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Did you know that books are supposed to be dedicated to people? I didn’t, but that’s probably because I haven’t read that many books. I’ll try to start, though, now that I’m sort of an author and everything.


So . . . okay. A dedication. Um . . .


I guess I’ll dedicate this book to Karen and Foo. You don’t know who they are yet but you will if you keep reading.


Oh, and Paul Feig, the guy who likes to think he helped me write this book, wants to dedicate it to some smart kids named Michael, Katie, and Hannah.


Whatever, Feig. My dedication was way better.


–Ignatius MacFarland Author
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MIGHT AS WELL START  AT THE BEGINNING . . .

My name is Ignatius MacFarland, and I am a Frequenaut.

Hmm. I guess it looks sort of weird to see it written down that way. I don’t mean it’s weird to see my name written down. I mean the word Frequenaut. It almost looks like it’s French. It’s not, though. At least not that I know of.

It’s pronounced freek-when-naught and it’s based on the word frequency. The naut part is the same as it is in astronaut, even though I don’t really know what naut means. It’s not like I’m some super smart kid or anything like that. I’m pretty average, as my report cards would be more than happy to tell you. I got so many Cs one year that my dad started calling me Ignatius C. It was supposed to be funny in a dad sort of way, but it didn’t make me laugh. But that didn’t stop him from saying, “Hey, there, Ignatius C!” whenever he came home from work. I knew he said it to make me realize that I should have been doing better in school, but I still wish he’d have just called me by my real name.

Ignatius MacFarland.

That’s me.

I guess my name does look as weird as the word frequenaut when it’s written down. But only to you. Not to me. Not anymore, at least.

See, I’ve been called Ignatius all my life. But only by my mom and dad. And my mom usually only says it when she gets mad. If I used to forget to take out the garbage or polish my dad’s shoes (which was one of my main chores in the house from when I was five years old — “Can’t have your dad walking around in dull-looking shoes,” my mom always used to say as she handed me the stinky can of shoe polish and my dad’s even stinkier shoes), my mom would yell from the other side of the house, “IGNATIUS MACFARLAND! HOW MANY TIMES DO I HAVE TO TELL YOU TO . . .” blah blah blah. Most other people call me Iggy. Iggy or Ignats. I really don’t like when people call me Ignats, though, because it sounds kinda funny and people usually laugh when they hear it.

However, I’d have been more than happy to have had the kids at school call me Ignats because what they really used to call me was way worse than that. I’ll tell you what they really called me if you promise never to call me it, too. I mean, now that I’m a Frequenaut and all, and since I’ve saved the entire human race and more and had so many adventures since the last time the kids at school saw me, there’s no real reason for you to use this stupid name anyway, unless you’re just trying to be mean. Seems like most of the kids in my school liked to be mean. You know, now I sorta wish I hadn’t even brought this whole name thing up. But since I have, I’ll just tell you what they called me and assume that you’ll promise to never let the words come out of your mouth.

All right. Here it is. The kids at school called me . . .

Piggy MacFartland.

Pretty stupid, huh? And the stupidest part of it is that it doesn’t even make sense.

First of all, I’m skinny. Too skinny, my grandma always said. She was constantly accusing my mom of not feeding me enough, but that’s not true. I’ve always eaten lots of stuff. I just have what they call a high metabolism. It means that my body uses up tons of food because I’ve got a lot of nervous energy to burn it off. It’s sort of like I’m one of those huge SUVs that get about ten miles to the gallon. I keep putting in the fuel and it keeps burning up before it has time to make me heavier. My dad used to say that I get bad mileage. He’s a real funny guy. (And if you heard me say so, you’d know I was being a smart aleck because I’d say it like this: “He’s a reeeeeeeal funny guy.”) 

 So because I’m skinny, it didn’t even make sense that they called me Piggy, other than it sounds like an insult and it rhymes with Iggy. What a clever bunch of kids they were at my school. (Sarcasm again. Tons of it.)

And MacFartland is really annoying, too. It’s not like I used to fart in class or anything. I don’t think I’d ever farted in front of anybody at my school. Well, there was this one time in fourth grade when I was at my desk working on a spelling test and I was concentrating real hard. When I concentrate I really tense up all my muscles — my leg muscles, my arm muscles, my stomach muscles. And I guess I tightened up my stomach muscles too much because the next thing I knew, a fart came out of me. And it was a loud one, too. 
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Fortunately, right when it happened, Lisa Seawell did this huge sneeze right behind me. It was such an enormous, nose-emptying sneeze that she blew snot all over her test. I mean, like, a gigantic pile of it. Seriously. And everybody in the classroom started laughing. At first, I thought they were laughing because of my fart but then I turned around and saw Lisa looking down at her test with the massive green mess in the middle of it and a long string of snot running from the paper up to her nose. 

When I looked over at my friend Ivan sitting next to me, he pointed at Lisa and started laughing even harder, and so I knew that my fart had gone undetected. I felt bad that Lisa had to have her terrible snot incident just so that I could be spared the embarrassment of my super loud fart, but since that big snotty sneeze was inside her anyway, it was a good thing it came out right then.

But you know what? You know what everybody at school called Lisa after that? Well, they didn’t call her Snotty or Boogers or Sneezy or Ha-Choo or even Gesundheit.

They called her Lisa.

Not even Sneeza or something nose-related that rhymes with Lisa. They just called her Lisa. And yet they called me Piggy and there’s nothing about me that even remotely looks like a pig, and they called me MacFart land even though nobody’d ever heard me fart.

That’s the kind of stupid school I went to.

And it’s sort of what led me to become a Frequenaut.

See, the thing is, even though I had a good home and my parents were basically really nice, I’d always felt out of place. In my house, in my school, in the world, in life in general. I know that a lot of people feel that way but I really felt it. It was like I was dropped on Earth by aliens or something when I was a baby but it just so happened that the aliens who left me looked exactly like human beings. So when I started growing up, nobody could tell I was an alien because I looked normal.

Well, sort of normal.

First of all, my nose is too big for my face. And so are my ears. Just like my arms are too long for my body. They practically hang down to my knees, and whenever I walk around the corner of a building or hallway, I usually hit my hand or wrist against it. 

Once my grandma bought me a watch and the first day I wore it to school, I walked out of the cafeteria and smashed my wrist into the edge of the doorway. The glass popped off the front of the watch and its insides fell out onto the floor and rolled all over the place. I was so embarrassed that I just kept walking, hoping that nobody saw me. But they did. They always did. No matter how many things I did right during the day, the only time people were looking at me was when I did something stupid. And that time the person who saw me was Frank Gutenkunitz, the kid who, for some reason that I still can’t figure out, hated me.

“Hey, smooth move, MacFartland. Now how you gonna know when it’s time to take your retard pill?”

Sarcasm alert:

Frank’s a reeeeeeeeeeeeal funny guy.

And so that night, when I was sitting up on the roof of my garage with my telescope, which I did every night, I was looking even harder than normal for UFOs. It was my favorite thing in the world to do, even though I’d never actually seen one. 

I knew a few other kids who looked for UFOs, too, like my friend Gary, but he did it because he wanted to get a picture of one so that he could become famous for being the kid who took the world’s first good picture of a UFO. (There’s tons of crappy pictures of UFOs that are all out of focus and look like paper plates that somebody threw past the camera, which is what they usually turn out to be anyway.) But that’s not why I spent so much time up on my roof looking for aliens.

No, I was looking for spaceships so that I could get one to stop, pick me up, and get me outta there.

Maybe it was just because I felt like an alien anyway, or maybe it was because I thought it’d be more fun to be on another planet than to be called Piggy MacFartland every day. I just know that I figured things would have to be better in outer space, and especially on a spaceship with super smart aliens who wouldn’t make fun of me. 

They’d be so advanced in their intelligence that they would have changed all their mean people into nice people and would have gotten rid of things that made them unhappy and all their rulers would be good and fair and they wouldn’t have to sit around and complain about politics all the time like my dad and uncle always did. I just knew that if I could get the aliens to stop and pick me up, my life would be a whole lot better.

That’s what I thought back then.
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THUNK!

Well, that night, as I was sitting on the roof staring through my telescope, trying to find the nebula in the constellation Orion — that’s the one that looks like a hunter, if you connect all the right stars in the right order and have a really good imagination — I suddenly heard a sizzling sound. It kind of sounded like when my mom would throw a piece of uncooked bacon into our hot frying pan. I took my eye off the telescope’s lens and looked up.

Right above me was what looked like a shooting star. I’d seen a lot of them in all the time I’d been coming up on the roof, but this one was different. It was way bigger and way louder. It had a long tail and was streaming across the sky. It flew through the ladle of the Big Dipper, streaked across the W-shape of the constellation Cassiopeia, and then blew past Orion’s face. (I know a lot about astronomy, as if you couldn’t tell.) And it wasn’t just a white tail that trailed behind it. It was bluish green, with sparks flying out of it. And it looked so close that I got worried it was going drop sparks on my house and set it on fire.

I immediately swung my telescope toward the shooting star, hoping to see it close-up. I looked through the eyepiece and lined the bright object up right in the center of my lens. There it was, burning away. But it really didn’t look like a shooting star. It almost looked like the back of a rocket engine. 

My heart started pounding like crazy. Maybe my wish was coming true. Maybe a spaceship was coming to get me. Maybe they had read my thoughts that had gone out into the universe. Maybe as they were flying around the galaxy doing whatever it is aliens do, one of them read my mind and then looked at his friend and said, “You know, Zolton, we should stop by the Earth and pick up a kid named Ignatius MacFarland. I think he wants to come with us.” (Notice how he didn’t call me Piggy MacFartland? Those aliens are definitely way nicer than we are here on Earth.)

As I strained to keep the streaking light in my telescope’s view, I suddenly lost sight of it. I took my eye off the lens and saw that the shooting star had disappeared behind the big weeping willow tree in our front yard. Oh, great, I thought. What if the aliens are looking for me and now they can’t see me because of that stupid tree that drips sap all over our patio? What if there’s another kid up on his garage roof right now and they think I’m him? And what if he’s just some dumb kid who’s sitting up there with a BB gun shooting at garbage cans and cats and the aliens beam him up into their ship and call him Ignatius and the kid turns out to be some jerk who ends up shooting one of the aliens in the butt with his stupid BB gun? 

Then the aliens would get all mad and beam him back down and say, “Zolton, this is a terrible planet filled with mean kids. Tell everybody in the galaxy to scratch Earth off their list of destinations. And be sure to tell them that whatever they do, they must not listen to the thoughts of some kid named Iggy because he’s a bully and if you pick him up he could end up ruining the whole universe.”

There was no way I could risk that happening.

So I stood and started jumping up and down and waving frantically as the streaking light reappeared from behind the willow tree.

“I’m over here!” I shouted. “It’s me, Iggy MacFarland! I’m on the roof over here! Come back!”

And all of a sudden, the streaking light just disappeared into thin air. The sizzling stopped. 
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I picked up my telescope and looked through it toward where the light had disappeared. I scanned around for a few seconds . . . and then I saw it.

A round flying object was slowly moving toward me. It was black and silent and floated through the air like a giant Frisbee. My heart started pounding even faster. I could actually hear it pounding in my ears, feel it beating in my chest. This is it, I thought. It’s finally happening. I’ve spent so much time waiting and dreaming of this moment and it’s about to happen. I’m about to have my first encounter with an alien spaceship. I’m going to go into outer space!

It got bigger and bigger and bigger and it suddenly looked like it was going to crash into me. I lowered my telescope just in time to see —

THUNK!

The spaceship hit me right in my forehead. It hit me so hard that I fell backward onto the roof and my telescope flew out of my hand and rolled down the shingles, hit the rain gutter, then spun up into the air and smashed onto the driveway. I had to dig my fingernails into the roof to keep myself from falling off and smashing onto the driveway, too. I looked down toward my feet to see the spaceship. And there it was . . .

A big, plastic garbage can lid.

I heard really loud and obnoxious laughter coming from the street in front of my house. And I immediately knew whose laughter it was.

Frank Gutenkunitz’s.

“Hey, MacFart land, congratulations! It came back!”

And with this, Frank and his two just-as-jerky friends, Donald Jenkins and Alex Roy, started laughing in that way that tells you they don’t really think something’s funny as much as they want to hear how loud they can all laugh. Well, they all laughed pretty loud.

These were the kind of guys who would make aliens stay away from Earth forever. The Earth I was hopelessly, permanently stuck on.

That night as I lay in bed and felt the throbbing lump I now had on my forehead because of Frank and his stupid garbage can lid, I was completely depressed. For that one fantastic, amazing moment before the garbage can lid hit me I had felt better than I’d ever felt in my life. When I thought that spaceship was coming to get me, it was like Christmas morning, Thanksgiving dinner, and present-opening time on my birthday all rolled into one. It was my grandma’s homemade chocolate pudding. It was the opening credits of my very favorite movie. It was everything I was hoping I would feel when I finally got the chance to leave the Earth.

And now it was gone. And for some weird reason, it didn’t feel like it was ever coming back.
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THE PLANET GORPLOCK

Having to go to school the next day didn’t cheer me up very much. Not that it would. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I’ve never been a kid who hates school. But I’ve never been a kid who loves it, either. As far as I was concerned at the time, it was an okay place to learn stuff I didn’t know, but unfortunately I had to learn all that stuff while I was surrounded by people who either didn’t like me, didn’t know me, or didn’t want to know me. And except for my two friends, Gary and Ivan, who were pretty much in the same boat as I was, I didn’t really feel like it was my job to get to know anybody else any more than it was their job to get to know me. What was the point, you know?

The only person other than Gary and Ivan I felt at all close to in the school was a guy who wasn’t even there. No, I’m not making a joke. You see, down this one hall that leads to the library, there was a picture and a plaque on the wall honoring this guy named Chester Arthur, although everyone used to call him Mr. Arthur. Well, at least the people who still talked about him anymore called him that. To be honest, I don’t think most students in the school called him anything because they never knew him in the first place. I hadn’t ever met him, but for some reason I felt like I knew him. Or at least understood him.

See, he was an English teacher at our junior high about five years ago and all the teachers and kids who used to go there said that he was a really nice guy. They also said that he was sort of an unhappy guy. Apparently he was always trying to write books and plays and become famous so that he could stop being an English teacher and start being a big-shot artist guy and move to New York or California. 

But nobody ever published his books or bought any of his plays or anything else he wrote or painted or composed because, well, I guess the stuff he did wasn’t very good. I even heard that he made the drama club put on a musical he wrote that was so bad everybody left at intermission. But since he was such a nice guy, everybody told him the play was good and excused their having to leave by saying that the cookies the snack bar served at intermission gave them food poisoning, which didn’t make him feel any better since he was also the person who baked the cookies. So he was just this cool teacher that everybody liked who was really really unhappy being who he was and probably thought that nothing he did was right.

And that’s why I felt kinda close to the guy.

And it’s also why a lot of people think he died.

See, the plaque under his picture read, “In memory of Chester Arthur, taken from our world by accidental means, but always and forever in our hearts.” The part that says “accidental means” is where there seems to be a lot of disagreement. Because a ton of people said that his death wasn’t an accident at all; they say it was something he made happen himself. Because his house . . . well . . . exploded.

The gas company blamed it on the guy who built Mr. Arthur’s house and the guy who built Mr. Arthur’s house blamed it on the gas company. But a lot of people in the town blamed it on Mr. Arthur. They said that he just decided he didn’t want to be a teacher anymore and since he didn’t seem to be good at anything else, he decided that he didn’t want to be anything anymore. So they say one day he turned on all the gas in his house, and, you know . . .

BOOM! 

Nothing left of the house, nothing left of Mr. Arthur. No body, no anything.

I never knew if I believed Mr. Arthur did this or not, simply because I could never imagine anybody doing it, no matter how bad they felt. I mean, I’ve been depressed before, like after the time I tried to put on a carnival in my backyard to raise money for muscular dystrophy and nobody showed up except Gary and Ivan, but I never even thought about blowing myself up. I just ate about a thousand Oreos and went to bed.

To me, the people the people who said he killed himself just sounded like they were spreading around one of those stupid rumors that people make up when they don’t have enough to think about in school, like the rumor that Mr. Calaphon, our janitor, tears the heads off of rats he finds in the boiler room and drinks their brains. I mean, Mr. Calaphon is sort of a weird guy, but there’s no way he’s rat-brain-drinking weird.

But whether Mr. Arthur really blew himself up on purpose or not, I still liked the guy, since even his face in the picture looked like he was sort of lost and trapped, which I could completely relate to. I guess he found a way to get out of coming to that stupid school every day. It just wasn’t a way I would ever choose.

As I sat in my science class and listened to Mr. Andriasco tell us about how dinosaurs had evolved into birds, I couldn’t concentrate. Since Ben Kramer was sitting in the desk in front of me, and since Ben Kramer weighs about fifty more pounds than I do and Mr. Andriasco couldn’t see me from the chalkboard if Ben was sitting in front of my desk, I was doodling in my notebook instead of taking notes. I couldn’t help it. When I get upset about something, I can’t seem to concentrate on anything except what’s bothering me. And right then, I was drawing spaceships and aliens and whole new worlds in my notebook because that’s what was on my mind. 
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“Evolution takes a very, very, very long time,” I heard Mr. Andriasco saying as he wrote something on the chalkboard. His voice sounded really far away and echoey to me, like when the TV’s on and you’re about to fall asleep. “All things on this earth evolved through the processes of elimination and mutation. If something was eliminated, its genes ended and it was gone. If something survived, it reproduced and eventually its genes would mutate. And if those new genes made it stronger . . .” Echo echo echo. There were times when Mr. Andriasco could be really interesting but today’s lecture didn’t sound like it was one of them.

Which is why I was so surprised by what happened next.

All of a sudden, right as I was drawing a third eye on the alien who was stretching out his hand to shake mine and saying, “Welcome to Gorplock, Iggy,” my notebook flew out from under my pencil.

“Ah, Mr. MacFarland. I see the world of art is calling to you more strongly than the world of science.”

I looked up to see Mr. Andriasco standing over me, holding my notebook up to his face, and looking at it. The expression on his face told me that there was a big load of teacher sarcasm headed my way. 

“Perhaps your alien friends here would care to help you with your midterm exams, which you’ll clearly need assistance passing since you don’t seem to think you need to listen to my lecture and take notes.” (Hey, I didn’t say it was going to be good sarcasm. He was not a funny guy at all.)

Mr. Andriasco looked around at my classmates, who all chuckled. I’m sure not one of them found what he said to be the least bit funny but since they wanted to stay out of trouble, they all acted like he was the wittiest guy in the world. Even stupid Frank Gutenkunitz was smiling at him as if Mr. Andriasco were his favorite teacher in all of teacherdom. This is the same Frank Gutenkunitz, mind you, who called Mr. Andriasco “Mole Man” behind his back, because Mr. Andriasco had no chin and a pointy nose and looked like a mole.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Andriasco,” I said, hoping he would just give me back my notebook and return to the chalkboard. That was my goal. 

Yeah, right, don’t hold your breath.

“I’m sorry, too, Mr. MacFarland,” he said as he continued to study the drawings in my notebook. “I’m sorry that you’ve decided not to listen to my factually accurate lesson about evolution in favor of misguidedly dreaming about things that have no basis in scientific fact.”

And then, to my horror, he held out my notebook for the whole class to see, as if he were reading a story from a picture book and showing everyone the drawings. They all leaned forward so that they could get a good long look at my most private doodlings, and then they all burst out laughing. I felt like I was going to throw up.

“All right, quiet down,” Mr. Andriasco said to the class with a smile that showed he was really pleased with himself. “Mr. MacFarland, I would appreciate it if the only higher form of intelligence you have contact with when you’re in my classroom is me.” And with that, Mr. Andriasco handed me back my notebook and gave me a look that said I’d be in big trouble if he caught me drawing again. Then he walked back up to the chalkboard.

 I looked over and saw Frank Gutenkunitz staring at me. He mouthed the words MacFartland, you are such a loser and shook his head to himself, laughing at how stupid he thought I was.

Can I have just one good day at school? I thought. Is that asking so much?

Mr. Andriasco picked up his piece of chalk and turned to us. “And for the record, boys and girls, there is no scientific evidence that UFOs even exist. If Mr. MacFarland is waiting around for his alien friends to come and visit him, I’d say he’s got a better chance of meeting them by building his own spaceship and flying off to find them himself.” He then chuckled at what he thought was a joke and went back to his lecture.

I, however, couldn’t concentrate once again. Because I suddenly had something else on my mind. Something really big.

Mr. Andriasco had given me an idea.
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PATIENCE IS A VIRTUE

The minute we were at our regular cafeteria table, I told my friends Gary and Ivan about my plan.

“All right, you guys,” I said, leaning in and talking quietly so that nobody at any nearby tables could hear me. “We’re meeting at the barn right after school. We’re gonna do something big. Gary, did your brother make his Tennessee fireworks run this month?”

“Uh-huh,” said Gary, his mouth full of the really terrible pizza our cafeteria made every Friday afternoon. Everybody always got excited the days our school served pizza, but then everybody always remembered the minute they bit into it that it wasn’t good. It always tasted sort of like a big stale saltine cracker with dried-out ketchup and melted-down wax lips on top.

“Bring over as many fireworks as you can,” I told him. “Especially bottle rockets.”

“But Rick’ll kill me if I take his stuff,” said Gary as he tried to wash down the hideous pizza with a big drink of chocolate milk that had an expiration date I believe was from the previous decade. Gary’s way-older brother, Ricky, was always driving down to Tennessee to buy fireworks because they weren’t legal where we lived. The police had even arrested him once for doing it but he just wouldn’t stop. I think he was a bit of a pyromaniac. (That’s a person who’s obsessed with fire, in case you didn’t know.)

“This is really important, Gary. Just tell him that the police came and confiscated everything again.”

“That’s a lie,” said Ivan as he chewed on the giant meatloaf sandwich his mom always sent him to school with. I’d known Ivan ever since we were in kindergarten and I’d never seen him eat anything other than a meat-loaf sandwich at lunch. Gary used to say that when Ivan went to the bathroom, the only thing that came out was a meat-loaf sandwich, which his mom then fished out of the toilet bowl and put back in his lunchbox for the next day. There was only one time Ivan’s mom didn’t give him a meat-loaf sandwich and that was the day he talked her into packing him a giant Slim Jim and a Twinkie and nothing else. But then Mrs. Jenkins, the cafeteria guard, came by our table and saw Ivan’s lunch and ended up calling his mom and accusing her of being a bad parent.

Anyway, Ivan was pretty religious, so stuff like lying really upset him. He always said that God was just looking for an excuse to punish people. “Are you asking Gary to lie and steal at the same time? ’Cause that’ll pretty much guarantee that Gary’s going to H-E-double toothpicks after he dies.”

“Yes, I’m asking Gary to lie and steal, but it’s to help me out,” I said, signaling Ivan to keep his loud voice down. “This is really, really important.”

Gary and Ivan looked at me, confused. I leaned in even closer to them and whispered really quietly.

“I’m going to build a rocket.”

“YOU’RE GOING TO BUILD A ROCKET?” Ivan bellowed, loud enough so that people at all the tables around us looked over.

“Shut up!” I whispered, then looked at the people who were staring at us and made a face that was supposed to show them I thought Ivan was crazy and that he had no idea what he was talking about. Then I looked back at him and Gary.

“Tell the whole school, why don’t you, loudmouth?” I said to Ivan, who just shrugged and took another bite of his sandwich. When he did, the entire piece of meat loaf slid out the back of the bread slices and dropped onto the table with a splatty-sounding thud. I leaned in farther and whispered even quieter this time. “I’m going to build a rocket and fly it into outer space.”

They both stared at me.

“What do fireworks have to do with building a rocket engine?” asked Gary.

“What do you think bottle rockets are?  They’re little rockets,” I said, trying to convince Gary how ignorant he was at that moment. “If we tape a ton of them together, they’ll be one big rocket. Then all we have to do is stick them on the bottom of the spaceship we’re going to build, light them, and I’ll go into outer space.”

“Uh, Iggy,” said Gary. “No offense, but I think you’d better do some more research about rockets.”

As much as I hated to admit it, Gary was right.

I was an idiot.

It was just that I was so desperate to get to the aliens that I didn’t really think things through. I do that a lot. I get excited about something and then I want it right away. My dad always says that’s a sign of immaturity but you oughta hear him if the waitress at a restaurant doesn’t bring his food within five minutes. Then he acts like he hasn’t eaten in days and gets all sarcastic with the waitress, saying things like, “What are you doing? Growing the food before you serve it?” and “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize we were in the middle of a famine.” Patience is a virtue, my grandma always told my dad when he’d do this, and so I knew that when it came to me and rockets, it was time to get a little more virtuous.

I spent the next week going to the library and looking all over the Internet to learn about rocket engines. I found information from NASA, from rocketry clubs, from college science department Web sites, and from some really old books from the library. My dad always made fun of our local library and said it was more like a book museum, since all the books in it were super old and out of date. But I liked the old books. There was something about them that made me feel good. Maybe it’s because they looked like lots of people had read and enjoyed them. For all I knew, inventors and movie stars and famous scientists and presidents could have thumbed through the exact same pages that I was looking through. I thought that was kind of exciting. 

Anyway, here’s a super fast overview of what I discovered about rockets, since if I tell you all the scientific information I read about, you’ll probably fall into a deep sleep from which you will not awaken for centuries.

Okay. Here goes:

There are two kinds of rocket engines. There are liquid propellant engines, and there are solid propellant engines. And liquid propellant engines use liquid fuel and solid propellant engines use solid fuel.

Duh, right?

Now, a solid propellant engine is what I was thinking of when I wanted to use all those fireworks. It’s basically a long tube filled with something that’s solid and flammable, like the gunpowder that’s in a bottle rocket, and there’s a hole on one end of the tube. When you light the fuel, it starts to burn really fast, which forces huge flames to shoot out the bottom of the tube, which then push the rocket up off the ground and keep pushing it until it breaks through Earth’s atmosphere and away from the gravitational pull of our planet. 

Did that make sense?

Well, trust me, it’s accurate.

[image: art]

Anyway, when I read about the solid propellant engines, I realized that my plan of taping a bunch of little fireworks together wouldn’t work. But I did figure out that if I took all the gunpowder from inside the fireworks and emptied it into one big tube and had the tube sticking out the bottom of the spaceship, then I might actually have a shot at getting into outer space when I lit the thing. I just needed to build a spaceship to put the engine on.

And so that’s what Gary, Ivan, and I did.

[image: art]

The only problem was we had no idea what we were doing.


5

THREE GARBAGE CANS

Okay, before I tell you all of the stuff I did next, please realize I now know that what I was trying to do was really stupid. But at the time it seemed really smart. That’s the problem with stupid things. They never seem stupid before you do them. 

Like this rocket I came up with.

I got the idea for it when Ivan and I found these old metal garbage cans under a pile of junk inside his garage. Ivan’s garage was majorly disgusting and looked like a fleet of garbage trucks had dumped their entire loads inside of it instead of going to the landfill. Ivan was always saying that his dad was going to clean it out but every weekend we’d see Ivan’s dad lying in a lawn chair in his backyard drinking beer and reading magazines that my dad said I wasn’t allowed to look at. But the fact that Ivan’s dad was such a slob was a good thing for us at that moment, because nobody else in town had metal garbage cans and we couldn’t have made a rocket out of plastic ones, which is what all garbage cans are now.

So we grabbed the garbage cans and this huge metal funnel Ivan’s dad used to pour oil into his pickup truck’s engine and a bunch of other things like nails and tape and hammers and wire and old license plates and wood planks and paint cans and we took it all over to this old abandoned barn in the middle of what we called the dead field.

The dead field was called the dead field because it was, well, dead. That’s why there was an old abandoned barn there. Because some poor farmer about a hundred years ago tried to start a farm in the middle of the dead field and then he couldn’t get anything to grow. Ever. For his entire life.

Mr. Andriasco told us once that there was some weird blend of mineral deposits in the dirt of the dead field that kept any plants from ever being able to grow there. I always felt sorry for that old farmer a hundred years ago who had pulled a total Ignatius MacFarland by convincing himself he could make a dusty field that had nothing growing in it into something good. I bet there was some other farmer in town who was a jerk like Frank Gutenkunitz who made as much fun of the dead field farmer as Frank made of me all the time. And so I guess I figured that if I could build my rocket in the dead field, maybe somehow I’d be helping that old farmer by turning his farm into a place where something good was finally going to happen.

And so Gary and Ivan and I dumped all the stuff from Ivan’s garage in the abandoned barn and got to work building a spaceship. I knew the spaceship had to be big enough for me to get inside. I’d also need room for supplies so that if I got up there and the aliens weren’t waiting for me, I wouldn’t die of starvation. Plus, I knew I had to have room for all the other stuff that would keep me alive in outer space, like oxygen tanks and computers and control panels that I had no idea how we were going to get. 

We cut the bottoms out of two of the garbage cans and wired them onto the other garbage can so that they were stacked three high like the cardboard tube in a roll of paper towels. Then we took the big metal funnel and put it on top, so that the rocket had a pointy nose like all rockets are supposed to have. And then we took a bunch of old license plates that Ivan’s dad said he had found in a Dumpster behind the Department of Motor Vehicles and nailed and taped them together to make three fins for the bottom of the rocket. And then we made a door in the side of the garbage cans. After that, we took the boards and built a bunch of little shelves up in the top of the rocket so that I’d have places to put my supplies. And then we lifted the whole rocket onto a bunch of milk crates to get it up high enough off the ground for us to put the engine underneath it — the engine that would send the whole thing and me up into outer space.
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