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  I never believed in UFOs. UFOs, flying saucers, alien abductions, all that stuff. I always thought UFOs were just hallucinations, the sort of thing only crazy people saw. Until it happened to me.




  It was cold, grey October day. My parents were away, as usual, and they had forced me to babysit Steffi, my kid sister. “Oh yes, and the garden needs doing, too,” they had said before taking off for a weekend of golf.




  Naturally, I was pissed off. I was fourteen and it was a Saturday afternoon. I had places to go, friends to meet. Yet here I was, grounded, forced to do garden work. And I hated garden work. The only thing I hated even more was babysitting my five-year-old sister.




  So I got to work, planting flower bulbs in the garden, while Steffi was playing with earthworms. She loved playing with small critters. Snails, beetles, ladybugs, worms, any living thing unlucky enough fall into her hands was immediately converted into a plaything.




  That day, Steffi played with earthworms. I had to give her all the worms I dug up while planting the bulbs. And there were a lot of worms, since it had rained the night before and the soil was still damp and wet. Steffi took the wiggling creatures and hung them over the branches of the firs in our garden. “Silver tinsel for the Christmas tree,” she said, although Christmas was still two months away.




  I ignored her, as I did most of the time. It was better than gagging her.




  “Carrie, the worms don’t want to play,” Steffi announced six bulbs later, “They always fall off the Christmas tree. And now they’ve gone hard, too, like dry spaghetti.”




  “That’s because they’re dead,” I thought, though of course I didn’t tell her. I didn’t want to attend the funeral ceremony Steffi would inevitably arrange, once she found out that the worms were dead.




  “They don’t like hanging on the tree,” I said instead, “Would you like hanging over a branch? No, you wouldn’t. See? Now put the worms back where they belong.”




  Maybe I should’ve been more forceful about stopping her. After all, I had signed the “Stop Animal Testing!” petition that was circulating at school. So I should do something about this clear case of animal abuse that was going on right here in my own garden. But I had tried to stop Steffi once, when she was drowning a large black beetle in an ill-fated attempt to teach it how to swim, and the result was a temper tantrum that made the eruption of a volcano look harmless in comparison. No way I was going through that again. Sorry, earthworms.
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