
The dining room table was enormous; intricately hand carved from a dark green indigenous hardwood, it was ten 

feet wide and sixty feet long and could easily seat at least a hundred. The room itself was triple those dimensions with 

high vaulted ceilings lined on both sides with high arched windows at ten foot intervals. 

 Empress Lucinda sat in an elegant high backed chair at the head of the table, Captain Apollo flanking her on 

the right. With the exception of the Royal Server, who stood silently behind Lucinda, they were alone in the room. On 

the table was a feast featuring some of Fraxis’ finest foods. 

 “Try the Xanderbeast, Captain,” Lucinda said, offering a plate of roasted meat. “It’s one of my planet’s most 

succulent delicacies.” 

 The captain helped himself. 

“Delicious. In fact, everything is excellent. But I hardly think I’m worthy of such a magnificent banquet.” 

 “I disagree, Captain,” she said. “Without your aid, we surely would have sustained much heavier damage. We 

have limited defenses.” 

 “What I mean is we should have been able to protect you from any damage at all. What I can’t figure out is why 

Mack the Black attacked you in the first place. Fraxis Six has limited natural resources.” 

 “You forget, Captain,” she said, “that I am to be the guest keynote speaker at the upcoming peace conference 

on Alpha Centuri. I will be unveiling the plans for a new force field technology developed by our scientists capable of 

encompassing an entire planet. Imagine a prison moon with no escape.” 

 “If Mack the Black got hold of such a device, she could pervert it into a devastating weapon,” Captain Apollo 

said with growing concern. “Where are these plans, Empress?” 

 “I had them implanted in my brain. There are no other copies.” 

 “Do you think that’s wise?” Captain Apollo said. “If Mack the Black learns you have the plans, your life will be 

at serious risk.” 

 “Then I guess you’ll have to protect me, Captain,” she said with a smile and a wink. 

 Captain Apollo returned the smile. 

 Just then, a loud alarm bell started ringing outside. The Empress sprang to her feet. 

 “What is it?” Captain Apollo said, getting to his feet. 

 “We’re under attack!” 

 

I reached over to my nightstand without even lifting my head off the pillow and slammed my fist on my Mickey Mouse 

alarm clock, silencing the shrill noise of the bells. 

I rolled over, groaned loudly, and slowly opened my eyes. I fumbled for my glasses, found them next to my souvenir 

clock from Disneyland, and put them on my face, bringing the world into focus. I started wearing glasses last year when 

it was discovered my mediocre grades were due to the fact that I couldn’t see the blackboard. It wouldn’t be so bad if I 

could get a cool pair like the ones John Lennon wears, but I’m stuck with the big brown plastic ones.  

 I threw off the covers, swung my legs over the side of my bed, and sat up. 

 “Sean,” I said sleepily, “it’s six-thirty. Time to get up.” 

 He just groaned and rolled over, burying his head under the pillow. I got out of bed, stumbled to the bathroom, 

relieved myself, and then made my way down the stairs to the kitchen, still half-asleep. I couldn’t believe it was 

Wednesday already. Only three days left until my birthday and Apollo 13. 

 Mom was preparing breakfast when I sat down at the table. She insisted on us having a good breakfast to start 

the day. Today, she was making toaster waffles with Tang and milk for Sean and me; half a grapefruit, coffee, and 

cigarettes for her and Dad. Like Sean, my dad had a hard time getting started in the morning.  



 Even this early, with her hair a mess and no makeup on, Mom still managed to look pretty. She was average 

height, thin but not skinny, and she had a nice face with kind eyes. We were Irish, so she had fair skin and freckles with 

medium brown hair that had natural red highlights that seemed to shine when the light hit it just right. She wore a 

white bathrobe over her nightgown and had baby blue slippers on her feet. 

 “Good morning,” she said, pouring me a glass of Tang, the NASA astronauts’ official breakfast beverage, so 

naturally I had to have it too.  

 “Morning,” I grumbled. 

 “Where’s Sean?” 

 “He’s still in bed.” 

 She walked over to the stairs, situated between the kitchen and living room, and shouted, “Sean! Get out of 

bed and come down and get your breakfast!” 

 “Five more minutes,” came the reply from upstairs. 

 “Now!” Mom insisted. She was putting a plate of waffles in front of me when Sean sleepwalked into the kitchen 

and plopped down into the chair next to me, his eyes thin slits. He hadn’t bothered to put on his robe, coming down in 

just his T-shirt and Fruit of the Looms. Dad wandered in a minute later wearing a T-shirt and over-sized striped boxers. 

Like father, like son. He kissed my mom, poured himself a cup of coffee, lit a cigarette, and sat down at the table. Mom 

served Sean his waffles, gave Dad half a grapefruit, and finally sat down to enjoy her own breakfast. I tried to avoid eye 

contact with Sean; every time I glanced up at him, he was glowering at me. 

 “Eat up,” Dad said. “You’re going to have to walk to school today. I have an early appointment first thing, so I 

can’t drive you.” 

 Sean and I both groaned. We did not approve. 

 “Can’t you drop us off on your way?” Sean said. 

 “Sorry, it’s in the opposite direction and I have to be there by eight o’clock. Unless you want me to drop you 

off forty minutes early.” 

 “Nooooo,” we both said in unison. 

 “Can’t Mom drive us?” I asked. 

 “I have to wait for the plumber,” Mom said. “He’s coming sometime this morning to install the new faucet, but 

I don’t know exactly when he’ll show up.”  

 “It’s not that far,” Dad said. “And it’s a beautiful day.” 

 We ate the rest of our breakfast in silence, resigned to the fact that we wouldn’t be getting a ride to school. 

Most days we walked home from school, but dad usually dropped us off in the mornings. For some reason, walking to 

school seemed like much more of a chore than walking from school. 

I sat as quietly as I could, but Sean had no trouble showing off his anger, aggressively attacking his waffles with a 

fork and slamming his juice glass down on the table. Mom ignored him, but I guess Dad had had enough of Sean’s 

behavior, because he threw down his napkin and stood up from the table. 

 “Alright, that’s enough!” he shouted. “Knock it off unless you want my belt when I get home tonight.” Sean sat 

still, his eyes on his plate and his face screwed up in an angry grimace. “Do you understand me?” 

 “Yes,” Sean said bitterly. 

 It was an empty threat and we both knew it; Dad never hit us with his belt. In fact, he never really hit us at all. 

Still, when he threatened us with his belt, you knew he was really mad. 

“I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately, but it better stop. I’m getting fed up with this attitude of yours. Why 

can’t you be more like your brother? You don’t see him making a fuss about walking.” 



 Oh, great. Why did he have to bring me into it? 

 “Oh that’s right, perfect little Billy! Maybe it’s because I’m not a total wuss! Why don’t you just admit that you 

love him more than me?” 

 “Sean!” Mom gasped. 

 “It’s true! You’re always telling him how special he is. When’s the last time you told me I was special? You 

wanna know why he doesn’t have any friends? Because he’s weird. Do you know what they call him? ‘Space Case.’  

Because all he does is go around pretending he’s some kind of stupid astronaut. He’s special alright!”  

 All during Sean’s sudden tirade, I had been shrinking down into my chair. It’s not as if he was lying, but the 

truth hurt, and each word cut deeper and deeper. And worst of all, he was telling it to Mom and Dad! I didn’t want them 

to know what a total loser I was and how all the kids hated me. 

And how did Sean even know about them calling me “Space Case?” That one only started Monday. Never 

underestimate the underground kid network and the speed of a new derogatory moniker spreading throughout the 

school, even to the upper grades. 

 I couldn’t take any more. I sprung from my chair and ran to the basement, taking the stairs two at a time and 

right to the refuge of my spaceship, slamming the hatch closed behind me. I could still hear them upstairs arguing, but 

I couldn’t make out what they were saying. Then it got quiet and the bickering stopped. A few minutes later, I heard a 

soft knock on the metal door of the dryer. 

 “Honey?” Mom said in a soothing voice. “Are you okay?” 

 “Go away,” I said. I didn’t want to talk to anyone, not even Mom. 

 “Sean doesn’t mean those things.” 

 “It sure sounds like he means it.” 

 “He was just angry. I’m sorry he took it out on you.” 

 “What did I do to him?” 

 “I don’t know, sweetheart. Why don’t you come out of there?” 

 I opened the door and looked at my mother. I stopped crying, but my face was still wet. I hated that I cried all 

the time, but I couldn’t help it. Maybe Sean was right. Maybe I was just a wuss. 

 “Am I really as weird as he says?” I asked. 

 Mom wiped my face dry with her thumbs and said, “I’m going to tell you a little secret. Everybody’s weird.” 

 “Really?” 

 “Uh-huh.” 

 “Even Sean?” 

 “Even Sean.” 

 “Even you?” 

 “Especially me,” she said with a laugh. “But you know what? I think you are the sweetest, smartest, most 

creative little boy I’ve ever known, and I wouldn’t want you to be any other way. You just keep on being you and don’t 

worry about what anybody else thinks. They’re all just jealous. And besides, I love you just the way you are.” 

 I grinned at her, reached out, and hugged her as tight as I could. 

 “Thanks Mom, I love you.” 

 


