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 For my dad


 One

“RY-AN.” THE PIPE MAN spoke from its square silverish mouth near the ground, below all sixteen of its many-shaded purple eyes. The eyes were set in a vertical row down its tall, thin, body, a perfectly round, gray cylinder that made it look exactly like a giant, living pipe. I recognized this Pipe Man from the many times it had visited me in my zoo sector. Next to it, a little Pipe Man, only five eyes tall, stared at me with all five eyes wide open.

“Hon-tri-bum,” I said to the tall one. I smiled at them, trying to open my lips wide in a square shape, the way they did.

The five-eyed Pipe Man smiled back at me.

Hon-tri-bum blinked all sixteen of its eyes at the same time. It always blinked more than the others. I got the impression that it was thinking, really trying to study me.

“What’s your name?” I asked the little one, using their language.

The little one angled all five eyes upward and blinked at Hon-tri-bum. I wondered what their relationship was. All the many times Hon-tri-bum had come to visit me before, it had been alone.

“Go on,” Hon-tri-bum said.

The little one looked back at me. It closed all of its eyes at once, then opened them again. All of its eyes were bright blue.

Hon-tri-bum’s top two eyes squinted, and its top several inches scrunched together like they were made of dough. I recognized the Pipe Man laughter.

“It’s scared. It has never seen a member of a from species before today.” To the Pipe Men, everyone who wasn’t a Pipe Man was a from. Hon-tri-bum turned to face its little friend. “It won’t hurt you. Anyway, it can’t get out. See?” It faced me again and leaned the top of its body toward me, exposing the faint pinkness inside the mouthlike opening. Though when they were standing up straight, their tops looked like hollow round holes, they were surprisingly malleable. The Pipe Men could open and close these holes like mouths. You could say they actually had two mouths, the one at the bottom of their bodies, which they spoke out of, and the one at the top, which they used to pick things up and eat. Of course, they called eating drinking, since they had no teeth and ate only their special soup. Now Hon-tri-bum rapped the outer edge of its top-hole gently against the invisible glass, making a slight ringing sound. When it lifted its top-hole up again, it left a tiny white line of drool that seemed to hang on nothing in the air.

As the two Pipe Men stood there watching me from outside the glass, I felt the cold brushing of the message wind across my back. It was saying that it was time for dinner, time to go home.

I took three even steps backward and raised my hands above my head.

Hon-tri-bum made a sucking sound and bent its top-hole toward the little one. The little one hopped a little and stretched out vertically, making its five eyes separate from one another.

I almost laughed, but caught myself. I could not ruin the departure ritual. I stood up on my tiptoes, closed my eyes, and pursed my lips. Then I brought my hands sharply down and pinned them to my sides. I bowed forward at the waist, as far as I could go. After a lot of practice, I was now able to make my head almost touch my legs. With my head still down, I shuffled backward as quickly as I could. After I had put the appropriate distance between myself and the Pipe Men, I pivoted 180 degrees, stood up straight, and walked at a respectfully slow pace toward the portal.

A minute later, I felt the light shock of the portal as I passed through it, and then the change in the texture of the air. The portal, now behind me, was black and solid-looking. You couldn’t see through it from either side, but if you touched it, your hand would pass right through. I was now in the closet in my living room, in my house at 362 Ash Street, Forest Hill, Oregon, United States of America, Earth.

“Ryan!” It was my mom, calling from the kitchen.

“I’m back!” I yelled. I opened the closet door and walked out into the living room.

My seven-year-old sister, Becky, was sitting on the couch, watching TV. It was a Pipe Man show. Becky was just starting to learn their language, so she was watching it in English. I heard the female announcer’s lilting computer-translated voice.

“Sleep is no wasted time with idle dreaming for the Masters. The Masters perform a miraculous wealth of complex tasks while sleeping, including valuable scientific research . . .”

“Becky,” Mom called, “go ahead and pause that for now. You can finish it tomorrow. It’s time for dinner.”

Becky rolled her eyes at me, and I laughed. We had both seen the same show a million times. The Pipe Men made all the froms in the zoo watch each show a certain number of times, and all the shows had to be played in the right order. After the first few times, it got a little old.

In the kitchen, Mom had laid out our dinner on the table. Dad was standing next to his chair. I didn’t need to see him because I had already smelled him from the living room. He stank with a weird metallic odor.

“Hey, Dad,” I said. “How were the rats today?”

Mom frowned. “Call them Brocine, honey.”

Dad shook his head. “Well, they were their usual uninteresting selves. Lying around and doing nothing. After a second week in that sector, I understand even less why the Masters care about them. I guess it’s not for me to say, though.”

“Maybe they’ll have you go back to the Horn-Puffs soon,” said Mom.

“Oh, that would be great,” said Dad. “Did you know, the Horn-Puffs eat only a single species of soft-bodied insect? Just one thing, every day for their whole lives.”

Becky snickered, and I tried to hold back a smile. Dad had made that same comment almost every night he’d come home from working in the Horn-Puff sector. After all that talk, I almost wanted to try one of these “soft-bodied insects” myself, just to see what all the fuss was about.

“Now, take your places before it gets cold,” said Mom.

Becky and I got behind our assigned chairs, and Mom laid the final dish down on the table before taking her place. She nodded at us.

We all turned abruptly around and raised our arms over our heads. Then we brought our arms down, tight against our bodies, and bowed low.

“For all we have, we thank them,” said Mom. “For all we are, we owe them. For all they ask, we give them.” Mom clapped her hands together once.

In unison, Dad, Becky, and I lifted our heads up, jumped 180 degrees, pulled our chairs out, and sat down.


 Two

WE WEREN’T SUPPOSED TO LOOK at the Pipe Men spectators who stood outside the glass while we were inside doing lessons with our Pipe Men tutors, and we weren’t allowed to talk to the spectators until it was time for the afternoon performance. But now that I was getting fluent in their language, it was impossible not to overhear.

“On top they are called arms, and on the bottom, legs,” said a short one with only eight eyes. I recognized this one from the many times it had come by our sector and given the same speech. “Since they have no assistants, they need these extra pipes to move and drink.”

The spectators murmured. I could feel the dozens of eyes on me. It made it hard to concentrate on the math lesson that Yel-to-tor, my tutor, was giving me. The equations were hard enough without people talking about my body parts while I was trying to work. I let out a sigh of frustration.

“Let me see,” said Yel-to-tor.

I pushed my notebook toward the Pipe Man and twisted it around so it could see.

 Yel-to-tor bent its top four pea-green eyes over my paper. Then it bent all the way over the table and picked up my pencil with its top-hole. “Here.” It tapped my equation with the pencil. “This is a material transposition of the primary and final variables. You should not still be making this mistake.”

“What?” I was learning the mathematical terms as we went along, and I had never learned them in English. I had to not only figure out what material transposition and all that meant, but also keep all the inflections and pronunciations straight. I sighed again.

 Yel-to-tor scrunched its top-hole around the pencil and let out a wheezing rush of air. It made a sound like the wings of a bird flapping. The tutor set the pencil on the table, and where it had been inside the Pipe Man’s top-hole, it was covered in light white drool. “It’s almost time for your performance. We will do this again tomorrow.” Yel-to-tor propelled away from me. Like all Pipe Men, it moved by hovering above the ground and floating on a jet of air that it expelled from the bottom of its pipelike body. As it propelled, the edges of its bottom-hole wrinkled with effort and flapped a little with the jet of air. Yel-to-tor propelled toward the door that led through the invisible glass barrier, out into the viewing lane. I wouldn’t have known the door was there if I hadn’t seen the Pipe Men go through it, since it was as invisible as the rest of our cage. Yel-to-tor tapped on the air once with its top-hole, waited a second, and then propelled through.

Becky had been working with her tutor, Bre-zon-air, at a table a few yards away from us. Now she came walking across our sector, her feet squishing into the rubbery artificial ground. We both had to wear special boots to keep from bouncing and slipping. Lately, she’d been working on language for two hours every morning.

“I learned how to say ‘You make good soup!’” Becky said as she reached me.

“Thank you, you also make a pleasant brew,” I said, bowing low.

Becky bowed back at me and giggled.

“Bless my eyes, it can speak!” said a Pipe Man from outside the glass. It had ten eyes and was as wide-eyed as the little five-eyed one had been the day before.

“Amazing,” said its companion. “Look—they are about to drink.”

While we’d been working with our tutors, Mom had come back from the Pipe Man soup kitchen to make us some human food. Two sandwiches were sitting on two regular human plates, on a small table right in front of the invisible glass.

Several more Pipe Men joined the two who were already watching us.

Becky and I threw our hands up, then bowed down, facing the spectators.

“They’re so amazed by how we eat,” said Becky, taking her seat.

“I guess you’d find us interesting, too, if you had no teeth and all you ‘drank’ was soup,” I said.

Just above the top of the tallest Pipe Man, several wires were strung over the lane. They moved slowly, pulling along containers shaped like little teapots. Every once in a while, one of the wires would stop moving, and one of the teapots would pour its contents into the open top-hole of a spectator. That was all we knew of Pipe Man eating habits.

“What is that you’re drinking?” asked a spectator with only six eyes.

“When we drink something solid, we call it eating,” I said. “It’s called a sandwich.”

“Sandwich,” said Six-eyes. It pressed its eyes against the glass, distorting its features.

I opened my mouth wide and showed my teeth, then took an exaggerated bite. This caused three more spectators to press their eyes up against the glass.

Becky giggled at them and waved.

We both kept eating, taking large bites and chewing obscenely. If we’d done this at dinner with Mom and Dad, Mom would have given us the death stare. But here, we were supposed to exaggerate everything. I swallowed my last bite, pushed away from the table, and stood up.

“Oh!” a Pipe Man exclaimed.

“Becky, let’s exercise our appendages!” I said. Becky knew this Pipe Man phrase because we’d practiced it. We were supposed to act as if this was how humans normally behaved, never mind the fact that, of course, no one else on Earth knew Pipe Men existed, much less spoke their language.

Becky stood up, leaving a bit of sandwich on the plate. Three of the Pipe Men leaned toward it, top-holes dripping tiny amounts of drool. Their eyes blinked rapidly in succession. The rest of the Pipe Men pointed all their eyes toward us.

“One, two,” I chanted, kicking a leg up, then punching an arm out.

“One, two!” Becky shouted. She jumped in the air, raising her arms.

“One, two, three!” I cried, bouncing on one leg and kicking the other leg out. I had to wave my arms to keep steady.

“Dance!” Becky cried. She began running around me in a circle, pumping her fists up in the air.

“That’s not dancing!” I said.

“You dance, I run!” she puffed, making another round.

“Dance,” I said very slowly, for the Pipe Men’s benefit. Then I stood up on my toes like a ballerina, touched my hand to my head, and slowly twirled.

“Hoof, hoof, hoof!” the Pipe Men chanted. The word didn’t really translate. All I knew was, it was some kind of expression of approval.

When she got back around in front of me, Becky stopped and reached out a hand for our special hopping-together show. The Pipe Men loved it. But then Becky’s face turned pale.

“What?” I turned to see what she was looking at.

Mom was rushing toward us from the portal that led to our Earth house. She was crying.

“Mom! What’s wrong?”

“Ryan . . .” Mom was sobbing so hard that I didn’t understand anything except my name.

“What is it, Mom?”

“. . . the Brocine . . . poisoned noses . . .”

“Is it Dad?” Becky burst into tears too.

“Mom, what happened?” I asked.

“One of the Brocine babies poked him with its nose. It jabbed him with its spike out of nowhere. He—he’s alive, but he won’t wake up.”

“Where is he now?” I was aware of all the Pipe Men still watching us. Even more had crowded around since Mom had come running out. They didn’t make any noise, just stared at us, rapt.

“Our parent was hurt in an accident,” I said to them. “Mom, where is he?”

“He’s in the ward. The hospital. He won’t wake up.”

“But you said he’s alive. They’re helping him, right?” I asked.

Mom nodded and wiped her eyes.

“Then we’ll go see him. If they’re working on him, I’m sure he’ll be fine. I bet he’s even waking up right now.”

Mom seemed to get herself together a little. She took Becky’s hand and nodded at me, eyes wet. Becky and I weren’t supposed to leave our zoo sector during the day. In fact, we weren’t supposed to leave our zoo sector at all, unless it was just to go back to our house. In our hurry, we even turned our backs to the Pipe Men, forgetting all about the ritual.


 Three

TO GET TO ANY PLACE besides our zoo sector on O-thul-ba, the Pipe Man planet, we had to go back into our house through the living room closet, and then into the closet in Mom and Dad’s bedroom. Their closet led into a passageway. I’d only been in there a few times before, and that was right after the Pipe Men came, when I was younger than Becky. Dad had told me never to go back without him or Mom. He’d said that I would get lost and never find my way home, and we’d get in trouble with the Masters. So far, I’d been too scared to disobey him.

I hesitated at the bedroom doorway. “Did they say it was okay to bring us?” We were only going to go to a different part of O-thul-ba, not to any of the from planets, but still, I didn’t want to get in trouble.

“I didn’t think to ask about it,” said Mom.

“Do you know where the hospital is?”

Mom sniffed. “My daughter was born there. It’s not something you forget.” She squeezed Becky’s hand. “Come on, we’re all going to go see him.” She walked into the closet and through the blackness at the back, pulling Becky with her.

Even with what had happened, I was excited to be going into the passage. Maybe we’d run into some new froms. Dad had met a lot of them and described them to me, and of course we had TV from lots of planets, but it wasn’t the same as seeing them in person. I followed Mom and Becky through the closet.

The passage was just as I remembered it. It was wide enough for two people to walk together, and the places where the floor and ceiling met the walls were rounded rather than right angles. The ground was pinkish and soft, and instead of a wall in front of me, there was a rectangular black space. It was not quite static but moved a little, swirling ever so slightly with many varied shades of black. When I turned around, I could see the rectangular black door that we had come through, also swirling a little. Along both walls, there were other black doors, spaced maybe five feet apart. In between the doors, the walls were the same pinkish color as the ground. A soft, white light illuminated us, seeming to come from nowhere and everywhere at once.

I could tell that Becky was excited to be here, too, because she had stopped crying and was standing with her mouth open. As far as I knew, she had never been in here since she was a baby.

Mom started walking briskly, pulling Becky along. As we passed each of the black doorways, I couldn’t tell one apart from another. It was only a minute before I had completely lost track of which one led to our house. But Mom seemed to know exactly where she was going because a minute later, she abruptly stopped, cocked her head as if she was listening for something, and pulled Becky through a door.

I hesitated for a few seconds, trying to mark the spot in my mind, but as I looked back, all I saw were the doors going on in both directions, all looking exactly the same.

I came out into a different kind of hallway. Instead of the soft, fleshy floor of the passage, it had the same rubbery floor as our zoo sector. The ceiling was maybe twenty-five eyes up, tall enough to be over the head of the tallest Pipe Man. Little teapots hung limply from assistant wires suspended just under the ceiling.

“Ryan, stay with me,” said Mom. She was standing with Becky in front of an open doorway.

I hurried to catch up to them.

The doorway was tall and thin like the Pipe Men. We would have to go through it one by one, sideways. Beyond that were rows of long, narrow tables, all empty.

“Is that where the Pipe Men sleep?” asked Becky.

“Only when they’re sick,” said Mom. She hesitated for a second.

“Mom, are we supposed to be here?” I asked. I didn’t see anything human, and I was suddenly afraid. I had never seen a Pipe Man except from inside our sector. I had no idea what they’d do.

“They told me he was back here,” said Mom. “Did they expect us to just wait and hope they know what to do with a sick human?”

“What are we going to do, kidnap him?” I asked. “What would Earth doctors know about from poison anyway?”

“I’m not going to kidnap him,” said Mom. “I just need to find out if they can help him.” Mom slid sideways through the door and into the room, still pulling Becky. At first, there was enough space to walk normally, but the passage between the tables gradually narrowed, so much that Mom had to slide sideways again. But she moved quickly. She was used to moving this way, since she worked all day in the Pipe Men soup kitchens.

Becky was having a little more trouble. “Ow, Mom, not so fast!”

I wasn’t used to this either, since I’d never been allowed into real Pipe Men spaces before, but I managed to follow them without bumping into the tables too many times. The room with the rows of empty tables went on for quite a while. Assistant wires ran all across the ceiling, ready to provide anything the Pipe Men needed. Here and there, strangely shaped instruments hung from the wires along with the soup pots. Finally, Mom reached another hallway and we were in front of another long, thin doorway.

“Where does this go?” asked Becky.

“To the from part of the hospital.” Mom’s voice sounded bitter, but I didn’t want to disturb her by asking about it. I just followed them through. We were now in a place that looked much like a human hospital. The room was bigger, with real beds laid out in rows, separated by curtains. It looked like some of the beds were filled, but I couldn’t see anything but blurry shapes behind the curtains.

Several Pipe Men stood next to one of the curtains. All their eyes turned toward us.

“How did they get in here?” one of them asked.

“The parent must know the way.”

“They must be sent back.”

Two of the Pipe Men glided toward us. Both were tall, at least sixteen eyes each.

“Earth family. You have heard about Os-car’s illness,” said one.

“Where is it?” Mom asked. She meant Dad. The Pipe Men didn’t have words for male and female, husband or wife. She was shaking a little, but she looked right at the Pipe Man. “Is that it there?” She pointed at the curtain surrounding the nearest bed, where the other Pipe Men were still watching us.

One of the Pipe Men back at the bed blinked only its top eye. I had never seen any of them do that before. The two Pipe Men with us turned around so that their eyes were facing away from us, and the Pipe Man by the bed blinked its top eye again. Then it blinked one a few eyes down, then other ones, quickly, one after the other. The two Pipe Men near us abruptly turned around again.

“You will be allowed to see it,” one said. They separated from each other, leaving a space between them big enough for us to walk through in the normal way.

Mom didn’t wait for any more instructions. She pulled Becky forward, and I followed them. The two Pipe Men fell in behind us, blocking the exit.

I didn’t recognize any of the Pipe Men outside the curtain. That meant that if they’d ever been to see us, they weren’t regulars. I’d learned to recognize the ones I saw a lot, like Hon-tri-bum.

The curtain opened as we came toward it, pulled along assistant wires, and I saw my dad lying on a bed. Above and around the bed were more assistant wires, much like the ones that were strung across the ceiling, only these were not parallel with each other but intertwined in a strange pattern. Two were connected to Dad, one in his jaw and the other in his stomach.

Mom sobbed and ran toward him, brushing past the Pipe Men. “Oh, Oscar!” She turned back toward us. “What are you doing for it? What are these wires for?”

The Pipe Men blinked at each other. Finally, the one nearest to Mom spoke.

“We are keeping it alive.”

Mom stood up and planted herself right in front of the Pipe Man who’d been speaking. “You can’t help it. I need to take it back to Earth.”

“You cannot take it outside your home.”

“I’ll tell them it was a snake bite. An Earth animal. Or I’ll tell them I just don’t know. Let them do what they can. You don’t know enough about us!”

Several wires untwined themselves from the pattern above Dad’s bed and lowered themselves between Mom and the Pipe Man. They hung in front of her, taut, blocking her path back to Becky and me.

“You will stay here,” said the Pipe Man. It turned all its eyes toward Becky and me.

I wasn’t sure what to do. Were they really going to make Mom stay here? I knew what our parents had taught us. When in doubt, do the ritual. I had already been holding on to Becky’s hand. Now I lifted both my hands up, and Becky followed. We bowed as low as we could go.

“We will send a from to watch the children.” The Pipe Man turned to one of its fellows. “Take them back.” It blinked at another one of the Pipe Men, who floated away past the other silent curtains.

Mom stood frozen behind the wires, tears flowing down her cheeks. Still looking at us, she grabbed one of Dad’s listless hands.

“We’ll be okay, Mom,” I said. I tried not to let my voice show how fast my heart was beating. The Pipe Men had never done anything like this before. None of us had ever been really sick before, either. “You take care of Dad. We’ll be fine.”

Becky moved like she was going to go to Mom, but I held her hand firmly. “We’re going back with this Pipe Man. Mom’s going to be fine. Dad needs her. Do you understand?”

Becky was crying, but she nodded.

The Pipe Man who had floated away floated back now. It carried some kind of device in its top-hole that looked like a thin, jagged rock. Light spilled out of the top of the device, giving the Pipe Man a little halo. Its fellow closed its top-hole and then, with a coughing sound, spit up a black pen-like instrument. It gripped the slimy stylus with its top-hole, then blinked at me.

I bowed my head.

“This way,” it said. It turned back the way we’d come and began to glide over the rubbery floor. The one with the strange device followed it.

I glanced back at Mom. She was still standing rigid in front of the wires, gripping Dad’s hand, but she nodded at me. I tried not to look at Dad, but I couldn’t help it. He lay there looking an inch from death. I quickly turned back and followed the Pipe Men, gripping Becky’s hand.
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THE PIPE MAN WITH THE stylus tapped the other Pipe Man’s device. I couldn’t tell what that did, but after a few seconds, the Pipe Men silently began leading us down the passage. They stopped in front of one of the doors that looked the same as all the others.

The one with the stylus peered at the device with its top eye. “Here,” it said.

I faced them and nudged Becky. We raised our arms up, brought them sharply down, and backed through the door. With a slight buzz, we were back in Mom and Dad’s closet. The bedroom was eerily quiet, all the more so because I almost never came into this room.

As soon as we got through the door, Becky bolted into the living room, plopped down on the couch, and started sobbing.

I felt the same way, but I wasn’t going to let her see it. I sat down next to her. “Come on, he’s going to be fine. Look at what the Pipe Men can do. They have assistants, not just the wires but all sorts of other machines that Earth people don’t have. They have spaceships, and they can open up a door to our house even though they’re a gazillion miles away. They can take care of a little poison.”

Becky went on crying, and I put my arms around her. None of us had been treated by a Pipe Man doctor since Becky was born. They had studied us, taken weird scans with some kind of alien machine. But what did they really know? They didn’t even understand arms and legs. I patted Becky on the back, then leaned over to the window behind us and pushed the curtain aside, just a little bit. It was still sunny outside, and with my eyes used to the dimness of O-thul-ba, it seemed too bright.

A woman was walking by on the sidewalk. She saw me and stopped cold, staring. I quickly pulled the curtain shut, heart beating fast. She was the first human outside my family I’d seen in weeks.

“What if they don’t let her come back?” Becky asked, still sobbing a little.

“They’re going to let her. Once Dad gets well, they’ll both come back.” I hadn’t liked the way they’d acted toward her either. She was just trying to help Dad. What if they didn’t let her come back?

“Why won’t they let him go to a doctor?”

“It’s how they’re always worried about the Earth people knowing about them. Some Earth doctor might find the poison and guess it was caused by another from. That’s what they’re worried about.” That explanation didn’t quite make sense to me, though. No one else on Earth even knew other froms existed. They didn’t even have real spaceships. How would they guess?

“But we go outside sometimes.”

It was true, we did go outside sometimes. We’d even been to the doctor’s. But not often, and always with Mom or Dad. We were taught not to trust Earth people. 

“This is different,” I said. “We can’t take anything from other planets out there.”

Just as I got finished talking, there was a rattling inside the living room closet, the one that led to our zoo sector. Something banged on the inside of the door. Becky sat frozen, shocked out of her sobs.

“Hello?” I said.

“Hello?” said a voice.

“Who is it?”

“Ip. How do I get this thing open?”

Ip. I tried to remember where I’d heard that name.

“Your parent calls me a Horn-Puff,” said the voice. “Now, help me get out of here before I suffocate!”

A Horn-Puff! In our house? I rushed over to the closet and pulled the door open. There he was, looking just the way Dad had described them. He was about twice the size of Dad, though not much taller, soft- looking and blobby. He was colored mostly a light green, with white blobs here and there that peeled like a skin rash. Only his skin was nothing like ours. It was dewy and shimmery, even in the dimness of the closet. Only the white patches were dry. He had pupil-less eyes like giant pomegranate rinds.

“Ip!” I cried. “They let you come to our planet?”

“Someone had to watch you children.” The Horn-Puff stepped out of the closet and into the living room, turning his blobby head on his nonexistent neck. “Interesting place you’ve got here. What’s over there?” Ip globbed his way over to the window behind the couch. He moved slowly, but surprisingly well for having very poorly defined legs. A single thick, woody white horn protruded from the middle of his back, ending in a sharp point that glimmered like the Horn-Puff’s skin. He pushed the curtain aside with a swipe of one blobby arm.

“Oh . . .” Ip stood perfectly still, staring out.

“You can’t do that!” I rushed over to him and pulled the curtain shut. Fortunately, it seemed like no one was out there anymore. “What if someone sees you?”

“What are you talking about? I don’t understand!” Becky had stopped crying and was glaring up at me accusingly.

“I told him he can’t go around looking out people’s windows on other planets. No one’s supposed to know you exist!”

“They won’t believe it. One time, a Hippt child went wandering right into Hdkowl, my planet. Everyone acted like it was a hgso!”

“I don’t know what a Hippt or a hgso is, but you can’t count on Earth people being that stupid!”

“Mfff,” said Ip. “You have anything to drink?”

“We’re all out of insects,” I said.

“Urg. Well, you children stay here. I’ll be right back after dinner.” With that, Ip blobbed his way across the room, stuffed himself back into the closet, and was gone.

Becky was still glaring at me.

“Come on,” I said, “you must have understood some of that.”

“A little. I know he said he had to eat. I’m hungry too.”

“We just had lunch.” I was hungry too, though, so I went with Becky into the kitchen. Unfortunately, the refrigerator was almost empty, and so were the cupboards. I sighed. I didn’t know when Mom was coming back, and the from who ate only one kind of insect wasn’t going to be much help. If Becky and I were going to eat, we were going to have to go to the store. I went over to the cookie jar where Mom kept her stash of Earth money.

“Ryan! You can’t go out there!” Becky looked horrified.

“What am I supposed to do, go back and ask the Pipe Men for some soup?”

Becky wrinkled her nose.

“Exactly! I’m going to have to go out there. And I’m not going to leave you alone here, so that means you’re coming, too.”

I thought she was going to start crying again.

“No,” I said, taking her shoulders. “It’s not going to be like last time. We’ll change our clothes. I’m sure we’ve got something that will pass.” I looked down at my shimmering black tunic that looked vaguely like a shiny potato sack and square-toed boots made from the skin of an O-thul-ban Id-won. I’d seen enough TV to know that this wasn’t what the other kids were wearing.


 Five

“WHAT DO YOU THINK?” Becky came out of her room wearing a gray dress. It came down a little below her knees, and the sleeves went barely past her elbows. It didn’t give her much shape.

“Don’t you have any jeans?”

“They’re too small.” She held up a tiny pair of jeans against her waist.

I sighed. I had managed to squeeze into a pair of jeans, but they were way too short. At least I’d found a T-shirt that fit okay. Fortunately, Mom had recently brought home some Earth shoes for both of us. I didn’t know if they were in fashion, but at least we’d be able to make it to the store and back.

I helped Becky put on her sneakers. With the thick boot socks she was wearing, they almost didn’t fit. But these were the socks we wore every day, and we didn’t have any others. At least my socks covered the part of my legs that the too-short pant legs didn’t. I helped her to her feet.

“Ready?”

Becky stared at the door and shook her head.

“I know. Me neither.” I held her hand, turned the doorknob, and slowly pushed the door open. There was the front porch, then three steps leading down to a paved walkway through a patch of tidy grass, and at the end of that, a sidewalk. Beyond that was a street, empty except for a few parked cars. The

































































OPS/font/LintballITCStd.otf


OPS/toc.xhtml

    
      Table of Contents


      
        		
          Title Page
        


        		
          Table of Contents
        


        		
          Copyright
        


        		
          Dedication
        


        		
          One
        


        		
          Two
        


        		
          Three
        


        		
          Four
        


        		
          Five
        


        		
          Six
        


        		
          Seven
        


        		
          Eight
        


        		
          Nine
        


        		
          Ten
        


        		
          Eleven
        


        		
          Twelve
        


        		
          Thirteen
        


        		
          Fourteen
        


        		
          Fifteen
        


        		
          Sixteen
        


        		
          Seventeen
        


        		
          Eighteen
        


        		
          Nineteen
        


        		
          Twenty
        


        		
          Twenty-One
        


        		
          Twenty-Two
        


        		
          Twenty-Three
        


        		
          Twenty-Four
        


        		
          Twenty-Five
        


        		
          Twenty-Six
        


        		
          Twenty-Seven
        


        		
          Twenty-Eight
        


        		
          Twenty-Nine
        


        		
          Thirty
        


        		
          Thirty-One
        


        		
          Thirty-Two
        


        		
          Thirty-Three
        


        		
          Thirty-Four
        


        		
          Sample Chapter from WUFTOOM
        


        		
          Buy the Book
        


        		
          About the Author
        


      


    
  

OPS/images/cover.jpg
@SCAPQ

E
Q/\’? M@'&,

MARYEG31gH 0'MP'S 0N





OPS/images/titlepage.jpg
@SC—Ap@

Y,gC)M T"’E’

B M

MARY G. THOMPSON

llllllllllll
uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu
nnnnnnnnnnnnn





