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From one alien girl to another
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  Coffins in the Living Room


On the first day of sixth grade, Mr. Bartlett said algebra was good for us, the way protein was. I knew better than that. I'm an expert on protein. Math was important. Protein, though…meat for my particular needs…is essential. 
Two months later, in a long lesson, my teacher droned on about the value of x in problem after problem. Were we ever going to get to geometry?
My best friend Willy slunk lower in his seat. I'm good with math and knew I had to do something. At recess, I offered to tutor him.
He shook his head. "Save yourself, Deborah, I'm a lost cause."
Nobody knows that Deborah isn't even my name. It's the closest in English to my real one, which is impossible for people to pronounce. Even I have trouble saying it. I shared all my feelings and most of my secrets with Willy. Except for one that I thought I'd never divulge to him. He had no idea how weird my family was.
I stuck to my plan. "Think of algebra as a language that uses numbers instead of words."
The analogy was beyond him. "Huh?" he said and then ducked as a ball whizzed by his head.
"Freak," Alicia Henderson called out. She'd deliberately aimed the ball at him.
It was October 1, the first day of Halloween, according to Willy. His family celebrated the holiday all month, and he'd come to school in a vampire's cape to get into the spirit. I thought he was brave for wearing the cape thirty days before the main event. I also respected his conviction that he had the right to dress the way that reflected his family's values because Alicia wasn't the only one who gave him a hard time.
Alicia was skinny, with all arms and legs, constantly spinning plots and thinking of ways to be the center of attention. 
She and I'd gone to school together since kindergarten, and she'd never been nice to me. Last year, at the beginning of fifth grade, Willy and his dad, Fred, moved to Prattville from Sacramento. Alicia was ruthless when he came to school looking like the Wolfman—sporting a fake beard, gloves with synthetic fur velcroed, and a torn shirt like Lon Chaney had worn in the movie. Sixth grade wasn't going to be any different.
Willy glared at her. If I didn't distract him, he'd be upset exactly what Alicia wanted for the rest of the day.
"Never mind her," I said. "If you want, I'll call my mom to see if I can come to your house after school and help you with your homework."
I'm pretty stubborn and wouldn't give up on my friend. Mr. Bartlett had told the class that on October 15, everyone was required to try out for the class team in the Math Champs contest to be held in January, whether they stank in math or not. (Okay, he didn't exactly use the word "stink." His message still was clear.) One sixth grader every year was also awarded the Math Champ crown, and I knew the award would belong to me.
Our class team would compete with teams from the other sixth grades. I wanted Willy to go through at least the first few rounds during the tryouts.
Willy stared at Alicia.
I tapped him on the shoulder. "Hey, I asked you a question."
He looked back at me, the scowl fading from his face. "Oh, sure, Deborah, you could finally meet Margie."
Margie was Willy's dad's girlfriend. She'd moved in with them over the summer.
When I got hold of her, Mom said going to Willy's was fine. She was putting together an Avon order, giving her time to deliver it.
On the way to his house that afternoon, Willy said, "No one else knows this yet. Dad and Margie are getting married. Guess where?"
"Where?"
"In the cemetery at ten minutes before midnight on Halloween. Isn't that cool?"
"I guess," I said, trying to be polite.
Fred's video store had Northern California's most extensive horror movie collection, including some rare old ones. He hosted Fright Night Friday once a month, where he set up a screen and projected old-fashioned films made anywhere from the late 1920s through the early 1960s. He even had a popcorn machine. My parents never allowed me to go. People supposedly came from all over dressed up like vampires, mummies, even aliens…you name it. Still, the wedding sounded bizarre. Wasn't Fred taking his interest a little too far?
Even stranger was what I saw as I walked into his living room. The couch was gone. Instead, three coffins were lined up in front of the television set. Each had a big pillow for a backrest.
I could tell which coffin was Willy's right away. It was the shortest.
"What are these?" I asked.
"They're for Halloween." Willy grinned. "Margie thought of doing this when she found out we have a cousin who's an undertaker. We're using them to watch TV." Then he saw the look on my face and got defensive. "They're comfortable, Deborah. It's a shame to waste them on the dead."
Since it was a nice day, we went out to the patio. Margie brought us a plate of chocolate chip cookies. I didn't take one, hoping I didn't appear rude. Unfortunately, a loud growl came from my stomach.
Margie offered the plate. "Have some, Deborah."
"She can't," Willy said. "She has a lot of allergies and can only eat these weird green wafers."
I nodded and pulled one out of my pocket to show her. I bit into it. I popped it in my mouth, which did nothing to curb my appetite.
"Oh, that's a shame," Margie said. "You must have a very delicate system."
If she only knew how wrong she was.
I had expected Margie to be dark and mysterious, so I was disappointed that she seemed the standard mom type, a little chubby, with a bright, cheerful smile. The only thing that gave away her fondness for the season was a pair of skeleton earrings that hung to her shoulders. Heck, our school secretary had some exactly like them.
"Willy's mentioned you're a whiz in math, Deborah," Margie said. "Thanks for the homework help."
"Not a problem," I said.
She pulled a chair onto the lawn and opened a magazine.
After ten minutes, I started thinking Willy was a lost cause. He only knew his times tables to the sixes and wasn't certain about six times eight.
Willy grabbed another cookie off the plate and asked, "So, what are you writing your book report on? Mine's about dirt bikes."
"You wrote about dirt bikes last year," I told him. "I'm reading a book about immigration."
"Why?" Willy asked.
He leaned on his elbows expectantly. His eyes were pale blue, his red hair curled above the collar of his cape, and a skull earring in the piercing of his right earlobe. Willy Logan was cute. Why hadn't I noticed before?
Margie's voice broke in. "Immigration is an important topic." Was she listening to us? "Except for Native Americans, we're all immigrants in this country."
I felt myself grow red. I guess you could say my family were illegal immigrants. After coming to Prattville, my family had "assimilated" (a word on next Friday's spelling test), and the government didn't know we were here.
I looked like an ordinary preteen—short blond hair with bangs, average height. No one in my family would stand out in a crowd. We never had people over in case they decided to get nosy. I never had a slumber party. My mom sold Avon door-to-door and on the telephone. Her clients didn't come to our house. Dad worked as an accountant for a big international construction firm. His coworkers never stopped by, and he never took them up on their invitations to have a beer after work.
We couldn't hide away completely, though, so we had ways of coping. For one thing, when we came to America, the last name we chose was Jones. How much more white bread could we get than that?
Also, my parents and I spoke English flawlessly, though we didn't go around saying things like, "It is I" or "To whom do you wish to speak?" We stuck to your everyday West Coast American way of talking. Actually, we spoke several other languages, including Mandarin. Mom said the languages would come in handy when the others arrived. Because of his flair for languages, Dad's company sent him all over the world to audit the books at different project sites: New York, Moscow, London, Hong Kong, Cairo, Pretoria, and Santiago, Chile. The last few years, though, he's stayed closer to home and spent most of his time off playing golf or tinkering in the garage or in the underground vaults my parents created with utility lasers and hard work.
When I got home, they were shut up in the den. Their voices were muffled.
My dad sounded angry. "It's time!" 
Mom was arguing with him. I couldn't make out what she was saying. I sat at the breakfast bar and pretended I was reading my social studies book. What was so great about Egyptian dynasties that lasted only a few hundred years? We had ten thousand-year dynasties back home, and the current one was going strong.
Dad's face was red when my parents entered the kitchen, which is how it gets when he's upset.
"Anything wrong?" I asked.
"Yes," said Dad.
"No," said Mom at the same time.
"We'll explain later," Dad said. "I'm glad you've finally discovered the importance of homework."
That wasn't fair because I always did my homework. He began to lecture for the 127th time about how I would use what I learned in school to become a leader among our kind.
I needed to get his attention.
"Uh, Dad…"
I pointed to his head. 
One of his tentacles had popped out. They do that sometimes when he gets agitated. He reached up and shoved it back in. Mom doesn't let him out of the house without a hat.






  
  The Bride Wore Black


The fifteenth of Halloween had arrived. Willy had begun to date his papers this way, and I was growing hungrier. 
Mr. Bartlett became increasingly irritated at Willy, who added something ghoulish to his wardrobe every few days. Willy now wore the Dracula cape with one of Margie's skeleton earrings hanging almost to his shoulder. His hair was frizzed like he'd stuck a finger in a light socket and painted his fingernails black. They were incredibly long because he hadn't cut them since July.
Right after the pledge, Mr. Bartlett noticed how Willy had written the date on top of this practice spelling test. "I've told you to stop doing that."
My teacher should have made his living selling shoes instead of working with children. At least pairs of sneakers don't have feelings.
A silly grin crossed Willy's face. I knew that look—he was nervous. My first thought was Uh-oh, Willy's going to get in trouble, followed quickly by Why haven't I noticed how long his eyelashes are before?
"My dad says it's my constitutional right to celebrate Halloween in any way I believe."
With Willy's words, a hush fell over the class. Alicia acted like her new braces were starting a fashion trend all morning. She flashed a mean silver smile, leaned over her desk, and whispered to Amanda, "Freak."
Mr. Bartlett ignored Alicia. Her father was on the school board, and she could get away with anything in his class. He walked over to Willy's desk and tore his paper. "Tell your father that excuse doesn't work in my classroom. Change the date, take off that cape, and comb your hair," Mr. Bartlett ordered. "I should report your fingernails to the nurse. I'm sure they're full of germs."
Willy crossed his arms like a true rebel. "I have the right to wear what I want. It's guaranteed in the Bill of Rights."
"Ridiculous. Besides, my classroom is not a democracy. Take those things off, or you'll go to the principal's office."
Willy stood up with more dignity than I thought possible, considering how he was dressed, flung his backpack over his shoulder, and walked out.
A huge growl echoed out of my stomachs and spread through the room. Alicia snickered. I wanted to be anywhere in the universe other than Room 36 of Prattville Elementary School.
Willy was suspended for the rest of the day. The Math Champs tryouts were held in the afternoon. I answered every question correctly and joined the team as I knew I would. Unfortunately, so did Alicia.
After school, I went to Willy's house to see how he was doing.
"The school won't let Willy come back if he wears his costume," Margie said as she opened the door.
"They didn't care last year," I said.
"Well, the principal says there's a new policy to enforce the dress code strictly." Margie rolled her eyes. "Willy's going back tomorrow in regular clothes, but we've decided to fight for next year."
Willy's dad was talking on his phone in one of the coffins. He waved when he saw me. The living room was now draped with spiderwebs, and plastic bats hung from the ceiling.
"Fred's phoning the American Civil Liberties Union to see if we can get a lawyer to argue our case," Margie said. She was beginning to look more like how I'd imagined her before we met. Her long black dress rustled as she led me to the kitchen.
"What does that mean?" I asked.
"The ACLU is a group that helps to defend people who feel their rights have been taken away. We're protesting Willy not being allowed to celebrate Halloween in the way we feel is meaningful."
Willy was at the counter, working on his report. A book about the Titanic was splayed open in front of him.
"No dirt bikes?" I asked.
Willy shrugged. "Margie says I have to get out of my comfort zone."
I smiled but then seriously said, "Sorry about what happened."
He shrugged again. "You're on the math team, of course."
I nodded. "With Chen and Alicia."
Willy wrinkled his nose. "At least Chen's okay." Then he surprised me. "Do you think your parents would let you come to the wedding?"
"I'm invited?"
"Your whole family can come if they want," Margie called from her coffin.
Walking home, I wondered how I could talk my parents into going. The night in question was a little dicey, but I figured they might be able to fit it in with their usual plans.
To my surprise, Dad said he'd be delighted to go, but he was so hungry a tentacle popped out. I should have figured out why he said yes so fast.

      [image: image-placeholder]Halloween was on a Saturday. Willy called me in the morning to say the cake had just arrived. The frosting was chocolate, and on top were a vampire bride and groom dressed in old-fashioned wedding clothes.
"I'm going trick-or-treating before we leave for the cemetery. Want to come along?"
"Sorry, I can't make it," I said.
Before we left for the wedding, Mom called me into her bedroom. Since it was Halloween, I wasn't surprised she let her tentacles protrude. My family couldn't care less about the holiday, but it's convenient for us. Our three stomachs process food slowly, so we need to feed only once a year. Since people think we're in costume, we use the night to our advantage.
I suppose I should just come out and say it. My species eats other sentient species, and on Planet Earth, that means chowing down on people. I've never liked the idea, but it's what we had to do to survive. Once I started and felt their essence in my bloodstream, I couldn't stop until I gorged myself. By the way, essence is the taste of fear, and it's delicious.
Our species has six tentacles, so we can devour our prey while defending ourselves if needed, an evolutionary adaptation that helped us conquer vast regions of space. We have slits on top of our heads that are so thin they are microscopic, but at feeding time, they open so our tentacles can push out.
Sometimes, they pop out all by themselves when we get emotional. Mom taught me how to control this when I was little, but Dad has a harder time. Mom says males, in general, have more difficulty.
All six tentacles connect with one esophagus. We also used what humans would call our "normal" mouths to feed. There's an old saying in the Home World—Seven mouths are better than six.
Mom and Dad had always gone out and brought food back for me, but now Mom told me that Dad had decided that I was old enough to hunt for myself. She wanted to protect me a little longer but had to accept that I was growing up.
As far as I was concerned, the idea stunk.
"I don't want to hunt people. It's bad enough that I have to eat them. I want to eat chicken or nachos like my friends do."
"You know eating those things would kill you." Mom sounded alarmed like I'd told her I was planning to take drugs. I kept pouting, so she kept talking. "I know how fond you are of humans. To tell the truth, hunting gets harder for me each year. Earthlings can be so endearing. But your dad reminded me that the rest of us will arrive soon."
"He says that every year."
"I know, Dbkrrrsh." A tentacle reached out and stroked my hair.
She'd used my real name, something my parents rarely did because they wanted to be sure they didn't slip up in public. I thought of them more as George and Virginia than Grrgg and Vgrnlk. Our language doesn't have vowels, and though I understood it perfectly, I had a heck of a time with the pronunciation.
Mom continued. "You know your father is right. When the rest get to Earth, and we've conquered the planet, we won't be allowed to be sentimental."
"That's no way for a democracy to work."
"For goodness sake, Deborah, you ought to know by now that the Home World is not a democracy."
Mr. Bartlett came to mind. Maybe we could eat him, but then it dawned on me what Dad was planning, why he was so thrilled about going to the wedding.
"Mom, I don't want to eat the Logans."
Mom crossed two of her tentacles. "Sweetie, before long, you'll have to do many things you don't like." 
For most of the year, I tried not to think of our feeding frenzy about what I had to do to survive. But when Mom and Dad brought dinner home each Halloween, my DNA took over, and I ate until the sun came up. You'd be surprised how much meat a growing girl must consume for a year. I needed at least one full-grown adult and a half all to myself. If there were leftovers from my parents, I never refused second helpings.
What our bodies needed, what we thrived on, was the essence of a person. To be genuinely nourished, we needed to feed on creatures fully aware of what was happening. Fear gave us chemical reactions that felt great and were like vitamins—or so I'd been told.
After a few days, feedings always seemed like they never happened, at least until I got hungry the following October. Up until now, it wasn't personal. I never ate anyone I knew.
"We've always eaten the homeless, so there's less chance of getting caught," I said. "So why are we going to devour a whole wedding party?"
Mom was silent for a moment and studied her hands. "Your father thinks it's a risk we must take." She raised her head and looked at me sternly. "Deborah, we want you to have Willy as your meal this year."
"But…Mom…I can't…"
"If you can eat him, you can eat anybody, which is exactly what will be expected now that you're almost a young lady."
"No way!" I screamed. "You can't make me eat my best friend."
I ran to my room and slammed my door. Then I turned over the picture on my dresser, taken just before we left the Home World, of my parents holding me as a newborn before our bodies were modified to fit in on Earth. My Earth skin, what we call our overskin, grew with me, and my parents aged appropriately. Dad was getting white temples, and Mom looked like she needed to use Avon anti-aging products. Underneath, though, we were all gloppy and green. I hated how we appeared, and I hated what we were.
I sulked all evening, but my hunger pangs were so intense my belly had started to control my brain. I needed food, and soon. My resolve was breaking down, but I wouldn't admit it.
At 11:20, Dad banged on my door.
"It's time to go, and if you don't leave your room this minute, you're grounded."
"Okay, I'm coming already," I shouted, running a brush through my hair. "But if Willy's going to be someone's dinner, he's not going to be mine."
When we got to the cemetery, my parents took both of my elbows and marched me to where a small crowd was gathering. I felt out of place with my tentacles sticking up through my head, dressed like a geek in one of my mom's old silver jumpsuits that she used to wear back home. I had to roll up the pant legs because they were too long. Worse yet, Mom and Dad wore suits that matched mine.
We joined the group. There were about ten guests, more than we needed to satisfy our hunger. Before sunrise, we'd be breaking out the Rolaids (the one thing on Earth that our systems didn't reject).
Willy's job was to welcome the guests. He was also going to be his dad's best man. I thought he looked almost grown up in his tuxedo with his hair slicked back, and the white makeup and fangs were charming.
My stomachs started to rumble. I closed my eyes for a second to steady myself. I knew once I got a whiff of essence, there would be no way I could control myself. I repeated I won't eat my friend. I won't eat my friend over and over.
Just about then, Willy walked up to us. "Great costumes. Look, we're about to start. Catch me after the wedding."
"Sure thing," I said. "We're planning on it."
A recording of eerie music drifted among the gravestones. My parents and I wandered off to the side of the other guests, waiting until it was time to make our move. Willy and his dad stood with a minister, the only person not in costume, underneath a black awning that had MARGIE AND FRED FOREVER written on it in blood-red fluorescent paint that sparkled in the moonlight.
Margie glided from behind a crypt. Her black lace wedding gown and veil made from diaphanous webbing were enchanting. She carried a bouquet of black lilies. We all let out a sigh.
Fred and Margie had written their vows about loving, cherishing, and promising to haunt each other when death did them part. All the guests took a step closer to the couple, so sincerely in love, and I knew that as soon as they kissed, my parents would pounce.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of Dad's tentacles and the three rows of serrated teeth hovering over the old guy standing before me. My tentacles rose with my mother's as the memories of my ancestors stirred deep in my body.
But a floodlight hit us, and we snapped our tentacles back like lightning. A voice boomed from a bullhorn.
"What do you think you're doing there?"
I thought we'd been caught for a moment, but Willy's family had forgotten to get a permit for the cemetery's use. Police were everywhere. I saw Fred and Margie talking to an officer, pointing at the cake. Several minutes passed before the police let them finish the ceremony.
A little while later, everyone, including the police, was chowing down on the cake—everyone but us. We hadn't been fed, and I was shaking from hunger. I couldn't help what happened next. Mom said it's because I'm growing, and when I have to eat, I have to eat. There was a new moon, and the night was incredibly dark.
One of the police officers walked back to his car. The parking lot was over a knoll, and I was sure no one could see me. I followed. My tentacles encircled him, and I began to feed. Down the hatch went bones, clothes, and shoelaces. Some thread from his uniform got caught in my teeth. I would have to floss seven sets of teeth—one set per tentacle and what you'd call my regular ones—but I didn't
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