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INTR =

THE BOY WHO WASN'T IN
THE BALLOGN

Here is a story: On October 15, 2009, the parents of six-year-old Falcon Heene claimed
that their son was on board a helium balloon that had floated away from their backyard
in Fort Collins, Colorado. At the time, it was reported by the mass media that Falcon
Heene was traveling at altitudes reaching 7,000 feet in a homemade balloon colored
and shaped to resemble a silver flying saucer.

The event attracted world-wide attention. Falcon was nicknamed “Balloon Boy” by the
media.

Falcon Heene’s parents, Richard Heene and Mayumi Lizuka, first met at an acting
school in Hollywood. . . .

Heene had pursued careers in acting and stand-up comedy without success.

Heene became a storm chaser in the 1970’s after a storm ripped the roof off a building
he was working on. Heene’s storm chasing has included riding a motorcycle into a
tornado.

The family had been featured on the reality TV show Wife Swap on two different occasions,
the second time as a fan-favorite choice for the 100th episode.

“Balloon Boy” became the No. 1 search on Google within hours of the incident.*

Question: In what ways does it not matter that the boy wasn’t in the balloon?

It was a story that left the nation off balance. The mylar balloon landing in the Plaines, a
dirt field outside of Denver with the Rockies in the distance, was picture perfect. The man
running out to the balloon to halt the spinning basket, picture perfect. But there was no
boy in the balloon. What's more, the boy was in the attic at home. What's more, the father
had told him to go there, and when the media appeared, to lie. No boy in the bottom of
the basket. There was outrage, condemnation, in somewhat biblical proportions.

* All sourced from Wikipedia.
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At what point had we pinned our hopes, and our convictions in redemption and salvation,
on the boy? We believed in the boy curled up on the floor of the balloon. We watched
and waited. There was some recognition, some ephemera in us that drifted away with
the balloon, and with the thoughts of the boy in the balloon. It was imaginatively shaped
like a flying saucer. It had a basket on the bottom. Who could not think of it? The boy.
The innocence. The sky that day, an unfaltering blue, and the dying breath struggle,
encapsulated mid-air, vanishing, and yet there—the balloon, the boy, our lives, our family
histories, and landscapes, and the loss of it all, floating. . . .

Perhaps the star of the day was the balloon. A metaphor for the romance of isolation.
The wind. If the boy would have been in the balloon, if he would have died, or at least
suffered head trauma, then it would have mattered.

And then there were all those people who traveled along the highway, hoping to spot the
balloon and save the boy. Perhaps they wanted to save something in themselves that
they believed saving.

And then the Colorado National Guard was called in to assist in the rescue effort with
Black Hawk helicopters.

This story is a narrative not of the boy, but of the society that watched, that filmed, that
photographed, that twittered and facebooked, and within hours produced a “balloon
boy” video game on the web.

The six-year-old boy’s slip up on CNN to Wolf Blitzer, revealing the hoax, has been
viewed half a million times on YouTube. Once again, for the eighth, no eightieth, no eight
hundredth time that week we became the consciousness mastered no longer by tomes
in libraries, but by clicks, by buzz.

The story becomes its own if you are willing to let go of it. Perhaps it has meaning in
other ways. Perhaps it has no meaning. It's not a fiction, it doesn’t have to end neatly.

Perhaps what is revealed is not the hoax, but the sprawl and weakness of the post-post-
modern narrative. The thing is filled with holes. It barely holds together. The boy who
wasn't in the balloon is the narrative of our times, the phantasmagoria of our age.

Stories happen this way now. Do they need to be voiced? Do we need to analyze? Do
we need another interpreter of story? Do we need to investigate meaning yet again?
Authorship?

Perhaps underscoring disharmonious-ness does work to bring all the strands together
and thus, bring us into accord.

Perhaps the question becomes whether the boy who wasn'’t in the balloon will ever have a
“true” life. And the truth will be found when we finally write about not only what happened
that day but what did not.

We call it lyric nonfiction, but it is much more a concept than a lyric. And it offers a
conceptual challenge: can we give up our novel narrative, and then, can we grasp the
unctuousness, the spiraling energy, of the other narrative.

The preceding paragraphs, and the one below, are two disparate things. | am sure they
will soon be assimilated.




The father of the boy who was not in the balloon pled guilty to a misdemeanor of making
a false report to authorities—or in other words—to a hoax. He will pay $36,000 in
restitution. This includes the $14,600 it cost to bring in the National Guard and the Black
Hawk helicopters. He did this to save his wife, a Japanese citizen, from deportation.

Our fascination with reality, and indeed our reality, has outpaced anything that fiction
can produce. “Truth” in our lives can be found in the mosaic. The poets have moved to
the nonfiction world. The breadth of this can be seen in the nonfiction we publish in SLR:
CNF+ART. Readers are submerged in the world—the “real” world—by the poetic precision
of the nonfiction/poem “Crows in Haiku,” through the evocative memoir/art collage by
Cheryl Rogers Resetarits “Alice in Havanaland,” by the gently paced “Sargasso Series” of
narrative poems by Maureen Seaton, and finally through the graphic/memoir/poems of
Betty Heredia who juxtaposes the life of a father who has Parkinson’s with the life of the
daughter who cares for him. Our essay contest winner (judged by David Lazar) explores
the perforated areas among literature, philosophy and memory. In her winning essay
“Darkness, not Stillness,” Tina Simpson uses quotes from D.H. Lawrence as subtext to an
essay in which memory tries to situate “the ecstasy of being.”

As editor of South Loop Review: Creative Nonfiction + Art, | can affirm that you will also
encounter the familiar tropes of literature. They are here throughout, but—as Machiko
Kakutani said in her review of Stieg Larsson’s work—"1 hope that we are re-inventing
them with new ardor.”

In the mosaic of the “essai,” and as editor of South Loop Review: Creative Nonfiction +
Art, | ook for slight-of-hand in the language, some syncing in the sentences, something
pushing in the voice, and some search for meaning—even if, as with the boy who wasn’t
in the balloon, it turns out to be the thing that we looked for was the thing that was not
there.

RéLynn Hansen, Editor
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