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When the taxi pulled up to Grandma’s place, I opened my door before the driver had even come to a complete stop. “Whoa, buddy, take it easy,” he said. “You’ll get there on time—it’s not going anywhere.”

Then he stopped at the curb and got a good look at the Intergalactic Bed & Breakfast. His mouth dropped open, forming a circle that matched his wide eyes. I guess some people just aren’t used to seeing a huge Victorian-style house covered in a mural of swirling galaxies, with silver spaceship sculptures jutting up all over the front yard. Especially at the edge of a forested wilderness on the outskirts of a tiny Pacific Northwest town.

“Ummm…okay…on second thought, that place looks like it could blast off any minute. I guess you better hurry up.”

I hopped out of the taxi, pulling my suitcase off the backseat. “Thanks for the ride,” I said, handing the driver a wad of cash through his open window. The driver nodded and collected the money but kept his eyes fixed on the house.

Jogging along the white picket fence, I thought about how different this was from my arrival last year. Back then the only thing I had to worry about was starting seventh grade in the fall. But that was before Grandma gave me my summer job and put me in charge of defending the biggest secret on the planet.

I stopped at the front gate and took in the view. I had been a little worried that things might’ve changed since I was last here. But everything looked to be in the right place, just the way I remembered it.

Well, okay, maybe not the right place. Grandma’s house could only be in the right place if it was hosting a Klingon birthday party on one of Jupiter’s outer moons. But it looked the same as last summer, and that was good. Seeing it again felt like coming home.

But as I looked up at the porch…I don’t know, I guess I felt a little disappointed. It’s not like I expected a big WELCOME BACK! banner and a marching band playing under a blizzard of confetti. But maybe I had expected something. Maybe someone sitting on the front porch, waiting for me. Maybe Amy. I mean, I’m pretty sure she knew I was flying in today.

No big deal. This would give me a chance to surprise them. If I had planned it better, I could have brought an alien disguise and mingled with the dinner crowd in the dining room, to see how long it took Grandma to figure out I was in there with the rest of her customers. But I’d have to settle for sneaking in through the back door and catching someone off guard.

I left my suitcase just inside the gate and darted between the spaceship sculptures for cover. When I reached the side of the house, I ducked below the first-floor windows and made my way to the back. As I tiptoed up the back porch stairs, I heard someone rustling around in one of the sheds behind me.

Perfect. I could sneak up and startle them and then we’d laugh about it…unless it was Sheriff Tate. I mean, “Head of Security” Tate, or whatever his official title was, now that he was working here. Last summer I had devised a secret plan to humiliate him in front of the entire town. But only because he had led everyone in Forest Grove to the front lawn of the bed-and-breakfast, threatening to storm the place and drag Grandma’s customers off to jail, or worse.

So it was probably not a real good idea for me to give that guy another big surprise. Ever.

The door to the shed stood partially open, and someone was kneeling on the ground, hunched over a scattering of spare parts. The carcasses of an old computer, a lawn mower, and a carpenter’s nail gun rested against the far wall. It looked like pieces had been stripped from all three and mashed together to form the device in the center of the shed.

I crept forward for a better look. The figure inside the doorway was wearing a pair of black coveralls. A pale hand punched a string of numbers into the computer’s keyboard. Instantly the blade from the lawn mower whirred to life and rose in the air, a mini helicopter propeller. Attached below was a sheath of tubing that held a cartridge of nails. The gadget hovered in the air in the middle of the shed.

The figure in coveralls grabbed the computer’s mouse and whipped it back and forth, clicking furiously at the button. The floating thing rotated in the air and spat out a machine-gun stream of nails.

Yikes! I jumped back in case one of those nails flew right out the doorway.

Then I heard a noise over the whirring of the blades. It might have been laughter, but it was so harsh it almost sounded like someone choking. I had a pretty good idea this wasn’t Grandma or Amy. Or anyone who called Earth home. Not even Tate.

I looked up and saw paper targets spread across the walls of the shed at varying heights. Although the device had only been in action for a few seconds, each target had at least a dozen nails slammed through its bull’s-eye. The nails were sunk into the wood all the way to their heads.

Bzzzzt! Sparks shot from the computer’s mainframe where the casing had been cracked open to expose the circuit boards. It sizzled, and the smell of burning plastic was awful. The figure in the coveralls shouted, “Curse these cave dwellers and their primitive toys!” just before the flying device spun out of control and smashed into a wall. The wreckage crashed to the ground in a smoky heap.

“Whoa.” I barely breathed the word, but the being on the ground jumped up as if he’d been electrocuted. He stepped out of the shed and slammed the door.

Then he turned and loomed over me. His skin was bone white and smooth all over, making his head look like a skull. The dark purple lips and black eyes didn’t help much. I stumbled backward and almost fell onto the grass.

But I recovered quickly. Sure, it had been almost a year since I had seen an alien, but you only had to remember they were pretty much just like us inside. Even the really creepy-looking ones. “Hey, sorry if I startled you,” I said.

His upper lip contorted into a sneer, revealing sharp teeth. “You are equipped with neither the cognitive capacity nor the physical dimensions necessary to alarm one such as myself.” He made a shooing motion with the back of his hand. “Now, return to your little village of like-minded dirt-crawlers.”

Excuse me? First, no welcoming committee—and now this? I stared at him for a moment before I could even muster a response. “Oh, no. I’m not from Forest Grove. I just got here from—”

“Your point of origin is irrelevant. Despite a few insignificant biological variations, humans are the same everywhere.” The smile he gave me would have looked fake and condescending on any planet. “My meaning—and here I shall speak very slowly to aid your limited comprehension—was that you should vacate the premises immediately. Your ultimate destination means little to me.”

I took a deep, calming breath. Usually Grandma’s customers were really nice, but occasionally you came across a rude one. And then you had to remember the best thing about meeting them at a bed-and-breakfast: they would be gone in a day or two. “You know, you’re not in a very good mood for someone on vacation.” I tried to keep my tone light; it would kind of spoil my arrival if I got into a big argument with a Tourist before I had even seen Grandma.

He made a face like he had just noticed that my clothes were made of flaming manure. “Vacation?” he said. “You presuppose that I would choose to spend even one moment here of my own free will?”

What was this guy’s problem? “Well…you’re here, right? And this is a popular vacation spot for those who are, you know”—I leaned in and whispered so he would know that I was in on Grandma’s secret—“like you.”

The alien cleared his throat. “There exists no one in this pathetic little galaxy who is”—he leaned in and did an impression of my voice that was very unflattering and highly accurate—“like me.” He straightened back up. “And certainly you did not say popular?” The alien scoffed so forcefully it sounded like he was hawking up a big wad of phlegm. “Your species’ affinity for self-delusion is appalling.”

Okay, so I might not have known what some of those words meant, but I could tell he was trying to insult me. And probably everyone I’ve ever met. But I remembered my training from last year. No use getting mad. Time to just start over. “Look, I think we got off on the wrong foot, with my sneaking up on you. Sorry about that.” I stuck out my hand. “I’m David. I’ll be working here this summer.”

“Oh, I have managed to deduce that all by myself at this point in the conversation.” He glanced at my hand distastefully. “There actually exist a few of us in the universe who put our brains to more use than obsessing over matters of fancy and trivia. You must be the visiting earthling child, two generations removed from the proprietor here.”

I dropped my hand. Despite how rude the alien was acting, I was kind of glad that Grandma was apparently excited enough about my visit to mention it to one of her customers. “Right. So, I’m David. And you are…”

“Your barely evolved vocal mechanism could not begin to pronounce my true name.”

I noticed the lettering stitched above the pocket on his coveralls. “So…I should just call you ‘Bob,’ then?”

His black eyes narrowed into slits. Little gray spiderweb lines appeared on his throat, creeping out of his collar and up his neck. They looked like cracks in his skin. “If a cockroach could insult a king, then I might be offended by that comment.”

I couldn’t help but snort a little. Maybe this is what passes for humor on the Planet of the Sarcastic Skull-Faces. I figured that since I wasn’t officially on the clock yet, there was really no point in trying to get along with this guy anymore. Soon he would step into one of the transporters and get beamed back home. Maybe somebody there would be willing to listen to his antihuman tirades.

“See ya,” I said.

I started to turn away, but he stepped closer. “The average life span of a human is laughably brief.” He glanced up at the house, checking the windows, and then leaned in even closer. Two small red dots glowed in the center of his black eyes. The spiderweb lines turned darker and reached up past his jawline. He whispered, “If you ever sneak around and try to catch me unawares again, yours will be much shorter than average.”

The look in those eyes totally freaked me out. But I forced myself to stare right back at him. “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “We’ll probably never see each other again.”

“How I wish that were true.” The crack lines on his skin faded and his face was smooth and white again. He pulled on a cap that matched his workman’s coveralls. “It is the great shame of my existence to admit that we are fellow employees at the moment.”

My mouth fell open. “Fellow employees?”

The alien sighed heavily. He looked straight up and addressed the sky. “Why must these humans repeat everything as if the veracity of a statement will be altered somehow through its repetition?”

“Fellow employees?” I said again. I couldn’t believe this. Any of this.

He looked back down at me. “Yes, that’s right. Say it a few more times and you might just get it.” He leaned even closer. “But here is something I shall only say once. Tell no human of the circumstances of our meeting here. And stay as far away from me as possible.”

He straightened back up and marched away, along the side of the house and up the steps to the porch out front.

I just stared after him. I don’t think I blinked for over a minute.

So much for my big Welcome Back! party.
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When I finally got over my shock,  I climbed the back porch steps. I was still excited to see Amy and Grandma again, and maybe I could figure out what was going on with that creepy alien. He had to have been messing with me about the “fellow employees” part. No way would Grandma hire someone like him.

The sounds of a heated argument drifted out through an open window. I hurried over and peeked inside.

Robert Tate may have been an ex-sheriff, but he was still a man in uniform. His khaki getup looked like a modification of his scoutmaster uniform, decorated with lots of badges that he had probably made himself. The brick-red patch on his upper arm matched the color of his face as he yelled, “Are you kidding me? There’s no way he leaves this house.”

Grandma stood right in front of Tate, hands on her hips and chin stuck out as she glared up at him. “This is my place of business, and I say he comes and goes as he pleases.”

“Now, this here might be your place”—Tate plucked the toothpick out of his mouth and pointed it at Grandma—“but I don’t work for you.” He tapped a badge on his chest. “By the power vested in me by the Intergalactic Police Force, I forbid him to step even one of those feet outside of here.”

Grandma scoffed. “The power vested in you isn’t enough to run a night-light.”

Tate puffed out his chest and wrestled his tortured belt higher up on his vast belly. The leather couldn’t have been that strained when it was still on the cow. “You never seem to give the proper respect to my employer.” His voice dropped dangerously low. “Keep this up, and I’ll see to it that you answer to the most powerful law enforcement agency in the universe.”

Grandma threw her hands in the air. “Ha!” Her bamboo bracelets rattled all around her skinny arms and her tie-dyed hippie tunic billowed around her. “And what do you suppose will happen then, Tate? Six months later some space bureaucrat will stop by and hand me a sternly worded warning in triplicate?”

“What will happen is that you’ll be shut down. Or don’t you remember what Commander Rezzlurr said last summer? After your grandson let pictures of alien customers get splashed across the front page? I swear, if you allow that kid’s carelessness to rile up another mob—”

“No, Tate, it was you who did that.”

I was glad Grandma stuck up for me, but I still felt bad. I had made some mistakes last summer. But it would be different this time.

Tate took a deep breath. “All I’m saying is that if you keep up this lackadaisical attitude about security, it’ll be someone else investigating next time. And then we’ll both be out of a job.” He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and mopped at his brow. “You’ve always had a head full of strange notions, but I swear, you gotta be able to see sense right now. I mean, just look at him, will you?”

Tate gestured to the corner of the room. Squeezed into an oversized leather recliner was a huge brown beast completely covered in hairy fur. Or furry hair. He yawned and stretched out one tree trunk of a leg to rest his foot on a coffee table.

I stared. The foot dwarfed the coffee table. From the base of the heel to the tip of the shaggy big toe, it measured at least a yard. Probably longer.

And that foot looked very familiar.

“Yes, I see him, Tate,” Grandma said. “He’s been coming here for years and years. In fact, he’s—”

“I know he’s been coming here for years and years.” Tate’s voice was rising now. “And can you guess how I know he’s been coming here? Because everyone knows he’s been coming here. He’s had his picture taken! He’s been filmed strolling around in the woods! People have taken plastic molds of his footprints—why, you can buy one at the Forest Grove flea market this Saturday if you like!”

“Oh, come on, now, Tate. Pretty much everyone thinks all of those things are hoaxes.”

“Is that so? Go on and type ‘Bigfoot’ into that Internet and you’ll find people who believe, right enough. Millions of ’em.”

The beast cleared his throat. “Actually, I prefer ‘Sasquatch,’ if you don’t mind. It sounds a little more dignified.” He shrugged his massive furry shoulders. “You have a name that your mother gave you, correct, sir? So how would you like it if everyone on this planet called you Roundnose? Or Giantbelly? To be reduced to a mere body part is a little depressing.”

Grandma smirked. Tate shuffled his feet and avoided the beast’s gaze. “I don’t intend any disrespect, it’s just that—”

“You know, the funny thing is that back on my planet, my feet aren’t even that big. They’re considered average, at best. You want big feet? Then you should see my brother-in-law. He laughs so hard when I tell him about my nickname here.”

Tate turned back to Grandma. “See, that’s exactly what I’m talking about. He’s got a nickname here. And there’s books and movies and T-shirts and-and-and”—Tate’s face was getting purple now, and little flecks of spittle flew from his lips—“and coffee mugs! With his face on them! We’re trying to keep a mighty big secret up here, and one of your guests is famous.”

Sasquatch stood up, his head brushing against the ceiling. Tate took a step backward, and his face went several shades lighter. Sasquatch turned his shaggy head to Grandma. “I’ve always loved my vacations here.” He spread out his hands, enormous palms upward. “But if it’s going to cause problems for everyone now…”

“Oh, nonsense.” Grandma reached up to pat the alien’s arm, and her hand got lost in his fur. “You are always more than welcome here, you know that. Don’t pay him any mind.”

Sasquatch placed his hand gently on Grandma’s shoulder, and most of her back disappeared under a blanket of shaggy hair. “Thank you. I do enjoy my visits. My home planet is getting so crowded, and there’s just so much open space here.” He glared at Tate. I noticed that the ex-sheriff dropped his own hand to his belt, but there was no longer a gun there.

Sasquatch’s voice came out a little growly this time. “It would be a shame to stop these visits now. Especially when I’ve never been captured. Not even close.”

Tate shrank back a little against the wall. “Well, now, maybe we can work something out.”

“That’s more like it,” Grandma said. She smiled sweetly at Tate, but it was a little too big to be genuine. “I knew you were capable of seeing some sense.”

“But you can’t disguise him like you do the others, you know.”

“Oh, of course not. I don’t even try that. He’ll just slip quietly into the forest, like always.”

“I’m not gonna let him just wander out of the house by himself.” Tate stepped away from the wall and tried to reclaim some of his swagger. “We’re too close to town, could be some hikers real close by. Or people fishing at the river, kids building forts in the woods, whatever.”

Sasquatch crossed his arms over his barrel chest and loomed over Tate. Grandma stepped in between the two of them. “So what do you propose?” she asked.

“He can squeeze in the backseat of the Jeep, and I’ll throw a few blankets over him. Then I’ll drive him through the forest and up to the end of that old logging road. Nobody’s used it in years. He can hop out up there and have his vacation, as long as he promises to stay well away from any humans. But if—”

I couldn’t stay quiet any longer. “Can I come?” I said.

They all turned. “David!” Grandma said, throwing her arms wide. I scrambled through the window and she rushed over and gave me a big hug. “It’s so good to see you.”

I hugged her back. “You too, Grandma.” I stepped away and gave a little wave to the man in uniform. “Hi, Mr. Tate.” I wasn’t too excited to see him, obviously, but he was Amy’s dad, after all. It was probably a good idea to be polite.

He touched his finger to the brim of his hat. “Hey, kid.”

Grandma took me by the arm. “David, I’d like you to meet one of my most loyal customers. Sasquatch, this is my grandson. David will be here for the summer.”

Bigfoot stuck out a woolly paw and I shook it. “Hi there,” he said. “Any relation of your grandma’s is a friend of mine.”

“Thanks. I mean, hi,” I said. I had never met someone famous before, and I was a little nervous. “I’m…well, I’m a big fan.”

Tate rolled his eyes. “See what I mean?” he muttered to the ceiling.

“So, what do you do when you visit Earth?” I asked.

“I usually head up to Nooksack Falls first. The salmon up there are spectacular.” He licked his lips. “And there’s a great maze of deep caves near the top of Mount Baker. I’m a bit of a spelunker.” He glanced sideways at Tate. “Don’t worry, the humans can’t visit these caves. They’d have to come in by helicopter, and there’s no place to land.”

“That sounds fun,” I said.

“How long will you be staying with us?” Grandma said.

“It’s just a quick getaway this time—maybe a day or so. I’ll need to be back at work soon.”

Whoa. Bigfoot had a job? “What do you do?”

Sasquatch looked at the ground and cleared his throat. “You’ll laugh.”

I shook my head. “No way. I’m really curious.”

The huge beast shuffled his feet back and forth. “Well, on my home planet…I manage a shoe store.”

Tate chuckled. Sasquatch’s head jerked up and he pointed at the security officer. “But that doesn’t give you a license to perpetuate stereotypes by using my earthling nickname.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Tate said, smirking. He crossed to a trunk sitting against the wall and pulled out some blankets. “Time to head out. Getting dusky out there, and I don’t want to be on that logging road in the pitch black.”

“I’m coming with you,” Grandma said.

“Oh, no you don’t,” Tate said. “We’re not leaving him in charge of this place.” He tilted his head in my direction.

“I trust David’s judgment a lot more than that of some other people around here,” she said. Tate’s face went red again. He opened his mouth for a rebuttal, but Grandma cut him off. “Besides, the Director of Tourist Entertainment is on duty tonight. Practically running the whole show, as usual. And we do have additional adult help around here now, remember? This place will be in great hands, and we’ll only be gone a half hour or so.”

Director of Tourist Entertainment? How many aliens did she have working here now? Because there was no way she was talking about Skull Face. Or was she? Man, I couldn’t think of anyone less suited to a job like that. Except maybe Tate.

The security man harrumphed. “There you go proving my point again. This is just the kind of slapdash approach to security that I’m talking abou—”

“Oh, go use some of that hot air to warm up the Jeep.”

Sasquatch barked out a laugh but tried to disguise it as a cough. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from busting up.

Tate gave us both a sour look. “Here, carry these.” He thrust the armful of blankets at Sasquatch, fished the Jeep keys out of his pocket, and kicked open the back door.

Sasquatch looked at us with raised eyebrows after Tate stalked off. “I suppose I should follow. I’d hate to see what happens if he ever gets in a bad mood.”

“Have a good vacation,” I said.

“Thanks. Nice to meet you, David.” The big alien smiled and gave me a wave before ducking his head to get through the doorway.

Grandma put her hands on my shoulders and looked at me. “I’m sorry not to be able to welcome you properly. I just don’t trust that man to be polite to my guests if he’s out on his own.”

“It’s okay. I understand.”

She winked at me. “Thanks, David. We’ll have time for a nice chat later. It is so wonderful to see you again.” She gave me another hug.

“Oh, before you go, just one question,” I said. “I met an alien outside. Tall guy, white face? He said he works here?”

“Oh, yes. That’s Scratchull. He’s our new repairman.”

“Scratchull?”

“That’s a shortened version. His proper name is too long and complicated for us Earth types. I’m glad you got a chance to meet him, though.”

“But…he actually works here?”

“Yes. We were having so many problems with the transporters that I had to bring in some off-world help.”

“Really? What, did you put a classified ad in an alien newspaper or something?”

Grandma smiled. “Scratchull comes highly recommended from some administrative folks with the Collective. In fact, a group of them escorted him here for the interview, and then—”

“Let’s get moving,” Tate barked as he stuck his head back in the door. “Your friend’s all scrunched up in the backseat. You don’t want him to get a cramp, do you?”

“All right, all right,” Grandma said. “I’m sorry, David, we’ll catch up later.” She took a few steps toward the door, then turned back to me. “Amy is working tonight.” Grandma winked. “She’s around here somewhere. I’m sure she’ll be happy to talk to you again.”

Tate took his wet toothpick out of his mouth and pointed it at me. “You see that talking is all you do, boy. I’ll be back soon.” His eyes narrowed into slits. “Real soon.”
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I wandered around, looking  for Amy. A series of muffled bangs!, like a string of firecrackers going off under a pillow, came from the kitchen.

I nudged open the swinging door. There was Amy, overseeing pans of popping corn on three stove burners. She divided her attention expertly between all three, stirring this one, adding salt to that one, lowering the temperature on another one.

She looked great. It had been less than a year since I had seen her last, but it was like she had time-warped ahead to a much older version of herself. A more developed version. The same thing was happening to all of the girls in my grade back home in Florida.

It made me kind of nervous, actually. Because I had barely grown an inch since last summer. I know, because I measured myself every week of the basketball season. Sometimes twice a week.

But still, it was great to see her. I pushed the door the rest of the way open and watched her from the doorway. She had cut her hair shorter, and I think that’s part of why she looked so much older. She was wearing cutoff denim shorts and a tank top, and she looked taller even though her flip-flops had really thin soles. I hoped she wasn’t taller than me now. She also had—

“David!” Amy bounced over and hugged me around the neck. But before I had time to put my arms around her, she pulled away and hurried back to the stove. “Sorry, I have to make sure none of this burns.”

“That’s okay. It’s nice to see—”

“Can you grab a couple of bowls for me? Quick?” The lids on top of the pans were being pushed upward by the bubbling mass of popcorn underneath. I moved to the cupboards. “No, they’re over there now. I’ve moved things around a little bit.” I stopped and tried to see where she was pointing. I crossed to another wall of cupboards. “No, they’re right there.” I stopped again, confused. “Never mind, I’ll do it.”

Amy dashed away from the stove, grabbed a few oversized plastic bowls from a bottom row of cupboards, and thrust them at me. “Here, hold these.”

Freshly popped corn spilled over the sides of the pans and scattered across the stovetop. Amy wrapped her hand in a towel, then grabbed the pans and dumped hot popcorn into the bowls. I tried to keep them steady in my outstretched arms.

When the pans were empty she set them back on the stove and turned off the burners. “That’s great. Follow me.” She took one of the bowls and marched through the swinging door and down a side hall. But why bring all of this popcorn down here? If I remembered right, the only thing at the end of this hall was a dingy spare room full of cardboard boxes and dust.

Amy eased the door open, and I almost dropped the bowls. The room was so clean it was shiny, and the walls were painted in bright colors. They were also covered with crayon drawings on notebook paper. It looked like a kindergarten classroom…only here the simple, childlike pictures depicted alien beings of every shape and size standing in front of exotic planetary landscapes. The room was also filled with toys and stuffed animals and helium-filled balloons.

“I did a little decorating while you were gone,” Amy whispered.

“I guess so,” I breathed. The transformation of the room was amazing, but what really caught my eye was the group of aliens huddled around the TV. They were all very small, so I guessed that they were either from pygmy planets, or, more likely, they were kids. There was a big cozy pile of them on the floor, maybe a dozen altogether, lounging against beanbag chairs, pillows, and one another.

And it was pretty obvious that they were all from different planets. A little alien with fluorescent-orange skin rested his head and antennae against someone else’s scaly red shoulder as they watched TV together. Another young Tourist sat cross-legged (only she had three legs and a tail, so it looked like she was sitting on a big pretzel) and braided the long yellow tentacles sprouting out of the neck of the alien sitting in front of her.

“What the…?”

“It’s Movie Night,” Amy whispered, clearly not wanting to disturb the little crowd of Tourists. “I host it every weekend. The parents drop their kids off for the evening and then have a little time to themselves—dinner in Forest Grove, or a hike in the woods, or whatever.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. It helps with repeat business for your grandma. I think some Tourists come here for the weekend just so they can get away from their kids for a little while.”

“So when did you—”

“Wait, watch this part. It always gets a big reaction,” Amy said. The TV screen was black and white and sort of grainy. “Alien kids love these old sci-fi movies from the fifties. They always get the biggest kick out of seeing what humans think aliens might look like. Or act like.”

On-screen a young couple stared wide-eyed at the mouth of a cave. The background music swelled to a crescendo, and the woman put her hand over her mouth in a close-up, stifling a scream. The alien kids all leaned forward as one, completely silent.

Suddenly the movie “alien” lumbered out of the cave. It was an actor in a ridiculous gorilla suit, only he was wearing what looked like a fishbowl on his head with two metal antennae sticking out of the top. Talk about cheesy. I wondered if kids in the fifties knew what they were missing with the complete lack of realistic CGI.

The alien kids erupted into an explosion of sound. Some were making squealing noises, and others sounded like they were barking, but it was clear by their faces that they were all laughing as hard as they could. They pointed at the screen and slapped each other on the back, and the whole colorful pile wriggled with their happy hysterics.

The woman on-screen finally let loose with her scream while the man picked up a stick and tried to subdue the shuffling, badly costumed space beast, and it all made the alien kids laugh even harder.

One of the little Tourists—he looked sort of like a cross between a big lizard and a small kangaroo—jumped up in front of the TV. He grabbed a container of Legos, dumped them out on the ground, then jammed the clear plastic tub over his head. He stuck his arms straight out in front of him and lurched toward the crowd in a perfect imitation of the actor in the stiff gorilla suit.

The kids let loose with fresh shrieks of laughter. Another alien, the one with the yellow tentacles, jumped up and grabbed a plastic Wiffle Ball bat to “protect” the others, swinging as wildly and inaccurately as the B-movie actor.

“All right, all right,” Amy shouted over the laughter and screams, stepping all the way into the room. “You could hurt someone there, you little space slugger.”

“Amy!” The whole mob converged, hugging her legs. They completely encircled Amy and jumped up and down in excitement. I just stood outside the circle and watched.

“And she brought Earth treats!” The little aliens reached for the popcorn.

“You know the rules: no snatching at the food.” She lightly swatted at red and scaly hands as they reached over the rim of a bowl. “And Xantork, no extending those grabby arms of yours.” The little red alien, who was the shortest of them all, let go of the bowl. He gave Amy a sheepish grin and sucked his wiry arms almost all the way back into his torso with a slurping sound. “Now, everyone sit down nicely, and you can have your snack.” The alien kids flopped back on the floor around the TV. Amy passed out the bowls. One roundish, greenish kid stuck his long snout right into the bowl and sucked up popcorn like a vacuum cleaner.

“Gross!” the orange alien said. “Amy, he’s hogging all of the corn explosions and getting his slimy spit all over them!”

Amy shook her head in mock sadness. “Oh, well…maybe I’ll just have to turn off the movie…”

“No!” they all cried.

“All right, then get along. And only take your fair share, you.” Amy pointed at the green alien, who began gingerly picking out one kernel at a time with the tip of his snout.

The kids turned back to the TV. The plodding movie alien was chasing the humans and somehow gaining on them, even though they could have crawled away much faster than he could lumber around in that big rubber suit. The kids howled and pointed and crammed popcorn into various facial openings.

Amy motioned toward the door. We stepped out into the hall together.

“Wow. You do this every weekend?”

Amy nodded. “It’s kind of fun. They have a lot of energy and it can get a little crazy sometimes, but they’re great.”

“But none of them are in their earthling disguises.”

“Yeah. We decided that in the evenings, as long as they weren’t going outside for the rest of the night, they could take those off. Just inside the B-and-B. Let them be themselves, you know? It can get stuffy wearing a disguise and unfamiliar clothes all the time, especially for kids.”

Man, she seemed different. More grown up, or something. Definitely more confident. Had I changed that much? It didn’t seem like it.

We had e-mailed back and forth during the school year, of course, so why did it feel kind of awkward to see her again? It’s probably because I’m not the best e-mail correspondent—I’m mostly good for forwarding along funny videos or sharing music downloads, but that’s about it. I guess I’m just better face-to-face. And speaking of being face-to-face…

“So, do you have a little time to catch up while they finish the movie? We could sit out in the backyard.” She didn’t immediately say yes. I was sort of expecting her to immediately say yes. “The stars should be coming out pretty soon,” I added. I realized it was pretty shameless to use her obsession with astronomy to try to get some alone time with her, but it had been so long since I had seen her.

Amy made the Eeesh-I’m-really-sorry face. “I’d love to, David, but I have a few more jobs tonight. You can tag along if you want, though. Follow me.”

Tag along? That made me sound like someone’s little brother. But I found myself following her down the hall anyway. “More jobs? On a Friday night? Let me guess: you’re the official Director of Tourist Entertainment.”

“That’s right.” Amy smiled at me over her shoulder. “It’s a big job. Too bad I can’t put it on my college application.”

“Grandma’s really cracking the whip on you.”

Amy pushed through the swinging door and opened the refrigerator. “Oh, most of this stuff I set up on my own.” She took a pitcher of iced tea from the top shelf and handed it to me. “In fact, your grandma is always telling me to take some time off and hang out with friends, or do more school things. Normal things.” Amy grabbed a stack of plastic cups from the counter and rolled her eyes. “But who needs boring, normal stuff when you can hang out here, right? Come on.”

I followed her down the main hallway and up the stairs. She knocked lightly and pushed open the door to 4B.

There were aliens in this room, too, but they were bigger, and their varying colors were muted. Tinged with gray. Many of them sat in rocking chairs.

Amy set the cups on a table in the center of the room. Four aliens sat around it playing a card game. She motioned to me, and I placed the pitcher of iced tea beside the cups.

“Oh, thank you, dear,” said one of them, and she reached out and patted Amy on the back with a many-fingered hand.

“You’re welcome,” Amy said. “Everybody, this is my friend David. His grandma owns the bed-and-breakfast, and he’ll be staying here this summer.”

Most of the aliens in the room glanced up and gave a quick wave (or nodded, or shook their jowls, or buzzed, depending on the mode of greeting on their home planet) but returned quickly to their games. A few pairs of aliens sat at little tables spread around the room playing checkers or chess, and there was a group sitting in the corner, knitting.

“Aha! I trump your human queen-person!” A grayish alien with a head so squished it was almost football-shaped slapped a card on the table.

“Mr. Nikto…” Amy put her hands on her hips and raised her eyebrows.

“What? What did I do?” the gray alien said.

“When your eyes flash green like that, it means you’re using your X-ray vision, doesn’t it?”

The other aliens groaned and threw down their cards.

Amy stepped back to where I was standing by the doorway. “Aren’t they cute?” she whispered.

“Sure,” I said. “So, is this another, you know, thing you’ve set up?”

She nodded. “Seniors Night. Twice a week. They aren’t very mobile, so I figured I’d start teaching them some quiet Earth games. Bridge, pinochle, there’s even a shuffleboard court out back. That sort of thing.”

Amy poured iced tea, handed out refreshments, and made small talk with the elderly aliens.

I just stared at her. I couldn’t believe she had done all of this. How did she have the time? Or the energy? When I was working here last summer it was all I could do to keep up with the GRADE jobs (that stands for Greeting and Review of Alien’s Disguise for Earth). I felt so exhausted at the end of each day that there’s no way I would have been able to do stuff like this.

And let’s be honest, even if I had had the time…I never would have thought of setting up activities. I should have known she would be much better at this job than I could ever be.

Amy finished making her way around the room and said good-bye to the aliens. I followed her into the hall. “I think it’s really cool that you’re doing all of this for them. And for Grandma’s business.”

“Thanks,” Amy said. We walked down the stairs. “But I’m no saint or anything. I mean, I’m not just doing it for them. It gives me so many chances to talk to a wide variety of aliens. It’s fascinating. We have so much to learn from them.”

She pushed through the swinging door into the kitchen and washed out the pitcher in the sink. I moved in closer to help, but it was really a one-person job, so I just sort of watched her.

“You’re probably tired from your long day of travel. And it’s really three hours later for you, right? You must be exhausted.” Amy glanced at me over her shoulder. “Grandma said you’ll be in the same room as last year. I understand if you want to crash. I can see you in the morning.”

“Actually, I’m more hungry than tired. Does Forest Grove still have that diner that’s open late? Maybe we could walk into town and get something to eat. You know, after you finish up your jobs?”

“That sounds like fun. Really.” Amy placed the pitcher on the rack and wiped her hands on a towel. “But after the movie I promised the kids I’d read them some bedtime stories. Then I’ll have to clean up the playroom and help the seniors wrap up and get to bed. The diner will probably be closed after all of that.”

She must have seen the disappointed expression on my face, because she stepped closer and kind of patted me on the shoulder. It was a little awkward. “I’m sorry you got here on such a busy night, David. But we’ll have all summer to hang out. Okay?”

“Sure.” We just looked at each other for a minute. “Well, I guess I’ll head up to my room.”

“All right. I’m going to get a few things ready in here for the breakfast rush tomorrow.”

I turned to walk out of the kitchen but stopped at the swinging door and looked back at her. “Hey, about this new guy. The one that fixes the transporters or something?”

“Oh, you mean Scratchull.”

“Yeah, what’s up with him?”

“He got here a few weeks ago. And just in time, too. Three of the transporters didn’t work at all, and one of them kept short-circuiting and bringing in Tourists that were trying to go somewhere else. It was a mess.”

I shrugged. “That’s good, I guess. But—”

“And he doesn’t use a translator chip. Isn’t that amazing? Already speaks perfect English. Apparently he knows thousands of languages. He’s crazy smart.”

“Okay…but isn’t he a little…?”

“What?”

“I don’t know. I got a weird vibe from him.”

Amy waved away my concerns. “Oh, he might not be as bubbly as some of the customers, but he’s fine. And I know your grandma is glad that he’s here.”

“All right. Well…good night.”

“’Night. See you in the morning.”

I left the kitchen and plodded my way up the staircase.

My room was chilly. I had forgotten how quickly the air cooled down in the Pacific Northwest after the sun went down. Back home in Florida it stays warm all night, especially in the summer.

I went to close the window but paused for a minute, looking out at the first stars showing in the darkening sky over Forest Grove.

It’s good to be back, I told myself. Really. Now I just had to figure out how I’d fit in around here this summer.
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