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IT WAS AN EVENING LIKE ANY OTHER IN THE SMALL TOWN of Santa Rosa, except for the fact that Gene Brennick’s fingerprints were falling off. He’d been eating a cinnamon Pop-Tart when the skin on his thumb unrolled like loose string and landed in the kitchen sink. “That’s weird,” he said, and then popped his earphones into his ears. Weirder stuff had happened to him. Just yesterday he’d been swallowed by a giant plant that lived behind the old watertreatment plant and called itself Eddie.

Gene sat on the steps of his front porch, alone. Even with all the lights on he was easy to miss. His short, thin frame was perfect for squeezing into out-of-the-way spaces, and his helmet of jet-black hair blended into most shadows. The only way to spot him was to look for the ears, two pale white orbs that stuck out from the sides of his head like a pair of raw mushrooms.

Eyes closed, Gene strummed an air guitar as passionately as if it were real. He imagined that he was onstage, jamming in the front of his imaginary band, which he sometimes called Galactic Hammer and sometimes called the Gene Brennick University of Funk. Bobbing his head, he whispered along to the music blasting through his earphones, a song only he could hear.

As Gene’s cell phone beeped for 6:00 p.m., a tall figure approached from the sidewalk. It moved slowly up the front walk to the house, long legs sticking slightly out at the sides like a cowboy’s. Hair stuck up in sharp spikes from the shadowy head. This was not a hairstyle. It was most likely the result of many nights without sleep and of pulling one’s hair in frustration.

Gene didn’t notice any of this. He was too busy totally destroying the guitar solo from Sonic Chimp’s hit single “Don’t Touch Applesauce.”

Finishing a riff, Gene opened his eyes. Standing over him was his best friend Vince Haskell.

Gene jolted with surprise, then, popping the earphones out of his ears, he whammed Vince’s toes with his fist. “Don’t do that.”

Vince smiled. He had a nice smile, a nice face all around, but he was tall and gawky. His mom had trouble buying clothes for him because his arms and legs were unnaturally long. Whenever he wore pants, the cuffs rode up two or three inches above his socks. “It’s kind of hard to resist when you’re rocking,” he said, scratching his nest of brown curls.

Gene glared at Vince as he put away his iPod and got to his feet. “Let’s go. We’re late again. Because of you.”

Vince followed, but a few steps behind. “Well, I do have a geometry test tomorrow,” he said. “We have a geometry test tomorrow. Do we really have to do this now? Couldn’t we do it on a weekend?”

“Listen,” said Gene, patting Vince on the back. “You’ll do fine on the test. You’re a great writer.”

Vince raised an eyebrow. “Last time I checked, geometry was mostly numbers. Not so much the writing.”

Gene walked to the driveway and picked up his bike. “I’ll take your word for it,” he said. “I’m failing both geometry and English.” Pushing off, he coasted down the driveway and into the darkened street. As usual, Vince hurried to keep up.

Gene and Vince wrote articles for a newsletter called the Globe, which the two of them had started earlier that year. It was a cheap publication, one they printed themselves on the backs of old science worksheets to save money. They handed it out for free at school and left bundles of it in several other locations around Santa Rosa.

The boys may have been only fourteen years old, but they were the most respected and talented writing team on the newsletter. That was because they were the only writing team on the newsletter. Their staff consisted of Gene, Vince, and three other students who just so happened to be their friends. The boys had once put an advertisement in the Globe for more reporters, but since no one else in school believed their reporting, no one ever applied.

“Remind me why we do this,” asked Vince, puffing as he pedaled. “I haven’t slept in, like, three days. I’ve been up every night writing the San Diego Dwarf story.”

“That’s an important story!” said Gene. “What we do is a public service. People need to know.”

Vince frowned. “Well, sleep definitely helps with grades. Want to know what I got on the last pop quiz?”

“What pop quiz?” Gene asked as he left the road to avoid a puddle of pink goop oozing from a paper cup.

“Yesterday’s pop quiz,” said Vince. “I got a four out of ten. On the question ‘Water consists of what two elements?’ I said, ‘Hydrogen and ranch dressing.’”

“And what are the right answers?” asked Gene.

“I have no idea,” said Vince, “and that’s my point. I would have known if I’d actually had some time to study.”

But Gene had already moved on. “Someday people are going to find out that aliens like Hip-Hop Sasquatch and Wolf Boy are real. And from that day on, my friend, no one will ever make fun of us again.”

Vince smiled and shook his head. “I’ll believe that when it happens,” he said. “I’m pretty sure they’re just going to keep treating us like weirdos.”

“We are not weirdos,” said Gene, flashing his friend a stern look. “Now let’s go interview Mold Man.”

Jumping a speed bump, one after the other, the boys passed the crooked sign for Lodestone State Park, and then turned a sharp left. Above them a low-hanging canopy of trees swayed gently in the evening breeze. It seemed to swallow them up as they rolled down the long, lonely road into the forest. The only sound was the whir of their gears, the scrunch of the tires on the gravelly asphalt.

It was almost completely dark when they reached the parking lot, which lay empty but for a park ranger’s dusty old truck. A thick layer of fog floated a few inches above the ground, swirling, twisting, spreading, as if it had a mind of its own. Gene and Vince rode over to the farthest corner of the lot, where the map of the hiking trails stood on posts beside an overstuffed trash barrel. A dirt path wound away into the trees and disappeared. High up on a lamppost, a single lightbulb burned like a star.

“Creepy,” said Vince as he came to a stop with a shower of gravel.

“It makes sense that he’d live here,” said Gene, pulling alongside. “Only weirdos would ever come all the way out to the state park.”

“Exactly,” said Vince as he parked his bike.

“Knock it off,” said Gene.

Somewhere in the forest, in the fog, something moved loudly through the underbrush. “Are you boys going to talk all night?” said a strange, low voice. “My favorite reality TV show starts in ten minutes.”

Out from the shadows stepped an alien, a real live extraterrestrial being from another planet. Of course, it was the third one Gene and Vince had seen that week. So they weren’t too impressed.

Mold Man resembled neither mold nor man but rather someone made entirely of bumpy green balloon animals. Stretched over his body was a see-through jumpsuit that seemed to be made out of plastic, like a full-body poncho. This included a helmet and face mask. Inside the upper part of the helmet was a small blue bulb that bathed the man’s entire body in an otherworldly light.

“Blue raider,” said Gene, using the code word. He raised one hand, something he’d seen people do in movies when they approached an alien they didn’t know. It was supposed to mean, “I come in peace,” but most of the time the aliens pulled out laser guns and turned a couple of minivans into toast.

Mold Man nodded when he heard the code word and took a step forward. “You know Fred?” he asked. His voice fuzzed through the little metal speaker on the front of his face mask. It made him sound like someone taking your order at a fast-food drive-through window.

“He’s my cousin,” answered Gene.

“Cousins are nice,” said Mold Man. He turned to Vince. “Is he your cousin too?”

“Um, no,” said Vince. “But I like him.”

“Works for me,” said Mold Man.

Looking around suspiciously, the bumpy green guy took a pack of Super Blast chewing gum from a pocket of his jumpsuit. He opened a tiny trapdoor on the side of his helmet and popped in a piece. Then, closing the hatch again, he began to chew. “Did anyone follow you?” he asked.

“No,” said Gene. They hadn’t seen a single car since they left his house.

“Good,” said Mold Man. Then he reconsidered. “Unless it was a cute girl,” he added. “I never get to meet any girls.”

“What’s with the awesome outfit?” asked Vince, pulling out his notebook. “Are you unable to breathe without it? Does it protect you from our sun? Is it comfortable?”

“I have to be in UV light twenty-four/seven,” said Mold Man, “or my body starts growing spores from planet Porkus. They itch, and that’s not the half of it.”

“Whoa,” murmured Vince, writing as fast as he could. “So, Mold Man, what do you do for fun?”

Mold Man rolled his big eyes. “Don’t call me Mold Man,” he said.

Gene hummed, tapping his finger against his chin. “A few of us were actually wondering about that. So is it Mold Boy or Mold Man?”

“It’s Alan, moron,” snapped Mold Man. “I have a name just like everyone else.”

“Alan Moron is not a name like anyone else,” said Gene, writing.

“Do you have any hobbies?” asked Vince.

“I like online poker.”

“Is your job mold related?”

“I’m an accountant.”

“Does mold feel good, or is it annoying?”

“It’s annoying. I can’t touch anyone. I have to wear this suit all the time; during the day it’s totally see-through, as you can see, so I can’t go out much in public. Kissing girls isn’t even an option for me.”

“It’s not an option for me either,” Gene said with a sigh as he snapped some photos with his cell phone camera.

“Who are some of your alien friends?” asked Vince, turning a page of his notebook.

Mold Man held up his hands. “Why don’t you just slow down, kid?” he said as he blew a big pink bubble and popped it with his tongue. “Don’t just ask the obvious questions. What kind of story do you want to write on me? Not something like that fluff piece you wrote about Calamari Girl, I hope. Because that kind of celebrity magazine junk isn’t what I’m interested in.”

“You saw that article?” asked Gene with a grin.

“Sure I saw it,” said Mold Man, blowing another big bubble. “I’m not totally clueless out here.” Suddenly the gum bubble burst, coating the inside of his helmet with pink. “Crud,” he groaned.

Opening the helmet’s small hatch, he tried to stick one hand inside and scrape away at the big splat of gunk. It didn’t work. He managed only to spread it around even more so that the whole inside was streaked pink.

Just then a horn honked far away in the direction of Highway 10, and Gene turned to search the road. He saw nothing. Mold Man froze to listen, his arm bent at a strange angle, his knuckles smearing strawberry-flavored gum into his eyebrows. “Are you sure no one followed you?” he murmured, his voice filled with static.

“Pretty sure,” said Vince.

Then a sound became clear. It was a car engine revving, and soon the crush of gravel underneath tires could be heard down the long, lonely road behind them.

Mold Man tried to yank his hand free of his helmet but didn’t seem able to do so. The sleeve of his suit had snagged on a screw. So instead of pointing, he jerked his body forward to show Gene where he meant him to look. “If you weren’t followed, then who’s that?” He wiggled around again, bobbing his head toward a black SUV that pulled into the parking lot with its headlights bouncing.

“Calm down,” said Gene. “I bet it’s just some kids from Fulton Junior High.”

“Don’t tell me to calm down!” shouted Mold Man, backing away into the bushes. “You’re not being hunted! It’s not your friends who are getting rounded up!”

“Who’s getting rounded up?” asked Gene, wide-eyed.

“The San Diego dwarf,” said Mold Man.

“I just met her!” gasped Vince.

“Tried calling her lately?” asked Mold Man.

Vince’s mouth went dry. “She hasn’t called me back.”

“They got her, that’s why,” said Mold Man, nodding knowingly. “Pie Face, Window Brain, they got them too.”

“Why?” asked Gene.

“Because they want to take us back,” said Mold Man in a grim whisper. “And word on the street is they’ve sent someone from the Salplex Constellation, someone really scary.”

“What do you mean really scary?” Gene said as he looked up from his pad. Mold Man replied by stepping back farther into the bushes.

Vince closed his notebook. “Maybe we should go,” he said to Gene. “I don’t want to get him into trouble or anything.”

Gene grabbed Vince’s hand before he could put the notebook away. “This is good, man. The more people see him, the more people believe us.”

“He said the government’s after him, plus the dude from Saucepan,” said Vince.

“Salplex,” corrected Gene. “Why do I always have to be the one to keep us on the big stories? Don’t chicken out!” He slapped the notebook against his friend’s chest.

Unfortunately, when the boys turned back around, they found that Mold Man had made his escape. The strange alien was sprinting as fast as he could across the darkened state park, one arm pumping and the other cocked up at a weird angle, the hand trapped an inch from his face.

“Come back!” called Gene, hurrying to catch up. “You’re tomorrow’s headline!”

“Go away!” barked Mold Man, looking over one shoulder. Then he ran into a drinking fountain. “Ugh!”

It was tough for him to get back to his feet with one arm. But after a few seconds of flailing around like a spider with a few of its legs torn off, he was gone again.

With Mold Man enjoying a good lead, Gene and Vince followed him across the outskirts of the state park. They crossed a tennis court spotted with murky black puddles. They crisscrossed a playground where two teenagers sat on a pair of swings, kissing. They passed the lake and the boathouse, which superstitious kids claimed were haunted by the ghost of a camp counselor who had been eaten by a tortoise. Finally, they cut through a stable full of sleeping horses, avoiding landmines of manure at every turn.

As he neared the information shack at the other end of the park, Mold Man seemed to realize that there was nowhere else to run. He slipped into the public restroom. It was a dead end. Anyone who had ever gone to the bathroom would know this. Apparently, Mold Man didn’t get out very often.

Trying the door, Gene found that it was locked. He signaled Vince. Then he pointed at the small rectangular window high up at the corner of the building. It was unlatched, and a bright yellow light poured out.

Gene walked over to Vince and proceeded to push him to his knees on the grass. “Why do I always have to be the footstool?” complained Vince.

“Because you’re taller,” snapped Gene.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Vince.

Climbing up his friend’s back, Gene pushed open the window and reached inside, searching for a handhold. Then, very sloppily, he pulled his body up and through.

He lowered himself down onto a toilet tank in one of the four restroom stalls, and then dropped quietly to the floor. The stall door was covered with scribbled graffiti. Weak fluorescent bulbs buzzed overhead. Pushing open the door, he stepped out of the stall. Above the sinks hung broken mirrors that reflected the sputtering light, throwing strange shadows across the walls.

Out of the corner of his eye, Gene saw a movement in the last stall at the end. Someone was inside. Gene could make him out through the cracks in the closed door.

“He’s here!” hissed Gene. “Move it!”

Scrambling up the side of the building, Vince flopped through the window. In his clumsiness, he failed to look where he was going and ended up with a foot in the toilet. There was a splash and a screech. With a twist of his leg, he tried to tug his foot free of the toilet bowl, only to lose his shoe. He fell to the cement floor, his soaked sock making a squishy sound.

“Way to sneak,” said Gene, rolling his eyes.

Side by side, the boys crept along the restroom wall toward the last stall. “You’re safe in here,” called Gene. “It’s okay to come out. We don’t want to hurt you or anything.”

There was no answer.

“Come on,” added Vince. “I could be doing anything else on a Wednesday night, but I’m not. I’m here in a bathroom with Mold Man.”

With a bang, the last stall door flew open and struck the wall. Then the green, bumpy stranger stepped out. He pointed the finger of his free hand at Gene and wagged it. His other hand was still lodged tightly in his helmet. “Let me go, please.”

“Tell me about the bad guy from Salplex,” said Gene.

Mold Man kept shaking his finger at them. “It’s a terrible creature, and it wants to bring us back to where we came from. And it hates humans, doesn’t trust them, thinks our kind should band together to rid the galaxy of all of them.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Gene. “We talk to aliens all the time, and no one has mentioned anyone like that.”

“They’re afraid,” Mold Man said, lowering his voice to a whisper in an attempt to sound spooky. But with a clump of bubble gum hanging from his nose hairs, he didn’t exactly come off as scary. “Strange things are happening.” Then he shrugged. “Besides, you’re just a couple of kids. You have no idea what you’re caught up in. How do I know you’re not working for the other aliens, working for the bad guy?”

“We’re not!” said Gene.

Suddenly, and with a loud grunt, Mold Man freed his hand from his helmet. As he did, there was a metallic crunching sound, and the blue bulb on the inside of his helmet went out. Grinning happily, Mold Man stretched out his arm. He fanned his fingers, flexing them into and out of a fist. “You see that?” he said. “No problem.”

That’s when Mold Man’s green skin grew dark, very dark.

“Uh-oh,” he mumbled. And he began to change.

With a series of popping sounds, large green warts began rising up across his arms and neck. Where there were already bumps on his skin, new bumps appeared. Each one was as big as a golf ball and covered in very short, very fine hair, like fur. In a matter of seconds his whole face was covered in a lumpy layer of alien spores from the planet Porkus 12.

“What’s going on?” asked Vince, writing as fast as he could but also starting to back toward the restroom door.

“My UV light broke,” said Mold Man.

“What can we do?” asked Gene. But the ripping sound of Mold Man’s jumpsuit drowned out his voice. The transparent plastic split down the front like a banana peel, as it could no longer contain the rapidly swelling spores. By now Mold Man had nearly vanished under the growing green bumps. They grew a foot thick over his entire body, making him look like a giant black-and-green marshmallow.

“I know what we can do,” said Vince as he stuck his notebook under one arm and whirled around. “We can run!”

But it was too late. Without his special ultraviolet light and jumpsuit, Mold Man was growing at an alarming speed. One second he was normal-size, and the next he was pressing up against the walls of the restroom. Blobs of him began to push out the window and into the empty stalls, stretching, growing, and throbbing green.

“Come on!” Vince shouted.

“Wait!” shouted Gene. “Get next to him so we can see how big he is.” He shoved Vince into the growing mound of Mold Man and then snapped a picture.

“Hey!” Vince looked horrified as six-inch-thick mold encased his arm, then his shoulder. “Help!” he shouted. Then his head was gone too.

Within a matter of seconds, Vince was completely absorbed. One wiggling leg stuck out from the mossy gunk like the stick of a lollypop.

“Wow.” Gene’s jaw dropped as he snapped more photos.

Mold Man continued to grow. He became so big that the restroom building could no longer hold him, and with a crash the whole thing came apart in an avalanche of cinder blocks. As he grew heavier, he began to roll. As he rolled, he began to gather momentum. And of course, it just so happened that the state park sloped downward. This was bad news for Gene, who had tried out for the school track-and-field team twice and been cut both times.

Nearly out of breath, Gene raced down the hill to the lake, the growing boulder of mold spinning behind him. As it rolled, the ball absorbed everything it touched. First it took a picnic table. Then it took a couple of Dumpsters and a trail sign. It grew so huge that when it reached the boathouse, the ball sucked up the haunted old shack like it was nothing. Then it crossed the lake—shore to shore—in a single bounce.

At the last second, Gene dove headfirst into the kneedeep muck along the shore, just as Mold Man soared through the sky like an asteroid. The world went black as a wave of lake water sloshed over him. He looked up again in time to see Mold Man bounce his way toward the Interstate.

Now, something the size of Mold Man’s gigantic mold ball cannot last forever. It is bound to encounter something of equal or greater size. When it does, and those two large objects collide, only one of them will be left standing. In the case of the growing orb of spores, the only thing large enough to stop it was the Santa Rosa water tower, which stood just outside the boundary of the state park. Luckily, this is exactly where the mold ball was headed.

With a great bonging noise, Mold Man struck the water tower. The impact shook the ground for a half mile in every direction. People who felt it thought they were experiencing an earthquake. In an explosion of green fuzzy chunks, the mold ball burst. It sent a shower of mushy green goop down into a nearby field, followed by junk that it had picked up along the way—garbage bags, lost shoes, stumps, dogs, and even a rowboat with its oars still attached.

Last was Vince. He somersaulted out of the slimy mess and came to stop in a patch of grass alongside one of the legs of the water tower. Blinking, he took a deep breath and said to himself, “Whoa.”

In the silence of the evening, Vince lay staring at the stars. It was a beautiful night. The grass was soft and smelled faintly of onion. The trees rocked, making a wonderful low groaning noise like the purring of a giant cat. Somewhere far away a car engine revved. Everything was peaceful.

As he lay there, Vince heard footsteps. Gene appeared, limping down the hill covered in mud, his wet shoes making splat sounds with every step.

Vince looked up at Gene and angrily threw a clump of spores in his face. “This kind of thing doesn’t happen when you’re studying geometry,” he said. “Tell Mold Man bye for me.” Then he got up and limped away toward the far parking lot.

Gene watched him go. Vince was right. They needed to get their bikes and go home. It was seven o’clock. The sun was almost gone. And his mom was expecting him for dinner.

Dusting sticky spores from the front of his pants, Gene looked around. He wanted to check on Mold Man to make sure the strange alien was okay, but he was nowhere to be seen. Gene shrugged, scooped some thick, snotlike mold out of one ear, and followed Vince across the field.

Even if the boys had looked for Mold Man, they wouldn’t have found him. That is because he wasn’t there. As the boys walked back to their bikes, Mold Man was lying tied up in the backseat of a black SUV. It was the same SUV that Gene and Vince had spotted earlier in the parking lot and the same SUV that was now speeding away from the state park on Highway 10.
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THE BRENNICK HOME AT 216 CANARY LANE WAS A SMALL one-level ranch house with a giant inflatable Frosty the Snowman sitting on top. The giant snowman hadn’t come with the house. In fact, Gene’s father had put it up there ten years ago, before he died of a tropical disease that he’d picked up on a business trip. Since both Gene and his mother were afraid of heights and refused to climb up on the roof, Frosty just sat there, droopy. Every so often they started the electric pump and straightened him up, but that was rare. Once, one of their neighbors asked Mrs. Brennick why they didn’t just hire someone to take it down. She explained that Gene had asked her not to. It reminded him of his father.

Mr. Brennick had never made a lot of money, and he hadn’t owned anything of real value. So Gene thought of the giant inflatable decoration as a family heirloom. It was one of the few things he had left of his father’s. He planned to pass it down to his own kids when he himself died of a strange tropical disease. Until then he’d keep it inflated, even if it meant a higher electrical bill.

That night Gene sneaked in through the back door. He trailed glow-in-the-dark green mold like bread crumbs. So it was easy for his mother to find him as he attempted to sneak leftovers from the fridge.

As Gene stuck a finger into the meat loaf, the kitchen light came on. Peeking around the fridge door, he saw his mother sitting at the table, a frown on her tired face. She wore a worn pink bathrobe and slippers with lace straps. Her hair was in curlers, a sure sign that she was about to go to bed. This is what she always did when she waited for him to come home.

“Good evening,” she said. “Looking for a late-night snack?”

“Dinner, actually,” said Gene, trying to smile. “I forgot to eat.”

“Was that before or after you went on the hunt for Larva Guy?” she asked.

Gene shook his head as he shut the refrigerator door. “It’s not Larva Guy,” he said. “It was Mold Man. Why can’t anyone ever get that right? They’re two totally different people.” He sat down at the kitchen table with a plate of cold meat loaf.

Gene and his mother stared at each other across the table. This was how they spent most nights, arguing over the sugar bowl.

“You’re missing the point,” she said. “You missed dinner, and I was worried.”

“How did you know I was working on the newsletter?” he asked.

“I haven’t seen you all evening, that’s how,” she said with a laugh.

Gene took a bite and talked with his mouth full of meat. “Not that. How did you know that I was talking to Mold Man?”

Pushing back her chair with a scrape, his mother stood and tied the belt of her bathrobe tightly around her waist. She smelled liked fabric softener. “Mrs. Haskell called.”

Sighing, Gene slumped back in his chair. “Why does Vince always tell his mom everything!” he growled. “He is so dead tomorrow.”

Mrs. Brennick leaned against the kitchen counter, arms crossed on her chest. Traces of a mud mask from earlier in the evening still clung to her cheekbones. “People have a habit of watching out for you,” she said, “since your dad’s not around to do it.”

“Yeah, well, then it’s their fault I keep getting into trouble,” said Gene, pulling off his shirt. Spore blobs fell from the fabric to the kitchen floor.

“What is that?” asked his mother.

“Mold!” said Gene. “Weren’t you even listening to me?”

He started to walk out of the kitchen, still wrestling with his shirt, when he noticed something odd. A few more of his fingerprints had come off completely. They’d stuck to the insides of his shirt sleeves like dryer lint. “Weird,” he said under his breath. Now his fingers had no prints, they were smooth and blank.

As Gene left the kitchen, his mother followed him into the hallway. “No, it’s your fault you get into trouble,” she said, trying to catch up. “It’s the same with everything—with school, with the newsletter, even me. You never do things the easy way. You always have to do things your own way.”

“Funny,” said Gene, entering his bedroom. “I always thought being yourself was a good thing. I guess I was wrong.”

Reaching his doorway, Mrs. Brennick stopped and stood in the hallway. Despite her deepest wishes to cross over into his personal space, she resisted. “Listen, Gene,” she said. “I want you to see the school guidance counselor this week. I want you to go see Mr. Grocer and talk. You need to quit running around town chasing ‘aliens.’”

“Fine,” said Gene, resting his forehead against the open door. “I’ll talk to him, don’t I always? It doesn’t help.”

Taking a deep breath, Mrs. Brennick reached through the doorway, stroked his hair. “I just want you to be happy,” she said in a whisper. “That’s what your father would have wanted, isn’t it?”

Gene smiled weakly and shrugged. “I guess we’ll never know, will we?”

He took her hand, kissed it, and then began to close his bedroom door. “Good night, Mom,” he said softly as it clicked shut.

Ear to the door, Gene listened. Once he heard his mother turn and walk back to the kitchen, he hurried over to his desk and sat down. He snapped on his lamp and booted up his laptop. In the quiet of his room, he pored over the notes he’d taken during his encounter with Mold Man.

Sure, he had a test at school the next day. When didn’t he? But there were more important things in life than grades. Gene was on deadline, and he had an article to write.

• • •

The Haskell home—Condor Towers, apartment 301—was nowhere near as peaceful when Vince came in late that night.

“Leave me alone!” shouted his sister Sally, who was seven. She stood in the corner with a pillowcase over her head. “I won’t do it! You can’t make me take it!”

Another of Vince’s sisters, Sharon, stood on the other side of the room, a spoonful of medicine in her hand. Sharon was sixteen, taller than Vince, and gangly, with long arms and legs. “Stop fussing or I’ll stuff this medicine so far down your throat you’ll burp it up at your wedding!” Sharon shouted at her younger sister.

Vince’s third and oldest sister, Susan, sat on the couch in the middle of the room. She was trying to talk on the telephone but was having a difficult time with all the screaming. Her solution to this was to scream too, just louder.

“Everyone just shut up so I can talk to Daryl! He’s trying to study for exams and he can’t get anything done with all of this noise! And if he fails out of school, then he’ll never marry me and we’ll never move to Sacramento! So can everyone just shut up?”

Vince closed the front door, and then he walked through the madness unnoticed. When he got to his bedroom, he tossed his backpack and sweatshirt in the corner and then fell face-first on the bed. Groaning, he tried to tune out all the screaming, which should have been easy since he was around it all the time. He tried to imagine that the sound was the crashing of ocean waves or the gentle patter of a summer rain. This didn’t work.

“Hello there, Mr. Workaholic,” said a voice. It was his mother.

Mrs. Haskell came into Vince’s room and stood at the head of the bed gazing down at him. There were dark bags below her eyes. Wrinkles creased her forehead. Curls of her reddish brown hair spiraled out in every direction like an overgrown plant. That was her “look”—exhausted. She embraced it. When you have three girls, a boy, and a baby, you don’t really have much of a choice to do otherwise.

“So, how was the interview with Mold Man?” she asked in a falsely cheerful voice, as if she was really interested.

“You don’t have to pretend, Mom,” said Vince.

“Pretend what?” she asked, still jolly.

“Pretend to care,” he said. “I know you don’t believe aliens exist.”

His mother suddenly grew very serious. It was no act. “If it comes from you, I believe it, always,” said Mrs. Haskell. Opening her mouth, she seemed ready to say more but stopped herself.

“What is it?” asked Vince.

Mrs. Haskell sat down at the foot of Vince’s bed. She folded her arms over her stained red Berkeley sweatshirt. Her hands were dry and cracked from using too much hand sanitizer. “Well,” she began, “I just don’t know if spending all your time with Gene is a good idea. I like him, you know that, but he asks you to put all of your time and energy into his newsletter and—”

“It’s our newsletter,” said Vince.

“Fine,” she said, shrugging. “I stand corrected. But I think it might be in your best interest to do some things on your own, or maybe with a new friend.”

Vince sat up in bed. “I like Gene,” he said. “He’s my best friend.”

“I like him too,” said Mrs. Haskell. “But you work on the newsletter because you like to write. And there are opportunities out there to write. Gene won’t be able to rely on your talent forever, honey.”

As she smiled down at him, Sally began screaming in the other room. “Get that spoon away from me now! You’ll accidentally put it in my eye!”

“Oh, I’ll put it somewhere,” shouted Sharon. “But it won’t be in your eye and it won’t be an accident!”

Taking a deep breath, Mrs. Haskell smiled patiently. Then she opened her mouth and screamed at the top of her lungs. “Harry, get your butt in here now and peel these girls off each other before I come drag you out of bed myself!”

There was a series of loud bumping sounds through the wall, and then Vince caught a glimpse of his dad rushing past the doorway in his pajamas.

“Come on,” said Mrs. Haskell. “You need to eat dinner.”

She led Vince into the kitchen, where he sat on a small stool at the bar and munched on a slice of cold pizza. His entrance was interesting enough to cause a break in the screaming.

Vince’s sisters stared at him curiously. This is what they did. Whenever there was a break in their attempts to kill one another, they turned on him, an easy target. Sally took the pillowcase from over her head. Sharon capped the medicine and put away the spoon. Susan put Daryl on hold and set the phone aside. Now they were all about Vince.

“Why did you miss dinner?” asked Sally.

“Maybe he had a date or something?” said Sharon.

“Yeah, a date.” Susan laughed from her spot on the couch. “Who would Vince have a date with, Lobster-Face?”

“No, let me guess,” piped in Sharon. “Martian Martha.”

“Oh, wait,” yelped Sally, flapping her hands around wildly. “He went and got ice cream with the Living Sundae.”

The girls exploded with giggles.

Munching his cold crust, Vince ignored them. He tried to imagine that the laughter was something else, such as the rolling thunder of a tropical storm or the whoosh of cars passing on the highway. He pushed the sound, and the girls with it, into the background.

This time it worked. Vince smiled.

After a very long day and an even longer night, he was finally able to relax.
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AT SIX O’CLOCK THE NEXT MORNING, GENE ZOOMED UP to Santa Rosa Junior High School on his bike, trying to beat the coming storm. The hood of his black rain slicker was cinched up so tight it hid his face. Locking his bike to the rack outside the front doors, he glanced up once as the first drops began to fall, and then hurried inside. A crack of thunder split the still, gray sky.

Once inside, Gene tore off his hood and sat on the lowest step of the stairwell. He was out of breath and tired and stressed. That’s what no sleep did to a person. If not for the Coke he’d just chugged, he probably would have drifted off right there on the stairs.
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