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GRANDMA CROW was surely among the chosen. She may
even have been God’s select witness. It was given to the

old woman to see such things the rest of us will waste our
lives waiting for and never see. The very codes of the celestial
semaphore by which God is thought to communicate with his
immediate minions were as intelligible to her as the plain
language of a sign post. And it didn’t stop there; she had seen
flying saucers, real ones, and their sub-craft and captains;
she had even seen great holes in the earth where the rest of
us see nothing but solid ground, and she knew what went on
down there, had spoken to the inhabitants, in their own
tongue, which she said was a language so strange that it
couldn’t be taught or learned (meaning, either you had it or
you didn’t); and, if you believe it, she had seen the Devil
himself, more than once, close up and in person.

The townspeople, especially the ones who were accus-
tomed to keeping their spiritual ecstasies to a strictly Sunday
schedule, blushed at the mention of her name. Some of
them—the younger ones who came from other parts—
thought that she was just a crazy old woman, and they got in
the habit of treating her unkindly. Older, more circumspect
types who knew her longer, had come to the conclusion that
she was, to put it in the vernacular, touched. But, as they
couldn’t decide if that was good or bad (or who had done the
touching, for that matter), they concealed their confusion be-
hind manufactured smiles and otherwise kept their distance.
Several women, speaking in absolute confidence, said they
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were afraid of Grandma Crow. They too had seen things—
nothing so intriguing as the things seen by the old woman,
for sure—but things nonetheless. They just didn’t admit to it
in public.

“Hush up about all that stuff, you old thing,” Mrs.
Bedortha said to Grandma Crow. “You can’t say things like
that. Somebody is going to shut your mouth for good one
of these days. It’s all trash, and you know it.” But Grandma
Crow just smiled at her, remembering the morning when
Mrs. Bedortha came to her door, trembling and pale, and
talking about the strange orange light that appeared sud-
denly in the night and hovered over the sawmill for nearly
two hours. Mrs. Bedortha knew it was a sign, but she didn’t
know what it could mean. Grandma Crow listened, holding
her hand, and told her what it was and that she had noth-
ing to fear so long as she didn’t look at it for too long and
was careful afterwards to pray to God for his forgiveness,
assuming that Mrs. Bedortha, being human, had need of
forgiveness.

The youngest children, who are strictly innocent at all
times, looked upon Grandma Crow with nothing but admira-
tion. They flocked to her little trading post out on the flats
on Saturday afternoons and hung around for hours listening
to her stories. They liked to believe them, too, which is why
their mothers were forever anxious and always questioning
them about what the old woman had to say and then reward-
ing them with spankings. The kids who went to the high
school, on the other hand, treated the old woman bad—even
with some cruelty, at times—because there just wasn’t that
much for them to do, especially when it turned cold and
rainy, and because high school kids are almost adults and
have discovered the plain fun in cruelty.

Grandma Crow, no matter who she was talking to, was
ever confident and hardly ever offended by what anyone
made of her, because the proof of all she claimed to have
seen was ready and at hand. “Look here, kid,” she would say,

pointing to dark spots of her puffy white legs. “That’s where
they got me with their rays when I was hanging out the wash
last week. Why, kid, one nearly knocked me off my feet. I
didn’t think I was going to make it back to the house. I had to
crawl on my hands and knees. And what about this hair, kid?
Did you ever see a color like this in all your life?” Grandma
Crow’s hair was indeed white. Every follicle. Root to tip. It
wasn’t the white of old age—which tends toward a bluish
white—but rather it was a glowing, electrified white, like
white gold, and everybody said it was most unusual.

And don’t think she didn’t have her corroborators and
collaborators. There was her brother Johnny. He had seen it
all, too, or most of it. He had a quiet nature, however, and
rarely spoke to his neighbors and almost never to strangers.
If he was asked if he had seen this or that, he would some-
times answer, but more often he would pretend to be asleep.
And there was the niece. Her name was Rachel, and because
that was her name (being Biblical, that is) she wasn’t in the
least shy about it and would say straight out that her old aunt
wouldn’t lie. “I ’ve seen some of it, and it’s just what aunty
says it is,” she would say.

And there were the three friends, old ladies who had
known Grandma Crow from the time she was a girl. “Look at
her legs. What else could it be?” said one. “And that dark ring
around the moon this past April,” chimed the others. “It’s the
sign of our sweet Jesus and the coming of Judgment, just like
the Bible tells. And like she said, too.”

There is also the witness of the young woman who was
there the day Grandma Crow met the Devil, right there in the
trading post, and in broad daylight on a business day. No-
body has actually talked to the girl, but Grandma Crow can
tell you her name and recount in detail the circumstances
that led up to her misfortunes. “She was standing just there,”
she would begin, pointing to a rack of old coats to one side.
“She had her little boy with her, and she was six months
pregnant with another. I was standing here behind the
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counter arranging these little plastic flowers when that thing
came in.” Then, adopting an air of confidentiality, she added:
“Kid, he was beautiful. He was the most handsome creature
I’d ever seen—I mean, an elegant figure, brown skin, glowing
brown eyes, and brown finery head to foot. He comes in the
door just as natural as you please, all smiles, and he flops
himself down right across the counter. Charm, kid? You don’t
know. He was really something. Well, after he oiled his
tongue with the niceties, he starts in on me, and all the time
watching that poor pregnant girl.” Then the old lady would
pause, put on an indignant look. When she resumed the story
it was matter of fact, earnest. “I won’t tell you everything that
filthy mister said to me. It was plain that if I didn’t stand my
ground, I was lost. He can’t touch you if your faith is up to
the strain. But, kid, show the slightest weakness… well, he
aims his tongue with the skill of a lizard.” Anger would over-
take Grandma Crow at this juncture. Her eyes would tear up,
too, and she would drum the countertop with her fingernails.
“Did I tell you what happened to the girl? That thing put his
hand right out and snatched the baby. Right from her womb.
It happened, kid. I swear it happened. He took it just like
that, just like it was some old rag. The poor girl was struck
dumb, and all she could do was whimper and cry. To this day
she can’t believe it happened. She just sits in her house day in
and day out, with just the boy for company, and cries. Her
husband, the brainless fool, won’t believe she was ever preg-
nant. Well, you know, I see her now and then. It breaks my
heart just to speak her name.”

Then, of course, there is the indian boy Lonnie Potts. He
had come all the way from Madras looking for Grandma
Crow. Someone, possibly a relative, suggested that his own
predisposition for things preternatural was in need of polish.
“All this crying is upsetting the family,” they told him. “You
got to get hold of yourself, Lonnie. You hear voices. Most
people don’t, for chrissake. It’s a gift or something? Did
you ever think of like that, Lonnie?” It was Albert Cross, a

shaman with connections in the spiritual crowd, red and
white, came up with the idea of the boy visiting the practi-
cally famous Grandma Crow. He said the computer bulletin
board, by which the members of his trade keep current, had
given the old woman five stars. This Mr. Cross even put up
the bus fare.

Grandma Crow, for whom surprise was impossible, sur-
prised her visitor by saying: “Well, kid, you took your time
getting here.” But before he could dissolve into tears, which
she reminded him wasn’t a thing indians are supposed to
do, she put something into his hand. “That’s okay, kid,” she
said, “we’ve got lots of time.” The thing she put into his hand
was a plastic bottle in the shape of a squirrel sitting on its
haunches, a screw cap in the top of the head. “Baby sham-
poo,” she said. “I found it in the county dump. Pretty coinci-
dental, don’t you think?” Lonnie, still stuck in his initial
surprise and in absolute awe of the five-star rating system,
replied: “I guess so, lady. I’m sort of confused.”

Lonnie only stayed with old woman for three days or so.
That was about all he could handle. He thought it was lucky
that he was only hearing voices, and that he wasn’t seeing
things or having himself turned black and blue from regular
combat with alien space craft. “The voices aren’t anything
God doesn’t want to hear,” she said reassuringly. “There’s a
whole world going on right under our feet, kid. It’s bound to
get a little noisy for people like us, but if we listen careful
there’s always a chance of hearing something important,
maybe a secret—like where to find hidden treasure, or how
to avoid heartbreak.”

Word of the boy’s visit got around, no thanks to Rachel
and Mrs. Bedortha. Afterwards the gossip was so bad that
hardly a person in the county was without an opinion. The
worst of it was a story to the effect that Grandma Crow was
taking liberties with the boy, who, as they could all testify (on
account of him being an indian) could easily get confused
around a Christian woman. The consequences of such talk
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can be uncertain, so the brother Johnny began to make plans
for a speedy exit from town, which meant building a crate
with breathing holes for Grandma Crow. And for awhile it
looked like the box might be needed. People turned nasty,
and it was suggested by more than one person that Grandma
Crow ought to be put straight. And anybody who knows
small towns knows what that can mean.

Just then, however, something happened that changed
everything. Inside the space of a single week not less than
one hundred persons reported seeing flying saucers in the
countryside, sometimes in broad daylight. And with so many
reports, many of them from sober people, the press showed
up. They interviewed everyone who claimed to have seen any-
thing. And naturally Grandma Crow provided them with the
most complete and lively accounts, supplying many fine de-
tails the others were too inexperienced to notice.

What the newspapers missed, the TV reporters invented,
and the story went far and wide. More reporters turned up,
and even a sociologist or two. And, of course, sightseers. By
the car loads, and expecting to see God knows what. They
made demands to see it—whatever it was—and when they
were told to go away, they threatened to sue. People were
even paying other people to lie about it, and say they had
seen this or that. And the mail came, much of it addressed to
Grandma Crow, and it came by the bags full—letters, cards,
packages—and it piled up to such a point that volunteers had
to be enlisted to help with the reading, which is how every-
one knew about a certain letter the minute it arrived. It was
from someone calling himself Captain Haliron, Commander
of the Fleet, Empire of the Epsilon Quadrant, Outer Parts,
Etc., and it declared, in so many words, that he was the com-
mander of the very space craft which Grandma Crow had
seen many times, and the same craft the others had chanced
to see more recently. The letter went on to say that the writer
was greatly impressed by the thoroughness of Grandma
Crow’s report of events as reflected in the many press ac-

counts. “Very professional,” his exact words. And to seal his
sincerity, he included a sketch of his command craft, hand
drawn, and by no less a person than himself.

That famous letter, coupled with a little common sense,
caused a number of people to wonder if they hadn’t just been
caught up in the moment, to wonder, in fact, if they had seen
anything at all. And when they began to see that all the press
attention had not been entirely without cost to their dignity,
that in fact the press had gone out of its way to make the
town a laughingstock, they closed their doors, pulled the
shades on their windows, and talked no more to strangers
and very little among themselves. And it didn’t take them
long to once again turn on Grandma Crow, who just kept on
showing that letter to anyone who asked to see it, stranger or
friend.

A local minister, an expert, was the first to suggest that
the hand of Satan, aided by Grandma Crow, had been re-
sponsible for this lapse of good sense. He repeated the old
stories about Grandma Crow and the boy Lonnie Potts from
his pulpit. People took to it, too, because it gave them an
excuse to forget UFOs and their own part in the hoopla that
came with it.

AND, AS WAS BOUND TO HAPPEN, a bunch of no-goods from the
tavern—drunk on gossip and booze—showed up at the trad-
ing post intent on mischief. Dressed in makeshift costumes to
look like space invaders, they had no plan but to aggravate
the poor old woman, and maybe get their hands on the letter.

The pitiful troop, numbering seven, gathered outside
Grandma Crow’s window and began to make such noises as
they supposed would be natural for space creatures to make,
and kept it up until they were dizzy and beginning to feel the
effects of the cold night air in their bones. The result of all
this considerable effort was nil, it seems. Grandma Crow was
nowhere in sight, nor was anyone of equal rank, such as
Johnny or Rachel. They might have packed it in and gone
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back to the tavern had it not been for the open window,
which one of them accidentally found when he fell through it.
Once inside their spirits were quickly revived, and they con-
tented themselves for several hours by making improvements
in their costuming using the abundant stock of the old
woman’s store. At some hour, however—they were too drunk
to know the exact time—someone suggested that they make a
ramshackle of the place, just to pay Grandma Crow back for
being somewhere else when they had come calling. And that’s
all anyone knows of what happened that night, because in
that instant the world exploded. It took a dozen rural
firefighters several hours to extract the culprits from what
was left of the trading post, which wasn’t much, and then
revive the men sufficiently for questioning. Miraculously, no
one was seriously injured, excluding three cases of alcohol
poisoning and the general confusion that seemed to have a
vise grip on their collective mind.

The official inquiry, led by the town’s fire chief, was di-
rected reasonably enough toward the possibility of a gas leak
or water heater explosion. The tavern boys, however, back at
their posts, insisted to a man that they had been attacked by
aliens. It was a shaky story, to be sure, and certainly few
people in town were ready to revive talk of UFOs, but the fact
remained that Grandma Crow, days afterwards, was still
missing. Johnny and Rachel turned up, claiming to have been
visiting a cousin on the coast that night, but denying having
any information about Grandma Crow or where she might
be. It’s possible that they were just being coy, trying to pro-
tect the old lady, but they never said so, not even among
friends. And as the tavern boys told their story, again and
again, the general tale only grew in scope. The alien craft,
they said, was of the starship class, red in color and sporting
a lot of chrome around its many armaments. The attack, they
said, was swift and sure, and probably involved the firing of
no more than one or two torpedoes. As for Grandma Crow,
they said, all they could think was that she had either been

abducted early on, or vaporized in the attack—unless, of
course, she was somewhere else at the time.

As time wore on, and still no trace of Grandma Crow,
the official theories—i.e.: a gas leak or water heater explo-
sion—were all but forgotten. Not even the fire chief who
proposed them could call the matter settled. No one was pre-
pared to use the word UFO, let alone bring up the idea of a
space invasion, in a public way, but by winks and nods they
let their private ideas be known. People, as they are apt to do,
eventually discovered effective code words and euphemisms,
which permitted a degree of open discussion without having
to admit they were discussing what they said they would not
discuss. And out of the codes arose whole epics of such fine
construction that it was sometimes hard to know when some-
one was talking about Grandma Crow or reading from some
great book. And, as fiction is often the most sacred of truths,
it became impossible to discuss any matter related to
Grandma Crow outside the settled framework of self-decep-
tions, not even after Mrs. Bedortha received a postcard from
Mt. Shasta with the scribbled message “Having a wonderful
time. Love, Ella,” Ella being Grandma Crow’s Christian
name. Or after Rachel and Johnny received similar cards.
Rachel, of course, didn’t think she knew an Ella, and Johnny
just tossed his card into the wood stove, thinking it best to
leave well enough alone. And, a couple of years later, when
Grandma Crow drove into town on the arm of Albert Cross
and wearing a wedding ring, hardly a soul considered it a
friendly act, and most refused to believe it was actually her.
“It’s just another one of her tricks,” they said. And when word
got around that Grandma Crow (or the impostor) had left
town, the collective feeling of relief was almost palpable. And
if Johnny and Rachel seemed to waffle when asked about
who it was who had come to their trailer in the big Lincoln,
they might be excused. To have done otherwise would have
disrupted what for them had become a quiet and orderly life,
sprinkled with just enough celebrity to give them free pass at
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the tavern, that same tavern where those same seven boys
who survived that one, stupendous explosive night, were
still—years afterward—giving their eyewitness reports with
ever more clarity and improving style.


