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The day was almost as ugly as that stupid earring David was wearing.  Almost. 

Cars sloshed through the poorly-maintained streets as the occasional pedestrian ran for 

cover, trying to escape the rain as it crashed into the pavement, heavy and relentless like a 

landlord banging on a door for his unfortunate tenant’s overdue rent.  It was the kind of rain that 

felt less like rain and more like a personal vendetta. Even the short walk from his apartment 

complex to his car had left David completely soaked. He sat in his old metal death-box and tried 

to wipe off the layer of water that clung to his now-clammy skin like a heavy sweat, but the 

sleeves of his rain jacket were just as covered, so it didn’t do him much good.  	

 From the passenger seat, Nina held out her arm to him, which was perfectly dry.  A few 

months ago, she’d gone through a zen phase, in which she’d decided that being affected by the 

elements was just no good for her chakra or whatever, and so she’d simply stopped.  David 

sighed and accepted her offering, awkwardly maneuvering as he used the sleeve of her sweatshirt 

to wipe his eyes.  This way, he could at least drive.  When she pulled her arm away there were a 

few spots on her arm where the material was darker from the water.   

 “Thank you,” David said.  Nina nodded in response. 

 David fished his keys from his pocket and started the car.  Well, he tried to, at least.  The 

engine gave a weak cough and the windshield wipers turned on.  David pulled the key out, but 

the windshield wipers stayed on.  He stuck the key back in and turned it again.  The car tried a 

little harder this time, but ultimately didn’t feel like it today.  David watched the windshield 

wipers wave back and forth (and back and forth and back and forth) at him.  He missed his 

bike.   



 “Does this happen a lot?” Nina asked in the way that people ask a question with the 

intention of leading you to a specific realization.  David said nothing.  He didn’t want to have the 

realization.  No, thank you.  Maybe some other time. 

 “Don’t you miss your bike?” Nina tried again.  His bike wouldn’t have done him any 

good today.  

He tried to start the car again.  He really missed his bike. 

 “It’s not rocket science, you know,”  Nina said, and she wasn’t talking about the car.  The 

two of them had planned to go to brunch today.  Sure, they had made plans to leave at 2pm, and 

it was Thursday, but it was still brunch in spirit.  Both of them were stuck lingering on semi-stale 

breakups.  They’d decided that they needed some time to gossip like old ladies after church 

(Nina’s idea), “accidentally” go a little heavy on the day-drinking and have to take the bus home 

(David’s idea), and, finally, end up at Nina’s apartment, where they would cry together until they 

either felt better or passed out (unspoken mutual agreement).  David expected it to be the 

highlight of his week. 

 When Nina had shown up at his apartment and seen the thing dangling from his right ear, 

though, she’d demanded a change in plans.  She was refusing to do anything even remotely 

brunch-related until David did the thing she was talking about that was not the car nor rocket 

science. 

 David wished that it was rocket science.  He was an astrophysicist; rocket science 

would’ve been easy.  Well, he had a BS in astrophysics, anyway.  He had planned to get his 

Master’s, maybe even a PhD if he could sell his soul to the right financial aid office.  Then, the 

Watchers turned up, and everybody had lost their taste for exploring the stars.  So David was left 

with a useless degree in a field that everybody had decided to just stay out of.  



Still, he could do rocket science.  He didn’t know if he could do what Nina was asking of 

him.   

David turned the key again.  The engine laughed at him.  The windshield wipers 

waved.  David did not wave back. 

They’d decided to take David’s car because it was so useless.  If they left it in some diner 

parking lot overnight, it was likely no one would think it was worth keying or breaking into or 

even towing.  Still, David supposed driving what was essentially a dumpster with wheels had its 

downsides.  The biggest downside was that old, simple machines were a lot easier for the 

Watchers to fuck with.  David took the key out of the ignition and pushed out of the car with all 

the drama anyone could hope for on a Thursday.   

The rain was still very much pounding into the pavement, like it had something to 

prove.  It beat down on David, who was trying very hard to prove that he had nothing to prove, 

not to the rain, not to his car, not to the Watchers, not to April, not to Nina, and not to himself, 

either.   

As he took off toward the street, he heard a car door slam behind him.  He looked over to 

see Nina following him.  She actually had nothing to prove, at least not to the rain, so the rain 

ignored her.   

David stopped at the street’s edge, where Nina caught up with him. 

“Where are you going?” she asked. 

“My car won’t start, so I’m going to get someone to blame,” David said. 

“Take that earring out,” Nina said, not for the first time. 

“I don’t want to.  I like it,” David said, also not for the first time.  He’d been wearing it 

for so long, it’d become a sort of trademark.  It was his thing.   



Before Nina could say anything else (especially, God forbid, something that made good, 

sturdy sense), David crossed the street.  Nina followed behind him, and David envied how she 

stepped in puddles, the seahorse tattoo on her ankle, exposed by her low-rise sneakers, seeming 

to dance carelessly in the water.  When David stepped in the same puddles, his socks just made 

gross squishing sounds.   

A bell rang as David pushed through the door of the little convenience store across the 

street from his apartment complex.  The store didn’t have a name as far as David knew, which 

was just as well, since no one ever shopped there.  The store’s owner, Tony Grant, had died four 

years ago.  The old lady in the apartment next to David’s swore up and down that the Watchers 

had killed Mr. Grant and replaced him with one of their own.  David wasn’t sure that he believed 

the first part. 

David walked up to the counter.  On the other side stood an old man.  He had a gray t-

shirt, two gray eyes, and about forty-three gray hairs on the top of his head.  On the left side of 

the counter, there was a cash register with a sign taped to the back of it.  It was a white piece of 

computer paper with the words “DO NOT STEAL” printed in big, black letters.   

On the right side of the counter was a very conspicuous video camera pointed directly at 

David, which was sitting on top of a monitor that was displaying the feed back to him in real 

time.   

A quick word on the Watchers:   

For centuries, people speculated about what an alien invasion would look like.  When the 

Watchers arrived, though, even the snootiest sci-fi fans had difficulty naming anyone a true 

prophet.  The Watchers were, as far as anyone knew, an erudite race from the “gray planet in 

Saturn’s shadow”, although no one really knew what that meant (the Earth scientists had been so 



eager to impress they’d just nodded along).  On the day the Watchers had landed in Alaska, they 

sent out a message via every television, radio, cell phone, and Amazon Alexa.  Of course, 

everyone (or at least everyone in the developed countries, the ones that people actually pay 

attention to) received the message loud and clear.  They announced that they were a neutral race 

of extraterrestrials who had come to study the behavior patterns of human beings.  They 

possessed the ability to look indistinguishable from any given human.  Apparently, this was 

crucial to their research.  Also crucial to their research was the advanced technology that allowed 

them to observe every single person on Earth at all times.  From that point on, everyone was 

under constant watch, and there wasn’t much to be done about it.  After all, no one wanted to risk 

an interplanetary war.  Could you even imagine?  They’d destroy us. 

David looked at the David on the screen.  His hair was matted to his forehead, and the 

earring swung back and forth.  It was a long, dangling thing, with an eccentric assortment of 

feathers and beads.  It looked ridiculous.  David knew it looked ridiculous.  He wore it every day. 

“Tony,” David said to the old man, “my car won’t start.  Any idea why that might be?”   

If the movies had gotten one thing right about the aliens, it was the effect they had on 

technology.  Sometimes things just didn’t work the way they were supposed to.   

Tony didn’t respond.  As researchers, the Watchers avoided interacting with their 

subjects.  This, of course, would interfere with their data.  It was annoying, sure, but it made the 

Watchers easy to spot.  Some people theorized that this was a ploy, and that anyone you knew 

could be a Watcher.  The ones who didn’t interact were only there to throw you off.  

David was not one of the people who believed this.   

“Right,” David said, and he left.  Nina followed.  When they got back in the car, it started 

without any problems.  



The windshield wipers waved.  David did not wave back. 

“Where do you want to eat?”  David asked. 

“April’s house,” Nina said, turning to face him.  She was also wearing a pair of feathery, 

beady earrings, but they worked significantly better for her.  This was because, unlike David, 

Nina was not wearing her earrings for any particular or personal reason. 

“Nina,” David said, but she just shook her head.  Her earrings swung, waving back to the 

windshield wipers.  David busied himself with adjusting the mirrors, and he caught a glimpse of 

his reflection.  He suddenly really liked the way the earring looked. 

“I’m not going to April’s house,” he said.  “There’s no reason to!  I’ll just get a new 

bike.” 

“And the earring?” 

“Fuck off, I like it.”  

And that was that.  David pulled out of the parking lot, not even realizing they hadn’t 

picked a place to eat.   

When they pulled up in front of April’s house, David was barely surprised.  Getting there 

had been muscle memory.  Nina’s presence hadn’t helped.   

David stopped the car and let his forehead fall against the steering wheel in defeat.  A 

feather brushed against his chin and he suddenly hated the stupid earring again.   

He got out of the car.  This time, Nina didn’t follow him.  The rain pelted him, fighting 

on after David had already given up.  He was ringing April’s doorbell.  If that wasn’t surrender, 

he didn’t know what was.   

Technically, it was April’s parents’ doorbell.  Of course, April opened the door all the 

same.  She kept the screen door shut, though. 



She looked like Hell.  It had been a month since David had last seen her.  She had looked 

like Hell then, too, but in a different way.  A month ago, she’d been all Hell’s fury, shouting and 

crying.  Now, she was Hell’s tired and empty defiance.  She was Hell’s eternity, the unending 

and pointless hatred that moves nothing and never moves.  Sheesh.  

Some people were better equipped to deal with the Watchers than others.  April fell into 

the “others” category.  The first month after their arrival, April had joked that the aliens were 

going to replace everyone they knew.  The sixth month after the Watchers arrival, she had 

accused David of being one.  Truthfully, their relationship had been on the ropes for a 

while.  David suspected her accusation had been 30% paranoia, and 70% an excuse to start a 

fight to properly finish them off.   

Looking at her now, David began to worry he’d been wrong.  It was suddenly possible 

he’d been ignorant of  a genuine breakdown. 

“What do you want?” April asked him.  Her voice was melted ice.  David suddenly felt 

like a total jackass. 

“I feel like a total jackass,” he said. 

“Yeah, well,” April replied.  David remembered that she had thrown a mug at his head 

the last time he’d seen her.  He felt a little less like a jackass.  

“Can I have my bike back?” he asked. 

“I almost sold it, you know.  I backed out on the buyer at the last minute because I felt 

bad.”  

David thought about all the reasons she might have for telling him this. 

“I mean,” he said, “you can keep it if you, like, really need the money.  I can get a new 

one.”  April shook her head.   



“I’m fine.  I don’t need your pity-bike,” she said. 

“I don’t know, you seem pretty pitiful,” David pointed out.   

“You’re standing in the rain,” April pointed out right back.  She opened the screen door 

and gestured for David to come inside.  He did.   

The heated room accepted him kindly, and he gratefully dripped water onto the wooden 

floor.   

“I can’t stay long,” David said as the door closed behind him, “I have a friend waiting in 

the car.”  April nodded.   

“Your bike’s in the garage, I’ll go grab it,” she said.  As she turned away, David 

remembered something.   

“Oh,” he said, and April turned back to him.  “Do you want this back?”  he asked, and 

began to take out the earring. 

“Oh my God, why are you still wearing that?  I didn’t even notice,” April said, holding 

out her hand.  David gave it to her, the feathers all wet and matted to the point where they looked 

less like feathers and more like a dead mouse. 

“You can have it,” he said.  

“I’m not even sure I want it.  It’s really ugly, David,” she replied, studying it with 

unmistakable fondness.  David actually laughed. 

“It really is, isn’t it?” he said, because it was.   

“Don’t get me wrong,” she said, “I liked it when I bought the pair.” 

“Well, everyone makes mistakes.” 

“I can’t believe you wore it for so long.” 

“You said I couldn’t pull it off, I was trying to make a point,” David pointed out. 



“To be fair, I was right,” April pointed out right back.  She didn’t mean it as an insult, 

and David knew she was right.  He smiled.  

“Well, I wouldn’t have worn it for so long if you hadn’t said that,”  he said.  She laughed 

a little bit, and then they were both quiet.  The awkward tension snuck it’s way back into the 

room, made worse by the fact that they were being watched.  David suddenly felt unsafe, as 

though the earring had been some protective talisman.  It hadn’t, of course.   No, he felt unsafe in 

the same way someone’s teenage son might feel unsafe when his mother asks him to put his 

hood down at the dinner table.  

Maybe “uncomfortable” was a better word, but still not quite accurate.  “Exposed” was a 

little closer.  “Vulnerable” was maybe a little too close.  “Uncomfortable” was probably fine, 

actually. 

Moreover, David felt bad about how good he felt to be rid of the stupid earring.  At the 

same time, though, he felt—nevermind.  Just then, he didn’t have the mental power to qualify 

and sort through the beaded, feathered mess of what he actually felt, what he wanted to feel, 

what he wanted people to think he felt, what he subconsciously felt because it was what he 

wanted people to think he felt, and how all that made him feel.   

“You’d think they would’ve given up by now.  I don’t know how they expect to make 

sense of us.  I’ve never done anything that made sense,” David said. 

“There’s a difference between something not making sense and not being able to explain 

it,” April pointed out. 

“Not when you’re qualifying data,” David pointed out right back.  The rain was 

relentless.   



“Do you always have to be such a—” David could practically hear her mentally mining 

for the right word. “Nihilist” wasn’t it.  Maybe “pessimist” was a better word, but still not quite 

accurate.  “Realist” was a little closer, but it wasn’t really an insult.  “Asshole” was maybe a 

little too much of an insult.   

“Pessimist?” David suggested.  April sighed. 

“I don’t want to be data,” she said.  It was, unmistakably, an admission. 

“I wonder what they’re even trying to prove,” David said, and that, too, was an 

admission.   

“I think they’re probably saying the same thing about us,” April said.  David didn’t say 

anything, because he didn’t know how to respond to that. 

Moreover, he was trying to figure out how to tell her that he’d realized his bike wouldn’t 

fit in his car.   

“I’ve realized that my bike isn’t going to fit in my car,” he said finally. 

“Oh,” April said.  David made a decision. 

“My friend and I are on our way to brunch,” 

“It’s 3pm on a Thursday,” 

“It’s brunch in spirit.  Maybe you could come with us? And on our way back we can stop 

and grab Nina’s truck,” David said.  April didn’t say anything for a second, and David worried 

he’d misstepped, or overstepped, or otherwise stepped incorrectly.  

“Sure,” she said finally.   

And if she’d said no?  Would he have gone on with his life, trying to prove to the rain, to 

his car, to the Watchers, to April, to Nina, to his bike, and himself that—what?  He could hold a 

grudge?  What was he trying to prove?  



Bang, bang, bang. 

Behind him, Nina was pounding on the door.  April took a step back as David let her 

in.  She was frantic, but at least she was completely dry. 

David had no idea what she was doing.  He was getting tired of these unprecedented 

situations.  

“April, you’ve met Nina, haven’t you?” David asked and April nodded, her eyes wide.   

“They’re gone,” Nina said in lieu of any sort of greeting.  “They’ve left.” 

David looked outside and considered their brunch options.  

 “Who?” April asked, just to be sure. 

 “Turn on the TV,” Nina demanded.  April, though clearly alarmed, did as she was told.   

 When the TV blinked on, David would’ve bet money that every channel was displaying 

the same image. 

 It was a blue screen, on which big white letters read:  

“THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION” 

 

 

 

 


