the future and the past, from above and beneath the earth. They come as heroes and villains, lovers and avengers, mentors and sidekicks, and our children are not about to be intimidated by the thought of an interstellar voyager who looks and acts pretty much as they do, living right down the block from them. In fact, they’re intrigued by the idea.

Their parents, although from a less accepting generation, seem untroubled by their children’s interest in Jenn. Of course, they know us and they trust us, but they also understand that any real danger is far less likely to come from a visitor born in another galaxy than from someone nearer to home, someone like them, with perhaps a repressed tendency toward violence or a suicidal preoccupation with guns or a raging grievance that needs to be soothed or a driving sexual hunger that can be satisfied only through the destruction of innocence.

Against such threats, Jenn’s origins and his idiosyncrasies must seem rather innocuous and even quaint.

Besides, it’s clear to anyone who knows him that Jenn loves kids. We can’t have any of our own, but whenever he ventures outside on weekends or during summer vacations, children seem to flock around him. Most of them are boys, and they’re eager to engage him in conversation, as if they expect him to tell extraordinary adventures or histories or divulge some intergalactic secret or verify the existence of the Jedi warriors or, as if he were himself a Jedi warrior, communicate some sort of esoteric wisdom that would empower them forever.

Of course, he tells them nothing of the sort, but he often helps them with their science projects or programs their computers or simply amuses them with mathematical games. In fact, since we’ve been in the neighborhood, science scores at Whitman High have jumped dramatically and many of the seniors have decided to explore careers in engineering. Our next door neighbor’s son, Timothy Conners, never seemed particularly gifted until he began spending Saturday afternoons tinkering in our garage with Jenn. He’s now a member of the National Honor Society and recently won a full scholarship to MIT.

My husband’s extraordinary mathematical skills have also endeared him to the boys’ fathers, who along with admiring his abilities, have learned to profit from their application. But where he comes from, as Jenn often reminds me, such a facility with numbers is commonplace and is considered, if not the sign of a second-rate intellect, at the most a dull reflection of genius. In fact, it explains, in part, why he’s now living here by my side, since those endowed with such gifts were expected to pursue careers in astronautics and space exploration, practical paths for the less imaginative of his kind. The ability to compute and manipulate throw-weights and velocities, fuel-consumption rates and stellar distances, probabilities and multidimensional spatial coordinates was not only a useful skill but also provided recreation during long periods of empty time and sensual deprivation. Besides, concentrating on formulas and hard numbers after seasons spent in suspended animation was surely preferable to dwelling on the inevitable change that had by then transformed the organic life left behind.

So, that was the path Jenn had chosen (or which had been chosen for him), although he’s never revealed why he embarked on this particular voyage or why he’s come so far, alone. Nor has a return trip, as far as I know, ever been part of the equation. Whether he was an explorer who lost his way or suffered some sort of technical malfunction or was sucked into an unmapped vortex, or whether he was escaping from something—a checkered past, a personal disaster, a planetary catastrophe—I’ve never learned. I only know that at some point he chose to come to this place, charting his course by means of radio waves and broadcast emissions, absorbing our language, our history, our American culture before arriving, accommodating himself to our ways.

I suspect, however, that neither a natural occurrence nor a navigational error propelled him in this direction. Whenever he sees news documenting our most recent wars or the destructive power of our most frightening weapons, he always says, with a nod toward the screen, that perhaps he should have continued his journey onward.

“But then you would never have met me,” I always reply.

“That’s true,” he says and ends the discussion with a peck on my cheek and deep silence.

Our news, in general, depresses him, and Jenn views the conduct that leads to our headlines with sadness and confusion, like a parent perplexed by the bad behavior and poor grades of a favored child. And despite the amount of effort spent digesting our culture—“for a distance in time the equivalent of light years,” he says—he’s incapable of deriving any pleasure from our entertainments or diversions. He’s reluctant to view any spectacle with a musical component, since the sound of vibrating strings produces a painful swelling in his ears. But that’s no great loss, since our stories—comedies, tragedies, dramatic performances of any kind—have little appeal for someone who views narratives and fictions as contrived, artificial, and vaguely distasteful. Our histories, biographies, and public debates are no less troubling to him than our daily news, although he hardly ever reads, since in his eyes black print seems to float and shimmer on the blank surface of paper, leaving him with lingering headaches.

On the other hand, he’s fascinated by our spectator sports. Indifferent to the physical skills of athletes and the grace of their performances, he concentrates on the numbers. Once he recognized the potential applications of mathematics, physics, and statistical projections to determining the progress and outcomes of baseball, basketball, and, particularly, football games, sports became an obsession for him. Every player who ventures onto a field can be cloaked with figures compounding on every play, merging with the variables applicable to the event. Once a halfback or pitcher is handed a ball, Jenn retrieves not only his game, season, and career averages at that moment, but also for that situation (third-and-five, two-out-bottom-of-the-ninth), in that stadium, against that opponent, to predict the first down or the strikeout with a remarkable degree of accuracy. Of course, uncertainty is an essential part of any sport—the fluke injury, the bounce of the ball, an against-the-grain gamble—but Jenn has a greater mastery of chaos theory than our best mathematicians, and this, too, is factored in.

The upshot is a steady source of income, produced primarily at home. Jenn could also be visiting the tracks and the OTB parlors, but other than his reluctance to leave the house, he doesn’t find horse-racing to be much of a challenge, given the paucity of variables involved. He prefers team sports, where every down, every free-throw, every at-bat complicates a puzzle whose solution lies somewhere in the future.

He now spends most of his days in front of the TV, which, with our sophisticated satellite receptors in the backyard, gives us greater access to sporting events than any bar in the city. Weekends are his most productive times and because he can be a very congenial host—dispensing commentary, betting tips, and assortments of snacks and beverages without losing concentration—he’s often joined in front of our set by a regular crew of neighborhood men and their older sons. We call them the Couch Club, and although some of the wives first discouraged such constant attendance, the financial rewards quickly ended their opposition.

But even if there were no profits from gambling, I think the Couch Club would still regularly meet. In fact, several wives and daughters, fond of one sport or another, occasionally join them, if only to experience the camaraderie Jenn cultivates so well. And, like their husbands, they, too, are captivated by his knowledge and clairvoyance, as worthy of admiration, according to Bill Conners, as any of the athletes performing on the screen, “a veritable Michael Jordan,” he claims, “of handicapping.”

Lately, Jenn’s interests in global sports has intensified, and he’s likely to be found in front of the TV at any hour, calculating, absorbing, archiving, or “just keeping in shape,” as he tells me. He’s often sitting there when I arrive home from work, when I go to sleep, and sometimes I awake in the early morning to find his side of the bed vacant and him watching a soccer match just beginning on the other side of the world.

But he’s begun to pay the price. Years ago, Jenn would sleep twelve, thirteen hours a day, and sometimes during weekdays even more, like a cat. But now, when he’s not watching TV, he’s exploring the Internet or studying box scores or statistical reports, and as the data accumulates and the variables multiply, more and more is required of his memory and intellect. At times, he’s exhausted to the point of unconsciousness.

Perhaps this, in part, explains the distance widening between us. From the day I first saw Jenn, sitting there in the reference room of the library where I still work, he seemed so vulnerable, so needy, so much like those homesick freshmen from rural outbacks who try so desperately to fit in. I could hardly avoid being attracted to him.

He’d arrive with the staff in early morning and settle into some out-of-the-way cubicle to study one dictionary or encyclopedia after another. From the first, I sensed a  strangeness about him, alien from anything I’d previously known. Yet just as he approached nearer and nearer to what we term normality, I found myself increasingly drawn to his freshness, his awkward gentleness, and his striking good looks. (I still don’t know if he has shape-shifting abilities, but if he does, it’s clear he was inspired at one time by the young Gregory Peck.) 

Jenn has always avoided social contact for fear of exposure, but his isolation was even more pronounced then when he was adapting to our ways. Yet he realized very quickly that I was no threat to him, and he was doubly grateful to find someone he could trust not only to help him learn and assimilate but also to alleviate the dreadful loneliness he had experienced during his journey and whenever he thought of the immense void that separated him from everything he had once known. He was also relieved to discover that I had no family other than a brother on the West Coast and only a small group of friends, most of them no more than acquaintances.

We were safe with each other, and he was soon as strongly attracted to me as I was to him. I must admit I was troubled by the possible consequences as we began to become passionately involved, but, on the other hand, the risk and mystery of a sexual encounter like this had an excitement all its own, and when the moment finally came, I was far from disappointed. He had learned his lessons well, and that, coupled with whatever experience he had gained in his own world, made him as powerful a lover as I had ever known.

The length and thinness of his equipment, though, was unexpected. But he manipulated it adroitly as if it were an additional digit or balanced on a hinge, and whatever he released inside me washed through me like a penetrating spray of effervescence, and I was bound to him forever. A grassy, musty perfume—either from his pores or from the chemistry of our lovemaking—enveloped us as if we had been struggling over a mossy forest floor on a humid summer night rather than in my apartment in dry, frosty February. But whatever its source, the aroma—together with that pale, shimmering, enveloping aura--produced a sweet, transcendent drowsiness that I hunger for as much as the sex itself.

But these moments have become rare now, as, with the passing of time, Jenn has shown less and less interest in me physically. I’m sure the love is still there, but he’s a practical being, and there was never any hope for children. Even if by means of some ancient cosmic migration, our origins were the same, light-years of space have separated our lines of development, and I would no more expect to conceive a child with Jenn than I would with a kangaroo (although, of course, I would never use such a comparison in his presence).

Moreover, once during one of our infrequent arguments, he hinted that the opposite sex on his side of the universe was far more accommodating—tighter with a similar internal capability for movement and manipulation—and from that moment I suspected that I could not give him the kind of satisfaction he required, at least not once the novelty of our exotic liaison had worn off. I wondered if the little sex we were now sharing he granted to me as a gift, and the thought saddened me. At such times, I feared that his sojourn here was merely a phase in his journey, an existence only slightly more preferable to a state of suspended animation.

These thoughts—along with the distance between us—grow more pronounced as I grow older. I suspect where he comes from aging is a longer, more subtle process, since he appears generally surprised by the damage time has inflicted on my body. Some years ago, he would comment on every gray strand that appeared on my head as if it were an embarrassing defect, and although I use a coloring agent now, I sometimes catch him staring critically at me in the same way. Nowadays, if he walks in on me when I’m undressing or stepping out of the shower, he turns his head in another direction.

For his part, those beautiful Gregory Peck features have remained unchanged, not a single crease, fold, or wrinkle, or any puffiness beneath the eyes. His muscles are still firm, and his body has shown no deterioration since we first met—with two exceptions. He’s less erect now when he walks, and I wonder if a heavier air pressure to which he had never fully adapted was finally weighing him down. Whenever he stands up, he stoops slightly, as if a burden had been placed on his shoulders, one growing heavier by the hour. He rarely leaves the house nowadays, and even then never walks much beyond a block or two.

But perhaps movement itself now causes him pain. Maybe it’s not the air pressure alone that’s slowing him down. Of course, if that were the case, he would never admit it to me, and besides, seeing a doctor would be out of the question (although I’m sure Jenn would be amused by the expression on the face of any physician examining his body or taking his vital signs).

He’s also developed a considerable belly. Jenn has difficulty digesting solids, but our beer is very similar to one of his native sources of nutrition. Yet even the heaviest imported brews are far lighter than what he had been accustomed to, and he needs to drink huge amounts to maintain his health. Alcohol, fortunately, has little effect on him.

A refrigerator full of premium labels is another attraction for the Couch Club, all of whom are almost as much impressed by Jenn’s beer consumption as his handicapping. But although he can drink far more than any ordinary sports fan without noticeable effect, the beer flows through him just as rapidly, and his emissions are forceful enough to require the annual replacement of all of our toilets. His frequent trips to the bathroom provide constant entertainment to the Couch Club, since even though Jenn uses the one upstairs, the sound reverberates through the house like a sandblaster operating against the walls in the adjoining room. There are always smiles on the faces of our friends when he returns, but I also sense a certain discomfort in their expressions, as if they were being intimidated almost as much as they were being amused.

On such occasions, Jenn is often forced to respond to comic references to the Coneheads. To prepare him, I’ve forced him to watch these sketches whenever they appear on reruns of Saturday Night Live, and I even rented the movie once. Jenn, however, finds none of this to be very funny. Quite the opposite, in fact.

Of course, whenever Bob Conners nudges him in the ribs and says, “Come on, Jenn. Tell us. Where are you really from?” he invariably replies, “I told you. From France.” He laughs together with the others, but the laughter is forced, and there’s often a sadness there that only I can hear. The first time we watched a Conehead skit together, there were tears in Jenn’s eyes, and, oh yes, for the record, I have seen Jenn, on a few occasions, cry.
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