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1

The golden rule of Shady Elms Retirement Home was listed clearly on the front door:

No unaccompanied minors on the premises after six p.m.

Which was why I was not using the front door.

“Dumb rule doesn’t even make sense,” I grumbled as I pulled myself up on Grandpa Walt’s window ledge. As soon as I got into the room, I wouldn’t be unaccompanied.

So there.

I dug the toes of my shoes into the brick wall and braced my elbows on the sill. “Grandpa!” I called through the screen. “Grandpa?” Silence, and then—

“NnnNNNaaaAaaaaghghgHhhh.”

Squishing my face against the screen, I squinted into the dim room. Grandpa Walt was sprawled out in his easy chair, asleep, glasses half off his face. He snuffled before releasing another monster snore.

Right. I forgot about the post-dinner nap. Trying to wake Grandpa usually took more noise than I was willing to risk, so I tested the window screen. Nope. He forgot to leave it unlocked.

“Grandpa?” I tried again.

“NNNnnnAAAaghghGHh.”

Definitely on my own here.

Balancing my weight on the windowsill, I pushed on the screen. It wiggled a bit. Switching my angle, I piled on the pressure when I felt it start to give. Hah hah! Victory!

The screen flew onto the floor of Grandpa’s room with a clatter and I fell headlong over the sill, stomach pressed up against the frame as my legs dangled outside.

I was mostly inside, though, so still a win.

Grandpa Walt jerked awake with a snort, blinking bleary blue eyes around the room. “Wha—?”

“Heeeey, Grandpa,” I said, giving him an upside-down wave. “Help, please?”

He stared at me, and worry began to itch at the back of my mind.

“Hello, dear,” he said finally, straightening his glasses with a smile. “Did I know you were coming over?”

“We talked about it yesterday, remember?”

“Of course, of course.” He shook his head and peered at the floor. “Is that my screen?”

Relief swamped through me as I flapped a hand at the broken window. “I will definitely fix that.” Pop the square thing back in the square thing. How hard could it be?

“Hmm, my toolbox is around here somewhere.” He scratched at his chin. My legs were starting to go numb as the window ledge cut off my circulation.

“GRANDPA.”

“Ooooh, one sec.” Grandpa Walt pushed himself up out of his chair, wincing as his knees cracked. He grabbed his cane and started a slow shuffle over to the window. “Be right there, sweet pea. Hang on.” He grinned. “This is quite the pickle you’ve gotten yourself into.”

I kicked my feet in the air with a grunt. “Can we save the jokes for when I’m right-side up?”

Cackling, Grandpa Walt grabbed the waistband of my pants and yanked me forward. I popped through the gap and tumbled onto the floor with a crash. I lay spread-eagled on the rug, catching my breath. A few clonks and bruises, but I’d live.

The rubbery tip of a cane poked at my nose. “And why couldn’t you use the front door?”

“Nurse Edie was on the desk.” You’d think the overlord of Shady Elms would take Saturday off, but apparently not. I dusted off my knees and stood up . . . only to pause at the look on Grandpa’s face. The one he gets when he’s trying to figure out the pieces he’s forgotten and doesn’t want me to know.

“If anyone’s going to enforce the ‘no kids visiting alone after six p.m.’ rule, it’s the big boss lady, right?” I prompted him with a little smile.

“Right,” he said slowly, bushy eyebrows straining under the weight of his creased forehead.

“And we have important work to do,” I continued. “For Project Validation.”

Grandpa’s eyes lit up at that. Back in familiar territory. We’d been working on Project Validation since I was six years old. Project goals included proving that Grandpa Walt was telling the truth about meeting an alien thirty years ago and that Dad’s been super wrong by not being on board with the whole project from the start.

I . . . might not have told Grandpa about that second part.

Today was the first day of summer vacation. Prime time to work on Project Validation, and nothing—not visitation rules or disapproving dads—was going to stand in the way.

A lively knock sounded at Grandpa’s door before it swung open and a hand patted the wall to flip on the living-room light. The hulking figure in the doorway grinned down at me.

“Lemon!” Sully, Grandpa’s best friend, bellowed as he strode into the room. He and Grandpa made quite the pair in what I secretly thought of as their Old Man Uniforms. Lumpy blue-gray sweater, khaki pants, and a well-worn pair of house slippers. They could almost be twins except for the fact that Sully was a foot taller and bald as an egg.

Grandpa Walt had known Sully for years before he moved into the home. It had made the change easier and cheered him up to see a familiar face on arrival back in October. So much so that he looped Sully in on Project Validation.

Unfortunately, Sully wasn’t the most subtle team member.

“Checking in with Team Greeeeeenie and reporting for duty.” He knocked off a salute. “What’s on the agenda today?”

“Sully, it’s awesome to have your help, but seriously, please,” I begged. “A little quieter?”

He slapped a hand over his mouth and gave me a thumbs-up.

“Also,” I couldn’t help adding, “it’s Project Validation.”

“Ah, you’re no fun,” he said, laughing when I rolled my eyes. “Now, spill. What’s the plan?”

“Well,” I said. “Considering Nurse Edie’s out front . . .”

“Right.” Sully snapped his fingers. “I’ll go take watch,” he said, heading for the door. “You can count on me, Team Greeee—”

“Thank you, bye-bye.” I herded him the rest of the way out.

Grandpa chuckled as he leaned over his cane. “What about the rest of Team Greeeeeenie?”

“Don’t you start too!” A team of goofballs. “The rest of Project Validation will be getting our plan in place so we can make the most of the next few weeks.”

“Let’s hop to it then!” Grandpa Walt said, and I answered his grin with a huge one of my own.

Time to find our aliens.

We had our system down to a science—everything in its proper secret hiding place.

Grandpa Walt reached under his chair cushion to pull out a pile of folders, stuffed to bursting with notes. I flipped over the large landscape painting on the wall to reveal a heavily marked-up map of the town on the back.

Now for the crown jewel of our investigation.

Zipping into the bedroom, I paused at the bedside table, patting hello to Grandpa’s favorite garden gnome statue and the framed photo of Grandma Frannie. Grandpa Walt always said I was the spitting image of Grandma, and it was nice to see the proof in the pictures since she died before I was born. Same wavy light brown hair that never quite knew how to stay put. Same short legs. Same rosy white skin and crooked smile.

Same determination to help Grandpa Walt prove himself.

I shared a grin with her as I crouched to reach under the bed for our hefty Project Validation master binder—

Only to come up empty.

Weird.

Flattening to the ground, I peered into the dark space and got a face full of dust bunnies, balled-up socks, and a whole lot of nothing else where a binder should be.

“Hey, Grandpa,” I called as I righted myself and stuck my head through the doorway. “Where’s the binder?”

“Hmm?” He didn’t look up, busy sorting through the folders in his lap.

“Grandpa.” I stepped over and waved a hand in front of his face to get his attention. “Where’d you put the binder? It’s not under the bed.”

“Sure it is.” He frowned, cutting a look across the room. “Isn’t it?”

“Nope.” I rocked back on my heels and blew out a breath. This wasn’t our first time at the ‘Where’d Grandpa Walt Stash It?’ rodeo, and fortunately, there were only so many places for a two-inch-thick binder to hide. After five minutes of rooting around, I finally found it in the cupboard under the bathroom sink.

“Got it,” I hollered. Tugging the binder free, I hauled it over and plopped it down on the coffee table. “Whew! We’re gonna have to split this thing into two soon!”

“Where was it?” Grandpa Walt eyed the binder suspiciously.

“In the bathroom,” I said with a laugh. “I’m not even going to ask.”

“Hmpf,” he grunted before shaking his head. “Anyhow, you found it, so let’s get started.”

“Okay.” I grabbed the binder, flipping to the last page. “Last summer, we searched the woods by quadrants visually and with the metal detector, to minimal results.”

“The change jar begs to differ on minimal results,” Grandpa Walt said, twitching his chin at the bookshelf, where the half-full jar sat in a place of pride among his garden gnome collection.

“Fair, but still not the results we’re looking for. Also, I’ve been downloading the SETI activity reports,” I said, pulling pages out of my pocket from the institute for the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence. “But . . . not much news there either. And nothing in the usual forums—at least, not for our area.” A frankly annoying lack of tips to start our summer with.

“I’m not going to be much help, considering my bum hip,” he said.

“No worries,” I reassured him. “I’ll do the legwork and come back with regular updates.”

“Your father—”

“I’ll figure out how to work around Dad. Been doing that for years.” One of my many well-honed skills.

“Lemon.” Grandpa Walt spoke gently as he set the files on the coffee table. He rubbed at his forehead, mouth turned down in thought. “I hate getting between you and your father like this. I don’t want you two ending up like . . . well, like me and him.”

“You’re not doing anything. Dad’s the one with the problem. Him and his lifetime membership on Team Denial.”

“It’s been thirty years. Maybe it’s time to start being realistic.”

Nope. No way. Time to nip that doubt in the bud. “Was it realistic for people to think they could travel to the moon? What if they’d thought, ‘You know, that’s pretty far and we don’t have enough snacks, want to stay home?’ Where would we be then? Hmm?” I shook my head. “We can’t give up. Not yet.”

“I’m getting tired.” Grandpa Walt sighed, sagging back in his chair. He did look tired. His scraggly hair was a bit wild and his glasses were smudged. He wasn’t young, not at seventy-two, but he was starting to look old. The papery, fragile kind of old.

I hated it.

“Tell me the story,” I said. If there was anything that could turn this day around . . .

“Lemon—”

“Just tell me the story,” I pleaded before flying to the bookshelf. Grabbing the nearest gnome statue, I looked over at Grandpa. He stuffed a pillow behind himself and sat up a little straighter. Progress. I nipped back and sat on the ratty old cushioned stool. “Come on,” I said, wiggling the gnome at him. “One more time.”

He let out a long breath before laughing quietly. “Okay,” he said, with the grin that never changed. The one that was just for me. The one from all of my best memories.

“It was a hot summer night. Hotter than it had any right to be, but that’s the weather for you. Turns out, it wasn’t the least predictable thing to happen that evening.” Grandpa bopped me on the nose as I mouthed the words along with him. “Frannie was home putting your dad to bed, and I was in charge of the new pup. A birthday present for your father.”

He chuckled to himself. “Ugliest little mutt you’d ever seen, but a good dog. I was out walking him for his second nightly run—piles of energy, that one—and we took a path through the woods. That’s when it happened.”

“There was a whooshing sound. Louder than any wind,” I said, leaning forward. This was my favorite part. When the magic happened. “A big gust of air came and the ground vibrated, almost knocking you off your feet.”

Grandpa Walt nodded along. “Never saw what caused it, and I went back with the dog three nights in a row trying to figure it out. On the third night—”

“You found her—”

“She found me,” he said. “I tripped in the dark and fell into a stream. Looked up to see a little green face, asking me if I was okay.”

“Gnemo,” I whispered. My Grandpa Walt meeting a real live alien.

“Can still see her face clear as day.” His eyes went misty at the memory. “I thought I was hallucinating. Pointy hat, big eyes, maybe three feet tall . . . she looked like an overgrown garden gnome. Which was impossible!”

“Except,” I prompted.

“The green skin and the strange technology.” He shook his head. “She was an alien. Unimaginable as it seemed. But then again—”

“How could we know what aliens look like?” I chimed in.

Grandpa nodded. “Maybe it was the plumber in me,” he said. “I’d already seen some strange things in my life and had a hard time denying what was right in front of my face.”

“Plus the dog liked her,” I said.

“Plus the dog liked her,” he agreed. “Really, Gnemo was so friendly, I didn’t even have a chance to be scared. We talked for hours about Earth and space and everything that’s out there. One night, and galaxies opened up to me. It was incredible.”

I could picture it perfectly. Grandpa and his alien, sitting under the stars, chatting about the universe. I’d never want to let an experience like that go either.

“And then . . .” Grandpa trailed off.

“Gnemo had to go back to her ship, and Grandma almost divorced you for getting home so late,” I finished for him.

“Still surprised she didn’t with everything that came after,” Grandpa said. “Frannie was one of a kind.”

“She believed you,” I said, taking his weathered hand in mine. “She always did, and I do too. Do you think she’d want us to give up?”

Grandpa Walt’s gaze flitted sideways at the bedroom before turning to me. “Frannie said . . .” He stopped to clear his throat. “Now that we know they’re out there, we have to let them know they’re always welcome back. ‘Leave the door open,’ she said.” Grandpa squeezed my hand. “I think she’d be pretty peeved if we let it shut.”

“Yes!” I pumped my fist in the air. “Okay—”

A loud cough from the doorway cut me off. Sully stood there sheepishly. “Hey, gang, incoming,” he said. “Sorry, they caught me by surprise.”

They? I set the gnome statue on the table and jumped to my feet.

Nurse Edie elbowed past Sully, crisp scrubs swooshing as she marched into the room. She glared down the narrow blade of her nose at me. Effective, but not as piercing as the one from the man behind her. The one whose shoulders were set in a disappointed slope I was keenly familiar with.

I waved weakly. “Heeeeeeeeeeeey, Dad.”
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Nurse Edie rubbed at her temples. I wasn’t sorry for the Lemon-flavored headache she had brewing. She had called my dad.

Without even a heads-up!

“Lemon,” she began, mouth set in a stern line.

“You know, I’m almost twelve,” I pointed out. “Old enough to get a library card on my own, which is a lot of responsibility and should qualify me for visits after six. I’m just saying.”

Edie and Dad exchanged looks. “Mr. Peabody,” she said as she moved to hustle Sully out the door. “I trust you’ll review the rules with your daughter?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Dad agreed before turning back to me.

“See you for bingo tomorrow, Walt!” Sully called from the hall, and Grandpa waved before the door closed.

A muscle in Dad’s jaw ticked as he looked around the room, and I became painfully aware of how much Project Validation material was in sight.

It wasn’t that he didn’t know what we were working on so much as he never wanted to see or hear about it. Ever.

I quietly tried to hide the folders behind my back, wincing as a paper fluttered to the floor. We all watched it fall.

Dad took a steadying breath and turned to Grandpa. “Walter,” he said with a nod.

“Patrick.” Grandpa gave him a short nod in return.

And then no one. Said. Anything.

May I present Dad and Grandpa, everyone. Tied for first place at the Awkward Olympics from here until the end of time. Thank goodness they had me.

“Good to see you, son,” I said, dropping my voice a few octaves in a faux growl. “You too, Dad. Been a while.”

Grandpa stifled a snort as Dad sighed. It was forever weird when I saw them side by side like this. Dad was basically a younger clone of Grandpa, with the same bushy eyebrows and the same weird cowlick that could never be tamed.

Same ridiculous stubborn streak too.

As another beat of awkward silence stretched, I thought I was going to have to jump in again with some lines about the weather or local sports. But Grandpa finally spoke up instead.

“It is good to see you, Patrick,” he said.

“Been keeping busy?” Dad asked, glancing over at the Project Validation binder on the table. He stiffened when he saw the green gnome statue beside it.

Then he gave himself a shake and pulled a newspaper clipping out of his pocket. “Brought your sudoku,” he said, handing it to Grandpa. “It’s a good one this week.”

Grandpa frowned as he took it. “Only just started the last one you brought me. Give a man a few days to puzzle it out.”

“That’s from last Saturday, Walter,” Dad said softly.

The lines returned full force to Grandpa Walt’s forehead. “They say time flies when you’re having fun,” I said, poking at his shoulder. “I guess that could apply to sudoku.”

Grandpa chuckled half-heartedly, staring at the paper in his hand until Dad cleared his throat.

“The nurses said you’ve had a pretty good week. If we keep to your routine”—a pointed look at me—“hopefully that trend will continue.”

“I’m glad Edie’s keeping you informed,” Grandpa said dryly. “I’m sure you’ll update me if there’s anything I need to know.”

“You don’t listen to what you’re told anyway,” Dad said.

“Nobody tells me anything reasonable,” Grandpa snarked.

“That’s not—” Dad dragged a hand over his face as he cut himself off.

Like clockwork. The chitchat collapsed into an argument every time.

“I’m not here to fight,” Dad said. “Just to check in and pick up Lemon.” He rapped his knuckles against the table. “You seem to be in fine form, so we’ll head out. Lemon, get this stuff put away and I’ll meet you in the hall.”

“See you, Patrick,” Grandpa called as Dad strode out the door, earning a grunt in reply.

Different visit, same ending. Dad couldn’t stand to be here longer than five minutes.

At Grandpa’s old house, Dad would let me stay on my own for at least a few hours. Longer, if I had time to negotiate. We got loads of work done.

But now, backed up by nursing staff and visiting hours, there was no discussion. No checking to see if I was done chatting with Grandpa. I was tired of it.

Something had to change. Soon.

I took my time putting everything back in its proper place and giving Grandpa a hug goodbye. “Love you to the moon and more,” I whispered in his ear.

He squeezed me back. “Love you too, sweetie.”

Dad tried to steer me down the hall to the front door as soon as I came out. I pushed back at his insistent nudges, making sure to smile and wave at different residents.

He could rush me all he wanted, but this was important too. Making connections.

Visiting Grandpa here was never going to be like it was when he was at home. Not with the horrendously ugly carpet, lingering smell of cleaning products and old potatoes, and the fact that he had a pile of other elderly strangers as housemates. The first two things I couldn’t change.

As for the third . . . slowly but surely, the strangers were becoming friends, and Grandpa liked to say the rest was only window dressing. We were making it a new kind of home.

Despite Dad’s grouchiness.

We reached the car, and he gestured for me to get in. The door slammed shut, popping my little bubble of Grandpa time, and I buckled up, braced for a lecture.

“We will talk about this at home with your mother,” was all he said.

Honestly, I could give it to myself at this point.

The rules are in place for a reason, Lemon.

You need to respect the restrictions of your grandfather’s new situation.

He doesn’t need you riling him up.

Not that me reciting it from heart would slow Dad down. He’d take it as a sign to add new points. Maybe a quiz.

We turned toward our street, and something caught my eye when we pulled up to a stop sign. I peered through the evening light, trying to get a better glimpse of the little gray house on the corner. Was that? Oooh. It was.

“Lemon,” Dad bit out. “Quit fidgeting. What are you looking at?”

I knew the instant he saw it. Dad’s face got all pinched as he sucked in a breath, his knuckles going white on the steering wheel. He stepped on the gas, and I craned my neck to get one last look at the new garden gnome sitting proudly in Mrs. Harrison’s front yard.

I shouldn’t have looked so obviously. I should have pretended not to see anything and waited to get a good look at it on my own tomorrow.

But its little green face called to me.

One of Patrick Peabody’s big-time rules: don’t acknowledge the garden gnomes. Hard to obey when they were literally all over town. Except for our house, of course.

It wasn’t like they were hurting anyone. People were just having fun, but Dad counted it as another injustice to hold against Grandpa Walt. Because Grandpa’s in charge of everyone else in Linleydale, I guess.

Pssh.

Although it was a little his fault.

After he met the alien, he told a friend who told a friend who told another friend, and it became a thing. A minor local legend. Then someone gave Grandpa a garden gnome with a painted green face, and that caught on. It’s sort of a tradition now for people to have green gnomes in their gardens. Half of them probably didn’t even know why it was a thing. They just did it because it’s fun.

And it is!

But I knew why they did it.

And Dad knew why.

And he got reminded every time we drove through town, which was why I wasn’t supposed to be looking at them. That was probably going to be added to the lecture.

Blergh.

Dad pulled into the drive and quickly made his way across our ornament-free lawn. I followed. The sooner he gave me his aliens-aren’t-real speech, the sooner I could get back to Project Validation.

“You know, now would be a really great time to show up,” I whispered to the universe. “Pretty sure a UFO appearance would distract from my grounding.”

I looked up. Not even a funky-looking cloud on the horizon.

“Lemon,” my dad called from the doorway. “What are you doing? Come inside.”

Any time now, little green buddies.

I shook my head.

What’s the holdup?
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Gnedley

Shrieking alarms blared as Gnedley frowned at the flashing lights of his console.

“Join the Alliance,” they’d said.

“See the universe,” they’d said.

No one mentioned the part where your ship could explode in the middle of space.

Another warning bell joined the screaming pitch, and Gnedley fought the urge to cover his ears. Point made. Everyone was well aware of their imminent death, thank you very much.

“Captain.” Chief Gneelix’s voice crackled through the comms. “We’ve lost another power cell. The core’s overheating. She can’t take much more of this!”

Neither could Gnedley.

“Reroute power from secondary systems,” Captain Gnemo ordered, bracing herself against the arm of her chair as the ship pulsed around them.

“I’m already patching the patches, Captain. Any more stress and—” Gneelix produced a long, drawn-out crashing noise.

“Thank you, Chief,” Captain Gnemo said, cutting Gneelix off. “The severity of the situation has been noted.” Captain Gnemo stared silently at her monitor as the steady whine of the alarms continued to beat across the bridge.

Every passing second felt like a step toward destruction. Would they explode? Or simply lose power? Left to drift through space with no way to escape, no way to call for help—

“Ensign Gnedley.” He jumped at the captain’s voice. “What’s our closest landing site?” she asked, keeping her eyes on the data whizzing by on her screen.

Closest landing site. Right. Gnedley could acquire that information. Easily. He stared at the console in front of him.

Why were there so many buttons?

“Ensign. Breathe,” Captain Gnemo said, leaning intently toward him. “That’s not a request.”

Gnedley sucked in air as he peered at his screen.

“Remember your training,” the captain continued. “You know what to do.”

“And it would be great if you could do it before our horrible deaths,” Gneelix added.

Captain Gnemo smacked a hand down, muting the comms before nodding at Gnedley.

Yes. His training. He could do this.

After a few failed attempts, Gnedley pulled up the map, checking the list of approved sites. Captain Gnemo grimaced when he told her the nearest one.

“Too far,” Commander Gnilsson chimed in. The first officer, who had been quietly working through his own calculations, leaned over to look at Gnedley’s results. “We’ll never make that. Nothing’s closer?”

Gnedley swiveled his monitor to display the list. “IC 525-1 is considerably closer, but—”

“It’s been taken off our route,” Commander Gnilsson finished for him grimly. “Restricted access.” He scratched a hand through his short beard before turning to the captain. “We won’t make it any farther,” he said. “It looks like 525-1 is our only option for a safe landing.”

The comms squealed as Gneelix cut back in. “All I need is solid ground and a few hours to work on this trash heap in peace.”

“A plan is in the works, Gneelix,” Captain Gnemo assured her. “Stand by.”

“Got nowhere else to go,” Gneelix muttered. “Escape pods are busted too.”

The captain pinched the bridge of her nose before addressing Gnedley. “Open a channel to HQ,” she said. “We need clearance for the change in route.”

Commander Gnilsson frowned. “Captain, by the time—”

“We’re doing this by the book,” she asserted with finality.

Gnedley struggled to navigate his console as the ship rumbled and heaved, although a fair amount of the shaking seemed to stem from his own fingers. Focus, Gnedley. Everything was shuddering so erratically it took him a moment to recognize the error message in front of him. “Captain, external communications are down. I can’t get through.”

She cursed, slapping her own screen. The ship groaned and tilted to the left, nearly sending everyone to the floor.

This was it. Gnedley’s first mission would be his last.

“We need to land now,” Gneelix shouted. “Unless the plan is to do it more delicately in tiny little pieces spread throughout the atmosphere.”

“Gnilsson,” Gnemo barked. “Chart a course for IC 525-1. We’ll worry about clearance after we land. Gneelix, give us as much power as you can.”

“How?” Chief Gneelix was almost drowned out by clangs from the belly of the ship. “Should I get out and push?”

“You’re telling me the Gnar Five is well and truly done? She’s got nothing left?” Captain Gnemo shot back at the speaker.

“Nothing left . . . ,” Gneelix sputtered. “Stand by, Captain.” The ship gave a mighty roar as Gneelix got to work.

“Hold steady, everyone,” Captain Gnemo said, bracing herself against the arms of her chair. “Take us down, Gnilsson.”

The first officer smirked at Gnedley as his fingers flew over the controls. “Better strap in, sprout,” he said. “We’ll be coming in rough.”

Gnedley tightened his seat belt, swallowing hard.
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