R L. Stine: Stay Qut of the Basenent ((Goosebunps #2
)
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"Hey, Dad -- catch!'
Casey tossed the Frisbee across the snooth, green
| awn. Casey's dad nmade a face, squinting into the
sun. The Frisbee hit the ground and skipped a few
times before | andi ng under the hedge at the back o
f the house.
"Not today. |'mbusy," Dr. Brewer said, and abrupt
|y turned and | oped into the house. The screen doo
r slamred behi nd him
Casey brushed his straight blond hair back off his
forehead. "Wihat's his problen?" he called to Marg
aret, his sister, who had watched the whol e scene
fromthe side of the redwood garage.
"You know," Margaret said quietly. She w ped her h
ands on the |l egs of her jeans and held them both u
p, inviting a toss. "I'll play Frisbee with you fo
r-alittle while," she said.
"Ckay," Casey said without enthusiasm He wal ked s
oWy over to retrieve the Frisbee fromunder the
hedge.
Mar garet noved cl oser. She felt sorry for Casey. H
e and their dad were really close, always playing
ball or Frisbee or Nintendo together. But Dr. Brew
er didn't seemto have tine for that anynore.
Junping up to catch the Frisbee, Margaret realized
she felt sorry for herself, too. Dad hadn't been
the sane to her, either. In fact, he spent so nuch
time down in the basenent, he barely said a word
to her.
He doesn't even call ne Princess anynore, Margaret
t hought. It was a ni cknane she hated. But at |eas
t it was a nicknane, a sign of cl oseness.
She tossed the red Frisbee back. A bad toss. Casey
chased after it, but it sailed away fromhim Mar
garet looked up to the golden hills beyond their b
ackyard.



California, she thought.

It's so weird out here. Here it is, the mddle of
winter, and there isn't a cloud in the sky, and Ca
sey and | are out in jeans and T-shirts as if it w
ere the mddle of sumer.

She made a diving latch for a wwld toss, rolling o
ver on the manicured |l awn and raising the Frisbee
above her head triunphantly.

"Show of f," Casey nuttered, uninpressed.

"You're the hot dog in the famly," Margaret called

GVEII, you're a dork."
"Hey, Casey -- you want ne to play with you or not?

He shrugged.
Everyone was so edgy these days, Margaret realized.

It was easy to figure out why.

She made a high toss. The Frisbee sail ed over Case
y's head. "You chase it!" he cried angrily, puttin
g his hands on his hips.

"No, you!" she cried.

"Youl!l "

"Casey -- you're eleven years old. Don't act like a
two-year-old," she snapped.

"Well, you act like a one-year-old," was his reply

as he grudgingly went after the Frisbee.

It was all Dad's fault, Margaret realized. Things
had been so tense ever since he started working at
home. Down in the basenent with his plants and we
ird machi nes. He hardly ever came up for air.

And when he did, he wouldn't even catch a Frisbee.
O spend two mnutes with either of them

Mom had noticed it, too, Margaret thought, running
full -out and nmaki ng anot her grandstand catch j ust
before colliding wwth the side of the garage.
Havi ng Dad hone has nade Momreally tense, too. Sh
e pretends everything is fine. But | can tell she'
s worried about him

"Lucky catch, Fatso!" Casey call ed.

Margaret hated the nane Fatso even nore than she h
ated Princess. People in her famly jokingly calle



d her Fatso because she was so thin, |ike her fath

er. She also was tall |ike him but she had her no
ther's straight brown hair, brown eyes, and dark c
ol ori ng.

"Don't call ne that." She heaved the red disc at h
im He caught it at his knees and flipped it back
to her.

They tossed it back and forth w thout saying nuch
for another ten or fifteen mnutes. "lI'magetting h
ot," Margaret said, shielding her eyes fromthe af
ternoon sun with her hand. "Let's go in."

Casey tossed the Frisbee against the garage wall.
|t dropped onto the grass. He cane trotting over t
o her. "Dad always plays |longer," he said peevishl

y. "And he throws better. You throwlike a girl."
"Gve ne a break," Margaret groaned, giving hima
pl ayful shove as she jogged to the back door. "You
throw | i ke a chi npanzee."

"How cone Dad got fired?" he asked.

She blinked. And stopped running. The questi on had
caught her by surprise. "Huh?"

Hi s pale, freckled face turned serious. "You know.
| mean, why?" he asked, obviously unconfortable.
She and Casey had never discussed this in the four
weeks since Dad had been hone. Wi ch was unusual
since they were pretty close, being only a year ap

art.

"I mean, we cane all the way out here so he could w
ork at PolyTech, right?" Casey asked.

"Yeah. Well . . . he got fired," Margaret said, ha
| f-whi spering in case her dad mi ght be able to hea
r.

"But why? Did he blow up the [ab or sonething?" Ca
sey grinned. The idea of his dad blow ng up a huge
canpus science | ab appealed to him

"No, he didn't blow anything up,"” Margaret said, t
ugging at a strand of dark hair. "Botanists work w
ith plants, you know. They don't get much of a cha
nce to bl ow things up."”

They bot h | aughed.

Casey followed her into the narrow strip of shade c
ast by the |Iow ranch-styl e house.



"I'"' mnot sure exactly what happened," Margaret con
tinued, still half-whispering. "But | overheard Da
d on the phone. | think he was talking to M. Mart
i nez. H' s departnent head. Renenber? The quiet lit
tle man who canme to dinner that night the barbecue
grill caught fire?"
Casey nodded. "Martinez fired Dad?"
"Probably," Mrgaret whispered. "Fromwhat | overh
eard, it had sonething to do with the plants Dad w
as grow ng, sone experinents that had gone wong o
r sonet hing."
"But Dad's real smart," Casey insisted, as if Marg
aret were arguing with him "If his experinments we
nt wong, he'd know howto fix them"
Mar garet shrugged. "That's all | know," she said.
"Cone on, Casey. Let's go inside. I'mdying of thi
rst!" She stuck her tongue out and npbaned, denonst
rating her dire need of I|iquid.
"You're gross," Casey said. He pulled open the scr
een door, then dodged in front of her so he could
get inside first.
"Who's gross?" Ms. Brewer asked fromthe sink. Sh
e turned to greet the two of them "Don't answer t
hat . "
Mom | ooks very tired today, Margaret thought, noti
cing the crisscross of fine lines at the corners o
f her nother's eyes and the first strands of gray
i n her nother's shoul der-length brown hair. "I hat
e this job," Ms. Brewer said, turning back to the
si nk.
"What are you doi ng?" Casey asked, pulling open the
refrlgerator and renDV|ng a box of j uice.
m devei ni ng shrinp."
'Yuck'" Mar gar et excl ai ned.
"Thanks for the support,” Ms. Brewer said dryly.
The phone rang. W pi ng her shrinpy hands with a di
sh towel, she hurried across the roomto pick upt
he phone.
Margaret got a box of juice fromthe fridge, poppe
d the straw into the top, and followed Casey into
the front hallway. The basenent door, usually shut
tight when Dr. Brewer was working down there, was



slightly ajar.
Casey started to close it, then stopped. "Let's go
down and see what Dad is doing," he suggested.
Mar gar et sucked the |ast drops of juice through th
e straw and squeezed the enpty box flat in her han
d. "Ckay."
She knew t hey probably shouldn't disturb their fat
her, but her curiosity got the better of her. He h
ad been working down there for four weeks now All
ki nds of interesting equipnent, lights, and pl ant
s had been delivered. Mdst days he spent at | east
ei ght or nine hours down there, doing whatever it
was he was doing. And he hadn't shown it to themo
nce.
"Yeah. Let's go," Margaret said. It was their house
, too, after all.
Besi des, maybe their dad was just waiting for them
to show sone interest. Maybe he was hurt that the
y hadn't bothered to cone downstairs in all this t
I me.
She pulled the door open the rest of the way, and
t hey stepped onto the narrow stairway. "Hey, Dad -
- " Casey called excitedly. "Dad -- can we see?"
They were hal fway down when their father appeared
at the foot of the stairs. He glared up at them an
grily, his skin strangely green under the fluoresc
ent light fixture. He was holding his right hand,
drops of red blood falling onto his white | ab coat.
"Stay out of the basenent!"” he bellowed, in a voice
t hey' d never heard before.
Bot h ki ds shrank back, surprised to hear their fat
her screamlike that. He was usually so mld and s
of t - spoken.
"Stay out of the basenent," he repeated, holding h
I s bleeding hand. "Don't ever cone down here -- I
m war ni ng you. "
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"Okay. All packed," Ms. Brewer said, dropping her
suitcases with a thud in the front hallway. She p



oked her head into the living roomwhere the TV wa
s blaring. "Do you think you could stop the novie
for one mnute to say good-bye to your nother?"
Casey pushed a button on the renote control, and t
he screen went bl ank. He and Margaret obediently w
al ked to the hallway to give their nother hugs.
Margaret's friend, D ane Manning, who lived just a
round the corner, followed theminto the hallway.
"How | ong are you going to be gone, Ms. Brewer?"
she asked, her eyes on the two bul gi ng suitcases.
"I don't know," Ms. Brewer replied fretfully. "M
sister went into the hospital in Tucson this norn

ing. | guess I'lIl have to stay until she's able to
go hone."
"Well, 1'll be glad to baby-sit for Casey and Marga

ret while you're away," Di ane joked.

"Gve ne a break," Margaret said, rolling her eyes.
"I'"'molder than you are, D ane."

"And |"'m smarter than both of you," Casey added wt
h typical nodesty.

"I'"'mnot worried about you kids," Ms. Brewer said
, glancing nervously at her watch. "I'"'mworried ab

out your father."

"Don't worry," Margaret told her seriously. "We'l|

t ake good care of him"

"Just make sure that he eats sonething once in a w
hile," Ms. Brewer said. "He's so obsessed with hi

s work, he doesn't renenber to eat unless you tell
him"

It's going to be really lonely around here w t hout
Mom Margaret thought. Dad hardly ever cones up f
romthe basenent.

It had been two weeks since he yelled at Casey and
her to stay out of the basenent. They had been ti
pt oei ng around ever since, afraid to get himangry
again. But in the past two weeks, he had barely s
poken to them except for the occasi onal "good nor
ni ng" and "good ni ght."

"Don't worry about anything, Mom" she said, forci
ng a smle. "Just take good care of Aunt El eanor."”
"I''ll call as soon as | get to Tucson," Ms. Brewe
r said, nervously |lowering her eyes to her watch a



gain. She took three long strides to the basenent
door, then shouted down, "M chael -- tinme to take
nme to the airport!”
After a long wait, Dr. Brewer called up a reply. T
hen Ms. Brewer turned back to the kids. Think he'
|1 even notice |I'm gone?" she asked in a | oud whis
per. She neant it to be a light remark, but her ey
es reveal ed sone sadness.
A few seconds later, they heard footsteps on the b
asenent stairs, and their dad appeared. He putted
off his stained |ab coat, revealing tan sl acks and
a bright yellow T-shirt, and tossed the | ab coat
onto the banister. Even though it was two weeks | a
ter, his right hand, the hand that had been bl eedi

ng, was still heavily bandaged.
"Ready?" he asked his wfe.
Ms. Brewer sighed. "I guess." She gave Margaret a

nd Casey a hel pl ess | ook, then noved quickly to gi

ve them each one |ast hug.

"Let's go, then," Dr. Brewer said inpatiently. He
pi cked up the two bags and groaned. "Ww. How | ong
are you planning to stay? A year?" Then he headed
out the front door with them not waiting for an
answer ,

"Bye, Ms. Brewer,'
dtrip."”

"How can she have a good trip?" Casey asked sharply
. "Her sister's in the hospital."

"You know what | nean," Di ane replied, tossing back
her long red hair and rolling her eyes.

They watched the station wagon roll down the drive

way, then returned to the living room Casey picke

d up the renote control and started the novie.

Di ane sprawl ed on the couch and picked up the bag o

f potato chi ps she'd been eating.

"Who picked this novie?" D ane asked, crinkling the
foil bag noisily.

"I did," Casey said. "It's neat." He had pulled a

couch cushion down to the living roomcarpet and w

as lying on it.

Margaret was sitting cross-|egged on the floor, he
r back agai nst the base of an arnthair, still thin

Di ane said, waving. "Have a goo



ki ng about her nother and her aunt Eleanor. "It's

neat if you like to see a | ot of people blown up a

nd their guts flying all over," she said, naking a
face for D ane's benefit.

"Yeah. It's neat," Casey said, not taking his eyes

off the glowing TV screen.

"I'"ve got so much honmework. | don't know why |I'ms

itting here," Diane said, reaching her hand into t

he potato chip bag.

"Me, too," Margaret sighed. "I guess I'll do it af

ter dinner. Do you have the math assignnent? | thi

nk I left nmy math book at school ."

"Sshhh!" Casey hissed, kicking a sneakered foot in
Margaret's direction. "This is a good part.”

"You' ve seen this tape before?" Diane shrieked.

"Tw ce," Casey admitted. He ducked, and the sofa pi

|l ow Di ane threw sailed over his head.

"It's a pretty afternoon,"” Margaret said, stretchi

ng her arns above her head. "Maybe we should go ou

tside. You know. Ri de bi kes or sonething."

"You think you're still back in Mchigan? It's alw

ays a pretty afternoon here," D ane said, chew ng

| oudly. "I don't even notice it anynore."

"Maybe we should do the mat h assi gnnent together,"
Mar gar et suggested hopefully. Di ane was nuch bett

er in math than she was.

Di ane shrugged. "Yeah. Maybe." She crinkled up the
bag and set it on the floor. "Your dad | ooked kin

d of nervous, you know?"

"Huh? What do you nean?"

"Just nervous," D ane said. "How s he doi ng?"

"Sshhh," Casey insisted, picking up the potato chip
bag and tossing it at D ane.

"You know. Being laid off and all."

"I guess he's okay," Margaret said wstfully. "I d

on't know, really. He spends all his tine down in

t he basenment wth his experinents."

"Experinments? Hey -- let's go take a | ook." Tossin

g her hair back behind her shoul ders, D ane junped
up fromthe chrone and white | eat her couch.

Di ane was a science freak. Math and science. The tw

0 subjects Margaret hated.



She shoul d have been in the Brewer famly, Margare

t thought with a trace of bitterness. Maybe Dad wo

uld pay sone attention to her since she's into the
sane things he is.

"Cone on -- " Diane urged, bending over to pull M

rgaret up fromthe floor. "He's a botanist, right?
What ' s he doi ng down t here?"

"It's conplicated," Margaret said, shouting over t

he explosions and gunfire on the TV. "He tried to

explain it to ne once. But -- " Margaret allowed D

i ane to pull her to her feet.

"Shut up!" Casey yelled, staring at the novie, the
colors fromthe TV screen reflecting over his clo

t hes.

"I's he building a Frankenstein nonster or sonethin

g?" Diane demanded. "Or sone kind of RoboCop? Wul

dn't that be cool ?"

"Shut up!" Casey repeated shrilly as Arnold Schwarz

enegger bounded across the screen.

"He's got all these machi nes and plants down there

," Margaret said unconfortably. "But he doesn't wa

nt us to go down there."

"Huh? It's like top secret?" D ane's enerald green
eyes it up with excitenent. "Cone on. W'II| just
take a peek."

"No, | don't think so," Margaret told her. She cou

| dn't forget the angry | ook on her father's face t

wo weeks before when she and Casey had tried to pa

y avisit. O the way he had screaned at them neve

r to cone down to the basenent.

"Cone on. | dare you," D ane challenged. "Are you c

hi cken?"

"I"'mnot afraid,” Margaret insisted shrilly. Di ane
was al ways daring her to do things she didn't wan

t to do. Wiy is it so inportant for Diane to think
she's so much braver than everyone el se? Margar et
wonder ed.

"Chi cken," Di ane repeated. Tossing her mane of red
hai r behi nd her shoul der, she strode quickly towa

rd the basenent door.

"Diane -- stop!" Margaret cried, followng after he

r.



"Hey, wait!" Casey cried, clicking off the novie.
"Are we going downstairs? Wait for ne!" He clinbed
quickly to his feet and enthusiastically hurried

to join them at the basenent door.

"We can't -- " Margaret started, but D ane cl anped

a hand over her nouth.

"We' || take a quick peek," Diane insisted. "W']||

just |l ook. W won't touch anything. And then we'll
cone right back upstairs.™

"Okay. I'll go first," Casey said, grabbing for the
door knob.

"Why do you want to do this?" Margaret asked her f
riend. "Why are you so eager to go down there?"

Di ane shrugged. "It beats doing our math," she repl
i ed, grinning.

Mar gar et sighed, defeated. "Ckay, let's go. But rem
enber -- just |ooking, no touching."

Casey pull ed open the door and |led the way onto th
e stairway. Stepping onto the |anding, they were i
medi ately engulfed in hot, steany air. They could
hear the buzz and hum of el ectronic machinery. An
d off to the right, they could see the glare of th
e bright white lights fromDr. Brewer's workroom

This is kind of fun, Margaret thought as the three
of them made their way down the |inol eumcovered
st ai rway.

It's an adventure.

There's no harmin taking a peek.

So why was her heart poundi ng? Wiy did she have thi
S sudden tingle of fear?
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"Yuck! It's so hot in here!"

As they stepped away fromthe stairs, the air becam
e unbearably hot and thick.

Mar gar et gasped. The sudden change in tenperature w
as suffocating.

"I't's so noist," D ane said. "Good for your hair an
d skin."

"We studied the rain forest in school," Casey said.



"Maybe Dad's building a rain forest."

"Maybe," Margaret said uncertainly.

Why did she feel so strange? Was it just because t

hey were invading their father's domai n? Doi ng som

ething he had told themnot to do?

She hel d back, gazing in both directions. The base

ment was divided into two | arge, rectangul ar roons

. To the left, an unfinished rec roomstood in dar

kness. She could barely nmake out the outlines of t

he Ping-Pong table in the center of the room

The workroomto the right was brightly lit, so bri

ght they had to blink and wait for their eyes to a

djust. Beans of white light poured down from |l arge
hal ogen | anps on tracks in the ceiling.

"Ww Look!" Casey cried, his eyes wide as he stepp

ed excitedly toward the 1ight.

Reaching up toward the lights were shiny, tall pla

nts, dozens of them thick-stal ked and broad-| eafe

d, planted close together in an enornous, |ow trou

gh of dark soil.

"I't'"s like a jungle!" Margaret exclained, follow ng
Casey into the white gl are.

The plants, in fact, resenbled jungle plants -- le

afy vines and tall, treelike plants with long, sle

nder tendrils, fragile-looking ferns, plants with

gnarl ed, creamcol ored roots poking up |like bony k

nees fromthe soil.

"It's like a swanp or sonething," D ane said. "D d
your father really grow these things in just five
or six weeks?"

"Yeah. |'mpretty sure," Margaret replied, staring
at the enornous red tomat oes on a sl ender, yell ow
st al k.

"Ooh. Feel this one,"” D ane said.

Mar garet gl anced over to find her friend rubbing h

er hand over a large, flat |eaf the shape of a tea

rdrop. "Diane -- we shouldn't touch -- "

"I know, | know," Diane said, not letting go of the
| eaf . "But just rub your hand on it."

Margaret reluctantly obeyed. "It doesn't feel I|ike
a leaf," she said as D ane noved over to exam ne

a large fern. "lIt's so snooth. Like glass.™



The three of them stood under the bright, white |i

ghts, exam ning the plants for several mnutes, to
uching the thick stal ks, running their hands over

t he snooth, warm | eaves, surprised by the enornous
size of the fruits sone of the plants had produced.
"I't's too hot down here," Casey conpl ai ned. He pul
|l ed his T-shirt off over his head and dropped it o
nto the fl oor.

"What a bod!" Di ane teased him

He stuck out his tongue at her. Then his pal e blue
eyes grew wi de and he seened to freeze in surpris

e. "Hey!"

"Casey -- what's the matter?" Margaret asked, hurry
i ng over to him

"This one -- " He pointed to a tall, treelike plant
. "It's breathing!"

Di ane | aughed.

But Margaret heard it, too. She grabbed Casey's ba
re shoul der and |listened. Yes. She could hear brea

t hi ng sounds, and they seened to be comng fromth

e tall, leafy tree.

"What's your problen?" D ane asked, seeing the ama
zed expressions on Casey's and Margaret's faces.
"Casey's right," Margaret said softly, listening t
o the steady, rhythm c sound. "You can hear it bre
at hing."

Di ane roll ed her eyes. "Maybe it has a cold. Maybe
its vine is stuffed up." She | aughed at her own |
oke, but her two conpanions didn't join in. "I don
't hear it." She noved cl oser.

Al three of themli stened.

Si | ence.

"It -- stopped,” Margaret said.

"Stop it, you two," Diane scolded. "You' re not goin
g to scare ne."

"No. Really," Margaret protested.

"Hey -- |l ook at this!" Casey had al ready noved on

to sonething else. He was standing in front of at
all glass case that stood on the other side of the
plants. It looked a little |Iike a phone booth, w

th a shelf inside about shoul der-hi gh, and dozens
of wires attached to the back and si des.



Margaret's eyes followed the wires to a simlar gl
ass booth a few feet away. Sone kind of electrical
generator stood between the two boot hs and appear
ed to be connected to both of them

"What could that be?" D ane asked, hurrying over to
Casey.

"Don't touch it," Margaret warned, giving the brea

thing plant one final glance, then joining the oth
ers.

But Casey reached out to the glass door on the fro

nt of the booth. "I just want to see if this opens
," he said.

He grabbed the glass -- and his eyes went wide with
shock.

Hi s entire body began to shake and vibrate. H's he
ad jerked wildly fromside to side. H's eyes rolle
d up in his head.

"Oh, help!" he managed to cry, his body vibrating

and shaking harder and faster. "Help ne! | -- can'
t stop!"
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"Help ne!"

Casey's whol e body shook as if an electrical curre
nt were charging through him Hi s head jerked on h
I s shoul ders, and his eyes | ooked wld and dazed.
"Pl ease! "

Margaret and Diane stared in open-nouthed horror.
Margaret was the first to nove. She |lunged at Case
y, and reached out to try to pull himaway fromth
e gl ass.

"Margaret -- don't!" Diane screaned. "Don't touch h
im "

"But we have to do sonething!" Margaret cried.

It took both girls a while to realize that Casey ha
d stopped shaking. And was | aughi ng.

"Casey?" Margaret asked, staring at him her terrif
| ed expression fading to astoni shnent.

He was | eani ng agai nst the glass, his body still n
ow, his nmouth wapped in a broad, m schievous grin



"Gotcha!" he declared. And then began to | augh eve
n harder, pointing at them and repeating the phras

e through his triunphant |aughter. "Gotcha! Gotcha
[ v

"That wasn't funny!" Margaret screaned.

"You were faking it?! | don't believe it!" Diane c
ried, her face as pale as the white |ights above t
hem her lower lip trenbling.

Both girls | eapt onto Casey and pushed himto the

floor. Margaret sat on top of himwhile D ane held
hi s shoul ders down.

"Gotcha! Gotcha!" he continued, stopping only when
Margaret tickled his stomach so hard he couldn't

t al k.

"You rat!" Diane cried. "You little rat!"

The free-for-all was brought to a sudden halt by a
| ow nban from across the room Al three kids rai

sed their heads and stared in the direction of the
sound.

The | arge basenent was silent now except for their
heavy breat hi ng.

"What was that?" D ane whi sper ed.

They I|i st ened.

Anot her | ow noan, a nournful sound, muffled, |like a
i r through a saxophone.

The tendrils of a treelike plant suddenly drooped,
| i ke snakes | owering thenselves to the ground.

Anot her | ow, sad noan.

"It's -- the plants!" Casey said, his expression f
ri ghtened now. He pushed his sister off himand cl
| mbed to his feet, brushing back his dishevel ed bl
ond hair as he stood up.

"Plants don't cry and noan," D ane said, her eyes
on the vast trough of plants that filled the room
"These do," Margaret said.

Tendrils noved, |ike human arnms shifting their pos
ition. They could hear breathing again, slow stea
dy breathing. Then a sigh, |like air escaping.
"Let's get out of here," Casey said, edging toward

the stairs.

"It's definitely creepy down here," Diane said, fo



|low ng him her eyes remaining on the shifting, m
oani ng pl ants.

"I"' msure Dad could explain it," Margaret said. He
r words were calm but her voice trenbled, and she
was backing out of the room follow ng D ane and

Casey.

"Your dad is weird," D ane said, reaching the doorw

ay.

"No, he isn't," Casey quickly insisted. "He's doing
| nportant work here.™

Atall treelike plant sighed and appeared to bend

toward them raising its tendrils as if beckoning

to them calling them back.

"Let's just get out of here!"™ Margaret exclai ned.

Al three of themwere out of breath by the tine t
hey ran up the stairs. Casey closed the door tight
|y, making sure it clicked shut.

"Weird," D ane repeated, playing nervously with a

strand of her long red hair. "Definitely weird." |

t was her word of the day. But Margaret had to adm
it It was appropri ate.

"Well, Dad warned us not to go down there," Margar

et said, struggling to catch her breath. "I guess
he knew it would | ook scary to us, and we woul dn't
under st and. "

"I"'mgetting out of here," Diane said, only half-k
| ddi ng. She stepped out of the screen door and tur
ned back toward them "Want to go over the math |a

ter?"

"Yeah. Sure," Margaret said, still thinking about

t he nmoani ng, shifting plants. Sone of them had see
med to be reaching out to them crying out to them
. But of course that was inpossible.

"Later," D ane said, and headed at a trot down the
drive.

Just as she di sappeared, their father's dark blue
station wagon turned the corner and started up the
drive. "Back fromthe airport," Margaret said. Sh
e turned fromthe door back to Casey a few yards b
ehind her in the hallway. "Is the basenent door cl
osed?"

"Yeah," Casey replied, |ooking again to nmake sure.



"No way Dad will know we --
He stopped. H' s nouth dropped open, but no sound ca
nme out.

H s face went pale.

"My T-shirt!" Casey excl ai med, slapping his bare ch
est. "I left it in the basenent!”

5

"I"ve got to get it," Casey said. "OQtherwi se Dad'll
know -- "

"It's too late," Margaret interrupted, her eyes on
the driveway. "He's already pulled up the drive."

"I't"ll only take a second," Casey insisted, his ha
nd on the basenent doorknob. "I'Il run down and ru
nright up."

"No!" Margaret stood tensely in the center of the
narrow hal |l way, hal fway between the front door and
t he basenent door, her eyes toward the front. "He
's parked. He's getting out of the car."

"But he'll know He'll know" Casey cried, his voic
e hi gh and whi ny.

" So?"

"Renmenber how mad he got last tinme?" Casey asked.
"OF course | renenber," Margaret replied. "But he'
s not going to kill us, Casey, just because we too
k a peek at his plants. He's -- "

Mar gar et stopped. She noved closer to the screen do
or. "Hey, wait."

"What' s goi ng on?" Casey asked.

"Hurry!" Margaret turned and gestured with both ha
nds. "Go! Get downstairs -- fast! M. Henry fromn
ext door. He stopped Dad. They're tal king about so
mething in the drive."

Wth a loud cry, Casey flung open the basenent doo
r and di sappeared. Margaret heard him clunping rap
idly down the stairs. Then she heard his footsteps
fade as he hurried into their father's workroom
Hurry, Casey, she thought, standing guard at the f
ront door, watching her father shielding his eyes
fromthe sun with one hand as he talked wwth M. H



enry.
Hurry.

You know Dad never talks for long with the nei ghbor
S.

M. Henry seened to be doing all the tal king. Prob

abl y aski ng Dad some kind of favor, Margaret thoug

ht. M. Henry wasn't handy at all, not like Dr. Br

ewer. And so he was al ways asklng Margaret's dad t

o cone over and help repair or install things.

Her father was nodding now, a tight smle on his fa
ce.

Harry, Casey.

Get back up here. \Were are you?

Still shielding his eyes, Dr. Brewer gave M. Henr

y a quick wave. Then both nmen spun around and bega

n wal ki ng quickly toward their houses.

Hurry, Casey.
Casey -- he's comng! Hurry! Margaret urged silentl
y.

It doesn't take this long to pick your T-shirt up f
romthe floor and run up the stairs.

It shouldn't take this |ong.

Her dad was on the front wal k now. He spotted her i
n the doorway and waved.

Margaret returned the wave and | ooked back through

the hallway to the basenent door. "Casey -- where
are you?" she call ed al oud.
No reply.

No sound fromthe basenent.

No sound at all.

Dr. Brewer had paused outside to inspect the rosebu
shes at the head of the front wal k.

"Casey?" Margaret call ed.

Still no reply.

"Casey -- hurry!"

Si | ence.

Her father was crouchi ng down, doing sonething to t
he soil beneath the rosebushes.

Wth a feeling of dread wei ghing down her entire bo
dy, Margaret realized she had no choi ce.

She had to go downstairs and see what was keeping C
asey.
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Casey ran down the steps, |eaning on the netal ban
| ster so that he could junp down two steps at a ti
me. He | anded hard on the cenent basenent floor an

d darted into the bright white |ight of the plant
room

St opping at the entranceway, he waited for his eye

S to adjust to the brighter-than-day light. He too
k a deep breath, inhaling the steany air, and held
it. It was so hot down here, so sticky. H's back
began to itch. The back of his neck tingled.

The jungle of plants stood as if at attention under
the bright white |ights.

He saw his T-shirt, |lying crunpled on the floor a

few feet froma tall, leafy tree. The tree seened

to lean toward the T-shirt, its long tendrils hang
i ng down, loosely coiled on the soil around its tr
unk.

Casey took a timd step into the room

Wiy am | so afrai d? he wonder ed.

It's just a roomfilled with strange plants.

Wiy do | have the feeling that they're watchi ng ne?
Waiting for ne?

He scol ded hinself for being so afraid and took a
few nore steps toward the crunpled T-shirt on the
floor.

Hey -- wait.

The breat hi ng.

There it was agai n.

Steady breathing. Not too |oud. Not too soft, eithe
r.

Who coul d be breathing? Wiat coul d be breathing?

Was the big tree breathing?

Casey stared at the shirt on the floor. So near. W
hat was keeping himfromgrabbing it and running b
ack upstairs? Wiat was hol di ng hi m back?

He took a step forward. Then anot her.

Was the breathing grow ng | ouder?

He junped, startled by a sudden, |ow nban fromthe



bi g supply cl oset against the wall.

|t sounded so human, as if soneone were in there, m

oani ng i n pain.

"Casey -- where are you?"

Margaret's voi ce sounded so far away, even though s

he was just at the head of the stairs.

"Okay so far," he called back to her. But his voic

e cane out in a whisper. She probably couldn't hea
r him

He t ook anot her step. Another.

The shirt was about three yards away.

A qui ck dash. A quick dive, and he'd have it.

Anot her | ow nbpan fromthe supply closet. A plant s

eened to sigh. Atall fern suddenly dipped | ow, sh
ifting its | eaves.

"Casey?" He could hear his sister fromupstairs, so
undi ng very worried. "Casey -- hurry!”

|"'mtrying, he thought. I'"'mtrying to hurry.

What was hol di ng hi m back?

Anot her |l ow noan, this tinme fromthe other side of

the room

He took two nore steps, then crouched Iow, his arns
straight out in front of him

The shirt was al nost within reach.

He heard a groani ng sound, then nore breathing.

He raised his eyes to the tall tree. The long, rop

y tendrils had tensed. Stiffened. O had he inmagin

ed it?

No.

They had been drooping | oosely. Now they were taut.
Ready.

Ready to grab hinf

"Casey -- hurry!" Margaret called, sounding even fa
rt her away.

He didn't answer. He was concentrating on the shir

t. Just a few feet away. Just a few feet. Just a f
oot .

The pl ant groaned agai n.

"Casey? Casey?"

The | eaves quivered all the way up the trunk.

Just a foot away. Al nost in reach.

"Casey? Are you okay? Answer ne!"



He grabbed the shirt.

Two snakelike tendrils swung out at him

"Huh?" he cried out, paralyzed with fear. "Wat's h
appeni ng?"

The tendrils wapped thensel ves around his wai st.
"Let go!" he cried, holding the T-shirt tightly in
one hand, grabbing at the tendrils with the other

The tendrils hung on, and gently tightened around h
i m

Margaret? Casey tried calling, but no sound cane ou
t of his nouth. Margaret?

He jerked violently, then pulled strai ght ahead.
The tendrils held on.

They didn't squeeze him They weren't trying to str
angle him O pull him back.

But they didn't |et go.

They felt warm and wet against his bare skin. Like
animal arnms. Not |ike a plant.

Hel p! He again tried to shout. He pulled once nore
, leaning forward, using all his strength.

No good.

He ducked low, hit the floor, tried to roll away.
The tendrils hung on.

The plant uttered a |oud sigh.

"Let go!" Casey cried, finally finding his voice.
And then suddenly Margaret was standi ng beside him
. He hadn't heard her cone down the stairs. He had
nN't seen her enter the room

"Casey!" she cried. "What's --

Her nout h dropped open and her eyes grew w de.

"It -- won't let go!'" he told her.

"No!" she screaned. And grabbed one of the tendril
s wth both hands. And tugged with all her strengt
h.

The tendril resisted for only a nonent, then went s
| ack.

Casey uttered a joyful cry and spun away fromthe
remai ning tendril. Margaret dropped the tendril an
d grabbed Casey's hand and began running toward th
e stairs.

1" d]! 1"



They both stopped short at the bottomof the stairw
ay.

Standing at the top was their father, glaring down
at them his hands balled into tight fists at his
sides, his face rigid with anger.

v

"Dad -- the plants!" Margaret cried.

He stared down at them his eyes cold and angry, un
bl i nki ng. He was silent.

"It grabbed Casey!" Margaret told him

"I just went down to get ny shirt," Casey said, his
voi ce trenbling.

They stared up at hi mexpectantly, waiting for him
to nove, to unball his fists, to relax his hard e

Xpression, to speak. But he glared down at themfo

r the | ongest tine.

Finally, he said, "You're okay?"

"Yeah," they said in unison, both of them noddi ng.
Margaret realized she was still holding Casey's ha

nd. She let go of it and reached for the banister.

"I"mvery disappointed in you both," Dr. Brewer sa

idinalow flat voice, cool but not angry.

"Sorry," Margaret said. "W knew we shouldn't -- "

"We didn't touch anything. Really!" Casey excl ai ned

"Very di sappointed,"

"Sorry, Dad."

Dr. Brewer notioned for themto cone upstairs, then
he stepped into the hallway.

"I thought he was going to yell at us," Casey whis
pered to Margaret as he foll owed her up the steps.

"That's not Dad's style," Margaret whi spered back.

"He sure yelled at us the last tine we started into
t he basenent,"” Casey replied.

They followed their father into the kitchen. He no

tioned for themto sit down at the white Formca t

abl e, then dropped into a chair across fromthem

H s eyes went fromone to the other, as if studyin

g them as if seeing themfor the first tinme. H's

their father repeated.



expression was totally flat, alnost robotlike, rev
ealing no enotion at all.

"Dad, what's with those plants?" Casey asked.

"What do you nean?" Dr. Brewer asked.

"They're -- so weird," Casey said.
"I'"l'l explain themto you sone day," he said flatly
, still staring at the two of them

"I't looks very interesting,
ing to say the right thing.

Was their dad trying to nmake them feel unconfortab
| e? she wondered. |If so, he was doing a good job o

fit.

This wasn't like him Not at all. He was always a

very direct person, Margaret thought. If he was an
gry, he said he was angry. If he was upset, he'd t
ell them he was upset.

So why was he acting so strange, so silent, so .

. col d?

"I asked you not to go in the basenent," he said g
uietly, crossing his | egs and | eani ng back so that
the kitchen chair tilted back on two legs. "I tho
ught | nade it clear."

Mar garet and Casey gl anced at each other. Finally,
Margaret said, "We won't do it again."”

"But can't you take us down there and tell us what
you' re doi ng?" Casey asked. He still hadn't put t
he T-shirt on. He was holding it in a ball between
hi s hands on the kitchen table.

"Yeah. We'd really like to understand it," Margaret
added ent husi astically.

Mar garet said, struggl

"Sone day," their father said. He returned the cha
ir to all four legs and then stood up. "W'll do i
t soon, okay?" He raised his arns above his head a
nd stretched. "I've got to get back to work." He d

| sappeared into the front hall way.

Casey raised his eyes to Margaret and shrugged. Th

eir father reappeared carrying the | ab coat he had
t ossed over the front banister.

"Mom got off okay?" Margaret asked.

He nodded. "I guess." He pulled on the | ab coat ove

r his head.

"I hope Aunt El eanor is okay," Margaret said.



Dr. Brewer's reply was nuffled as he adjusted the

| ab coat and straightened the collar. "Later," he

said. He di sappeared into the hallway. They heard

hi m shut the basenent door behind him

"I guess he's not going to ground us or anything f

or going down there," Margaret said, |eaning again

st the table and resting her chin in her hands.

"I guess," Casey said. "He sure is acting . . . wei

rd. "

"Maybe he's upset because Momis gone," Margaret s

aid. She sat up and gave Casey a push. "Cone on. G

et up. |'ve got work to do."

"I can't believe that plant grabbed ne,
t houghtful 'y, not budgi ng.

"You don't have to push," Casey griped, but he cli

nbed to his feet and stepped out of Margaret's way
. "I"mgoing to have bad dreans tonight," he said

glumy.

"Just don't think about the basenent," Margaret ad

vised. That's really |l anme advice, she told herself

. But what else could she say?

She went up to her room thinking about how she m

ssed her nother already. Then the scene in the bas

enment with Casey trying to pull hinself free of th

e enornous, twining plant tendrils played once aga
i n through her m nd.

Wth a shudder, she grabbed her textbook and threw
herself onto her stomach on the bed, prepared to

r ead.

But the words on the page blurred as the npaning,
breat hi ng plants kept creeping back into her thoug
hts.

At | east we're not being punished for going down th

ere, she thought.

At |east Dad didn't yell and frighten us this tine.

Casey said

And at |east Dad has prom sed to take us downstair
s wth himsoon and explain to us what he's workin
g on down there.

That thought nade Margaret feel a |lot better.

She felt better until the next norning when she aw
oke early and went downstairs to nmake sone breakfa



st. To her surprise, her father was already at wor
k, the basenent door was shut tight, and a | ock ha
d been installed on the door.

The next Saturday afternoon, Margaret was up in he
r room |lying on top of the bed, talking to her no
m on the phone. "I'mreally sorry about Aunt El ean
or," she said, twisting the white phone cord aroun
d her wrist.
"The surgery didn't go as well as expected," her m
ot her said, sounding very tired. "The doctors say
she may have to have nore surgery. But they have t
o build up her strength first."
"I guess this nmeans you won't be com ng hone real s
oon," Margaret said sadly.
Ms. Brewer |aughed. "Don't tell nme you actually m
ss ne!"
"Well . . . yes," Margaret admtted. She raised he
r eyes to the bedroom w ndow. Two sparrows had | an
ded outside on the wi ndow | edge and were chatterin
g excitedly, distracting Margaret, naking it hard
to hear her nother over the crackling line from Tu
cson.
"How s your father doing?" Ms. Brewer asked. "I s
poke to himlast night, but he only grunted.”
"He doesn't even grunt to us!" Margaret conpl ai ned
. She held her hand over her ear to drown out the
chattering birds. "He hardly says a word."
"He's working really hard," Ms. Brewer replied. |
n the background, Margaret could hear sone kind of
| oudspeaker announcenent. Her nother was calling
froma pay phone at the hospital.
"He never cones out of the basenent,” Margaret com
plained, a little nore bitterly than she had inten
ded.
"Your father's experinents are very inportant to hi
m " her nother said.
"More inportant than we are?" Margaret cried. She
hated the whiny tone in her voice. She w shed she
hadn't started conpl ai ni ng about her dad over the
phone. Her nother had enough to worry about at the
hospi tal. Margaret knew she shoul dn't nake her fe



el even worse.

"Your dad has a |lot to prove," Ms. Brewer said.

To hinself, and to others. | think he's working so
hard because he wants to prove to M. Martinez an

d the others at the university that they were won

gtofire him He wants to show themthat they nad

e a big m stake."

"But we used to see himnore before he was hone all
the tine!" Margaret conpl ai ned.

She coul d hear her nother sigh inpatiently. "Marga

ret, I'mtrying to explain to you. You're old enou
gh to understand.™
"' msorry," Margaret said quickly. She decided to

change the subject. "He's wearing a baseball cap
all of a sudden.”

"Who? Casey?"

"No, Mom" Margaret replied. "Dad. He's wearing a D
odgers cap. He never takes it off."

"Real | y?" Ms. Brewer sounded very surprised.
Margaret |aughed. "We told himhe | ooks really dork
y init, but he refuses to take it off."

Ms. Brewer |aughed, too. "Unh-oh. I'mbeing called
," she said. "Got to run. Take care, dear. |1l try
to call back later."
A click, and she was gone.

Margaret stared up at the ceiling, watching shadow
s fromtrees in the front yard nove back and forth
. The sparrows had flown away, |eaving silence beh

I nd.
Poor Mom Margaret thought.

She's so worried about her sister, and | had to go
and conpl ai n about Dad.
Wiy did | do that?

She sat up, listening to the silence. Casey was ov
er at a friend' s. Her dad was no doubt working in
t he basenent, the door carefully |ocked behind him
Maybe 1'l1 give Diane a call, Margaret thought. Sh
e reached for the phone, then realized she was hun
gry. Lunch first, she decided. Then D ane.

She brushed her dark hair quickly, shaking her hea
d at the mrror over her dressing table, then hurr
| ed downstairs.



To her surprise, her dad was in the kitchen. He was
huddl ed over the sink, his back to her.

She started to call out to him but stopped. What w
as he doi ng?

Curious, she pressed against the wall, gazing at hi
m t hr ough the doorway to the kitchen.

Dr. Brewer appeared to be eating sonething. Wth o
ne hand, he was hol ding a bag on the counter besid
e the sink. As Margaret watched in surprise, he di
pped his hand into the bag, pulled out a big handf
ul of sonething, and shoved it into his nouth.

Mar gar et wat ched him chew hungrily, noisily, then
pul | out another handful fromthe bag and eat it g
reedily.

What on earth is he eating? she wondered. He never
eats with Casey and ne. He always says he isn't h
ungry. But he sure is hungry now He acts as if he
‘s starving!

She wat ched fromthe doorway as Dr. Brewer continu

ed to grab handful after handful fromthe bag, gul
ping down his solitary neal. After a while, he cri
nkl ed up the bag and tossed it into the trash can
under the sink. Then he w ped his hands off on the
sides of his white | ab coat.

Mar gar et qui ckly backed away fromthe door, tiptoe

d through the hall and ducked into the |living room
. She held her breath as her father canme into the
hall, clearing his throat |oudly.

The basenent door cl osed behind him She heard him

carefully lock it.

When she was sure that he had gone downstairs, Mar

garet wal ked eagerly into the kitchen. She had to
know what her father had been eating so greedily,

so hungrily.

She pull ed open the sink cabinet, reached into the

trash, and pulled out the crinkl ed-up bag.

Then she gasped al oud as her eyes ran over the | abe
| .

Her father, she saw, had been devouring plant food.
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Mar garet swal l owed hard. Her nouth felt dry as cot

ton. She suddenly realized she was squeezing the s
| de of the counter so tightly, her hand ached.
Forcing herself to | oosen her grip, she stared dow
n at the half-enpty plant food bag, which she had

dr opped onto the fl oor.

She felt sick. She couldn't get the disgusting pic

ture out of her mnd. How could her dad eat nud?
He didn't just eat it, she realized. He shoveled it
into his nouth and gul ped it down.

As if he liked it.

As if he needed it.

Eating the plant food had to be part of his experi
ments, Margaret told herself. But what kind of exp

eri nents? Wiat was he trying to prove with those s

trange plants he was grow ng?

The stuff inside the bag snelled sour, like fertil

| zer. Margaret took a deep breath and held it. She
suddenly felt sick to her stomach. Staring at the
bag, she couldn't help but inmagine what the disgu

sting nmuck inside nust taste |iKke.

Onh.

She nearly gagged.

How coul d her own father shove this horrid stuff in

to his nouth?

Still holding her breath, she grabbed the nearly e
npty bag, wadded it up, and tossed it back into th

e trash. She started to turn away fromthe counter
when a hand grabbed her shoul der.

Margaret uttered a silent cry and spun around. "Cas

ey!"”
“1'' m home,
unch?"

he said, grinning at her. "Wat's for |

Later, after naking hima peanut butter sandw ch, s
he told Casey what she had seen.

Casey | aughed.

"I't isn't funny," she said crossly. "Qur own dad wa
s eating dirt."

Casey | aughed agai n. For sone reason, it struck him



funny.

Mar gar et punched him hard on the shoul der, so hard
t hat he dropped his sandwi ch. "Sorry," she said q
uickly, "but | don't see what you're |aughing at.
It's sick! There's sonething wong with Dad. Sonet
hing really wong."

"Maybe he just had a craving for plant food," Case

y cracked, still not taking her seriously. "You kn
ow. Like you get a craving for those honey-roasted
peanuts.”

"That's different," Margaret snapped. "Eating dirt
I s disgusting. Wiy won't you admt it?"

But before Casey could reply, Mrgaret continued,
|l etting all of her unhappi ness out at once. "Don't
you see? Dad has changed. A |lot. Even since Momh

as been gone. He spends even nore tine in the base
nment -- "

"That's because Momisn't around," Casey interrupte

d.

"And he's so quiet all the tine and so cold to us,

Mar garet continued, ignoring him "He hardly say

S awrdto us. He used to kid around all the tine
and ask us about our honmework. He never says a hu
man word. He never calls ne Princess or Fatso the

way he used to. He never -- "

"You hate those nanes, Fatso," Casey said, giggling
with a nout hful of peanut butter.

"I know," Margaret said inpatiently. "That's just a
n exanple."

"So what are you trying to say?" Casey asked. "Tha
t Dad is out of his tree? That he's gone totally b
ananas?"

"I -- 1 don't know," Margaret answered in frustrat
i on. "Watching himgul p down that disgusting plant
food, | -- | had this horrible thought that he's
turning into a plant!”

Casey junped up, causing his chair to scrape back
across the floor. He began staggering around the k
i tchen, zonbielike, his eyes closed, his arns stre
tched out stiffly in front of him "I am The Incre
di ble Plant Man!" he declared, trying to make his
voi ce sound bold and deep.



"Not funny," Margaret insisted, crossing her arns o

ver her chest, refusing to be anused.

"Plant Man versus Wed Wnman!" Casey decl ared, stag
gering toward Margaret.

"Not funny," she repeated.

He bunped into the counter, banging his knee. "OM"
"Serves you right," Margaret said.

"Plant Man kills!" he cried, and rushed at her. He
ran right into her, using his head as a battering
ram agai nst her shoul der.

"Casey -- will you stop it!" she screaned. "G ve ne
a break!"

"Okay, okay." He backed off. "If you'll do ne one f

avor . "

"What favor?" Margaret asked, rolling her eyes.

"Make nme anot her sandw ch."

Monday afternoon after school, Margaret, Casey, an

d Dane were tossing a Frisbee back and forth in D
| ane' s backyard. It was a warm breezy day, the sk

y dotted with small, puffy white cl ouds.

Di ane tossed the disc high. It sailed over Casey's
head into the row of fragrant |enon trees that st
retched from behind the cl apboard garage. Casey we
nt running after it and tripped over an in-ground

sprinkler that poked up just an inch above the | awn.
Both girls | aughed.

Casey, on the run, flung the Frisbee toward Margar

et. She reached for it, but the breeze sent it sai

| ing from her hand.

"What's it like to have a mad scientist for a dad?"
Di ane asked suddenly.

"What ?" Margaret wasn't sure she heard right.

"Don't just stand there. Throw it!" Casey urged fro
m besi de the garage.

Margaret tossed the Frisbee high in the air in her
brother's general direction. He liked to run and
make di vi ng catches.

"Just because he's doing strange experinments doesn

't mean he's a nmad scientist,"” Margaret said sharp

ly.



"Strange is right," D ane said, her expression tur
ning serious. "I had a nightmare | ast ni ght about

t hose gross plants in your basenent. They were cry
i ng and reaching for ne."

"Sorry," Margaret said sincerely. "I've had ni ght ma
res, too."

"Look out!" Casey cried. He tossed a |low one that D
| ane caught around her ankl es.

Mad scientist, Margaret thought. Mad scientist. Md
scienti st.

The words kept repeating in her m nd.

Mad scientists were only in the novies -- right?
"My dad was tal ki ng about your dad the other night
," Diane said, flipping the disc to Casey.

"You didn't tell himabout -- going down in the bas
enment? Did you?" Margaret asked anxiously.

"No," Diane replied, shaking her head.

"Hey, are these lenons ripe?" Casey asked, pointing
at one of the | ow trees.

"Why don't you suck one to find out?" Margaret sna
pped, annoyed that he kept interrupting.

"Why don't you!" he predictably shot back.

"My dad said that your dad was fired from Pol yTech
because his experinents got out of control, and h
e wouldn't stop them" D ane confided. She ran alo
ng the snooth, closely cropped grass, chasing down
t he Frisbee.

"What do you nean?" Margaret asked.

"The university told himhe had to stop whatever |

t was he was doi ng, and he refused. He said he cou
| dn't stop. At least that's what ny dad heard from
a guy who cane into the sal esroom"”

Margaret hadn't heard this story. It nade her feel
bad, but she thought it was probably true.
"Sonething really bad happened in your dad's |ab,"
Di ane conti nued. "Soneone got really hurt or Kkill

ed or sonething."

"That's not true," Margaret insisted. "W woul d' ve
heard if that happened.”

"Yeah. Probably," D ane admtted. "But ny dad said
your dad was fired because he refused to stop his
experinents."”



"Wel |, that doesn't nmake hima mad scientist,"” Mar
garet said defensively. She suddenly felt she had
to stick up for her father. She wasn't sure why.
"I"'mjust telling you what | heard," D ane said, b
rusquely tossing back her red hair. "You don't hav
e to bite ny head off."

They played for a few nore m nutes. D ane changed

t he subject and tal ked about sone kids they knew w
ho were el even but were going steady. Then they ta
| ked about school for a while.

"Time to go," Margaret called to Casey. He picked
the Frisbee up fromthe | awn and cane running "ove
r. "Call you later," Margaret told Diane, giving h
er alittle wave. Then she and Casey began to jog
home, cutting through famliar backyards.

"We need a lenon tree," Casey said as they slowed t
o a wal k. "They're cool ."

"Oh, yeah," Margaret replied sarcastically. "That'
s just what we need at our house. Another plant!"”

As they stepped through the hedges into their back

yard, they were both surprised to see their dad. H
e was standing at the rose trellis exam ning clust
ers of pink roses.

"Hey, Dad!" Casey called. "Catch!" He tossed the Fr
i sbee to his father.

Dr. Brewer turned around a little too slowy. The
Fri sbee gl anced off his head, knocking the Dodgers
cap off. H's nmouth opened wide in surprise. He ra
i sed his hands to cover his head.

But it was too |ate.

Mar garet and Casey both shrieked in surprise as the

y saw hi s head.

At first, Margaret thought her father's hair had tu
rned green.

But then she clearly saw that it wasn't hair on his
scal p.

Hi s hair was gone. It had all fallen out.

In place of hair, Dr. Brewer had bright green | eave

s sprouting fromhis head.



"Kids -- it's okay!" Dr. Brewer called. He bent do
wn qui ckly, picked up the baseball cap, and replac
ed it on his head.

A crow flew | ow overhead, caw ng | oudly. Margaret
rai sed her eyes to follow the bird, but the sight
of the hideous | eaves sprouting fromher father's
head woul dn't go away.

Her whol e head began to itch as she i nagi ned what
it nmust feel like to have | eaves uncurling fromyo
ur scal p.

"It's okay. Really," Dr. Brewer repeated, hurrying
over to them

"But, Dad -- your head," Casey stammered. He sudden
|y | ooked very pale.

Margaret felt sick. She kept swallowi ng hard, tryin
g to ride out the waves of nausea.

"Cone here, you two," their father said softly, pu
tting an arm around each of their shoul ders. "Let'
s sit down in the shade over there and have a talk
. | spoke to your nomon the phone this norning. S
he told ne you' re upset about ny work."

"Your head -- it's all green!" Casey repeated.
"I know," Dr. Brewer said, smling. "That's why I
put on the cap. | didn't want you two to worry."

He led themto the shade of the tall hedges that r
an al ong the garage, and they sat down on the gras
s. "I guess you two think your dad has gotten pret
ty weird, huh?"

He stared into Margaret's eyes. Feeling unconfortab
| e, she | ooked away.

Cawi ng frantically, the crow fl ew over again, headi
ng in the other direction.

"Margaret, you haven't said a word," her father sa
i d, squeezing her hand tenderly between his. "Wat
's wong? What do you want to say to ne?"

Mar garet sighed and still avoided her father's gla
nce. "Cone on. Tell us. Wiy do you have | eaves gro
wi ng out of your head?" she asked bluntly.

"It's a side effect,"” he told her, continuing to h
old her hand. "It's only tenporary. It'll go away
soon and ny hair wll grow back."



"But how did it happen?" Casey asked, staring at h
I s father's Dodgers cap. A few green | eaves poked
out fromunder the brim
"Maybe you two would feel better if | explained wh
at |'mtrying to do down in the basenent," Dr. Bre
wer said, shifting his weight and | eani ng back on
his hands. "I've been so wapped up in ny experine
nts, | haven't had nmuch tine to talk to you."
"You haven't had any tine," Margaret corrected him
"I"'msorry," he said, lowering his eyes. "I really
am But this work I'mdoing is so exciting and so
difficult.”
"Did you discover a new kind of plant?" Casey asked
, crossing his | egs beneath him
"No, I'mtrying to build a new kind of plant," Dr.
Brewer expl ai ned.
"Huh?" Casey excl ai ned.
"Have you ever tal ked about DNA in school ?" their
fat her asked. They shook their heads. "Well, it's
pretty conplicated,” he continued. Dr. Brewer thou
ght for a nonent. "Let ne try and put it in sinple
terns," he said, fiddling with the bandage around
his hand. "Let's say we took a person who had a v
ery high 1Q You know. Real brain power."
"Li ke nme," Casey interrupted.
"Casey, shut up," Margaret said edgily.
"A real brain. Like Casey," Dr. Brewer said agreea
bly. "And let's say we were able to isolate the no
| ecul e or gene or tiny part of a gene that enabled
t he person to have such high intelligence. And th
en let's say we were able to transmt it into othe
r brains. And then this brain power could be passe
d along fromgeneration to generation. And | ots of
peopl e woul d have a high 1Q Do you understand?"
He | ooked first at Casey, then at Margaret.
"Yeah. Kind of," Margaret said. "You take a good ¢
uality fromone person and put it into other peopl
e. And then they have the good quality, too, and t
hey pass it on to their children, and on and on."
"Very good," Dr. Brewer said, smling for the firs
t time in weeks. "That's what a | ot of botanists d



owth plants. They try to take the fruit-bearing
bui | di ng block fromone plant and put it into anot
her. Create a new plant that will bear five tines
as nmuch fruit, or five tinmes as nuch grain, or veg
et abl es.™
"And that's what you're doi ng?" Casey asked.
"Not exactly," their father said, |lowering his voi
ce. "I"'mdoing sonething a little nore unusual . |
really don't want to go into detail now But |'l]
tell you that what |'"'mtrying to do is build a kin
d of plant that has never existed and coul d never
exist. I'"'mtrying to build a plant that's part ani
mal . "
Casey and Margaret stared at their father in surpr
| se. Margaret was the first to speak. "You nean yo
u're taking cells froman animal and putting them
into a plant?"
He nodded. "I really don't want to say nore. You t
wo understand why this nust be kept secret." He tu
rned his eyes on Margaret, then Casey, studying th
eir reactions.
"How do you do it?" Margaret asked, thinking hard
about everything he had just told them "How do yo
u get these cells fromthe animals to the plant?"
"I"'mtrying to do it by breaking them down el ectro
nically," he answered. "I have two gl ass booths co
nnected by a powerful electron generator. You nay
have seen them when you were snoopi ng around down
there." He nade a sour face.
"Yeah. They | ook |i ke phone booths," Casey sai d.
"One booth is a sender, and one is a receiver," he
explained. "I"'mtrying to send the right DVA, the
right building blocks, fromone booth to the othe
r. It's very delicate work."
"And have you done it?" Margaret asked.

"I'"ve cone very close," Dr. Brewer said, a pleased
smle crossing his face. The smle |lasted only a
few seconds. Then, his expression thoughtful, he a
bruptly clinbed to his feet. "Got to get back to w
ork," he said quietly. "See you two later." He sta
rted wal ki ng across the [awn, taking |ong strides.
"But, Dad," Margaret called after him She and Cas



ey clinbed to their feet, too. "Your head. The |ea

ves. You didn't explainit," she said as she and h
er brother hurried to catch up to him

Dr. Brewer shrugged. "Nothing to explain," he said
curtly. "Just a side effect." He adjusted his Dod
gers cap. "Don't worry about it. It's only tenpora
ry. Just a side effect.”

Then he hurried into the house.

Casey seened really pleased by their dad' s expl ana

tion of what was going on in the basenent. "Dad's

doing really inportant work," he said, with unusua
| seriousness.

But, as Margaret nmade her way into the house, she

found herself troubled by what her dad had said. A
nd even nore troubled by what he hadn't said.
Margaret closed the door to her roomand | ay down

on the bed to think about things. Her father hadn'

t really explained the | eaves growi ng on his head.
"Just a side effect” didn't explain nmuch at all.

A side effect fromwhat? Wiat actually caused it?

What made his hair fall out? When will his hair gr

ow back?

It was obvious that he hadn't wanted to discuss it
with them He had certainly hurried back to his b

asenent after telling themit was just a side effe

ct.

A side effect.

|t made Margaret feel sick every tine she thought a
bout it.

What nust it feel |ike? Geen | eaves pushing up fro
m your pores, uncurling against your head.

Yuck. Thinking about it nmade her itch all over. She
knew she'd have hi deous dreans tonight.

She grabbed her pillow and hugged it over her stoma

ch, wapping her arns tightly around it.

There were |ots of other questions Casey and | sho
ul d have asked, she decided. Like, why were the pl

ants noani ng down there? Wiy did sone of them soun

d like they were breathing? Wy did that plant gra
b Casey? What ani mal was Dad using?

Lots of questions.



Not to nention the one Margaret wanted to ask nost
of all: Why were you gul pi ng down that disgusting
pl ant food?

But she couldn't ask that one. She couldn't |et her
dad know she'd been spying on him

She and Casey hadn't really asked any of the quest

i ons they'd wanted answered. They were just so ple

ased that their father had decided to sit down and
talk wth them even for a few m nutes.

Hi s explanation was really interesting, as far as

it went, Margaret decided. And it was good to know
that he was close to doing sonething truly amazin

g, sonething that would nake himreally fanous.

But what about the rest of it?

A frightening thought entered her mnd: Could he ha

ve been lying to thenf

No, she quickly decided. No. Dad wouldn't lie to us

There are just sone questions he hasn't answered ye

t.

She was still thinking about all of these question

s late that night -- after dinner, after talking t

o D ane on the phone for an hour, after honmework,

after watching a little TV, after going to bed. An

d she was still puzzling over them

When she heard her father's soft footsteps com ng
up the carpeted stairs, she sat up in bed. A soft
breeze fluttered the curtains across the room She
| istened to her father's footsteps pass her room
heard himgo into the bathroom heard the water b

egin to run into the sink.

|"ve got to ask him she deci ded.

d ancing at the clock, she saw that it was two-thir

ty in the norning.

But she realized she was w de awake.

|"ve got to ask himabout the plant food.

O herwise, it wll drive nme crazy. |I'll think abou
t it and think about it and think about it. Every
time | see him |'Il picture himstandi ng over the

si nk, shovi ng handful after handful into his nout
h.
There's got to be a sinple explanation, she told h



erself, clinbing out of bed. There's got to be a |
ogi cal expl anati on.

And | have to know it.

She padded softly down the hall, a sliver of |ight
escapi ng through the bat hroom door, which was sli
ghtly ajar. Water still ran into the sink.

She heard hi m cough, then heard him adjust the wate
r.

| have to know t he answer, she thought.

"Il just ask hi m point-Dblank.

She stepped into the narrow triangle of light and p
eered into the bat hroom

He was standing at the sink, |eaning over it, his
chest bare, his shirt tossed behind himon the flo
or. He had put the baseball cap on the closed toil
et lid, and the | eaves covering his head shone bri
ghtly under the bathroom i ght.

Mar garet held her breath.

The | eaves were so geeen, so thick.

He didn't notice her. He was concentrating on the
bandage on his hand. Using a small scissors, he cu

t the bandage, then pulled it off.

The hand was still bl eeding, Mrgaret saw

O was it?

What was that dripping fromthe cut on her father's
hand?

Still holding her breath, she watched hi mwash it
of f carefully under the hot water. Then he exam ne
dit, his eyes narrowed in concentrati on.

After washing, the cut continued to bl eed.

Margaret stared hard, trying to better focus her ey

es.

It couldn't be blood -- could it?

It couldn't be blood dripping into the sink.

It was bright green!

She gasped and started to run back to her room The
fl oor creaked under her footsteps.

"Who's there?" Dr. Brewer cried. "Margaret? Casey?"

He poked his head into the hallway as Margaret disa
ppeared back into her room
He saw ne, she realized, |eaping into bed.



He saw ne -- and now he's com ng after ne.
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Margaret pulled the covers up to her chin. She rea
| i zed she was trenbling, her whole body shaking an
d chilled.

She held her breath and |i stened.

She could still hear water splashing into the bathr
oom si nk.

But no f oot st eps.

He isn't comng after nme, she told herself, letting
out a long, silent sigh.

How coul d | have thought that? How could |I have bee
n soterrified -- of ny own father?

Terrified.

It was the first tinme the word had crossed her m nd

But sitting there in bed, trenbling so violently,
hol di ng onto the covers so hard, listening for his
approaching footsteps, Margaret realized that she
was terrified.

O her own father.

| f only Mom were hone, she thought.

Wt hout thinking, she reached for the phone. She h
ad the idea in her head to call her nother, wake h
er up, tell her to cone hone as fast as she coul d.
Tell her sonething terrible was happening to Dad.
That he was changi ng. That he was acting so weird

She gl anced at the clock. Two-forty-three.

No. She couldn't do that. Her poor nother was havi

ng such a terrible tine in Tucson trying to care f

or her sister. Margaret couldn't frighten her Iike
t hat .

Besi des, what could she say? How coul d she explain
to her nother how she had becone terrified of her
own father?

Ms. Brewer would just tell her to cal mdown. That
her father still |oved her. That he woul d never h

arm her. That he was just caught up in his work.



Caught up. .

He had | eaves gromnng out of his head, he was eatin
g dirt, and his bl ood was green.

Caught up. :

She heard the water in the sink shut off. She hear
d the bathroomlight being clicked off. Then she h
eard her father pad slowy to his roomat the end
of the hall.

Margaret relaxed a little, slid down in the bed, |
oosened her grip on the bl ankets. She cl osed her e

yes and tried to clear her m nd.

She tried counting sheep.

That never worked. She tried counting to one thous
and. At 375, she sat up. Her head throbbed. Her no
uth was as dry as cotton.

She decided to go downstairs and get a drink of col
d water fromthe refrigerator.

|"'mgoing to be a weck tonmorrow, she thought, mak
i ng her way silently through the hall and down the
stairs.

It is tonorrow.

What am | going to do? |I've got to get to sleep.

The kitchen floor creaked beneath her bare feet. T
he refrigerator notor clicked on noisily, startlin
g her.

Be cool, she told herself. You' ve got to be cool.
She had opened the refrigerator and was reaching f
or the water bottle when a hand grabbed her shoul d
er.

"Aii!" She cried out and dropped the open bottle o
nto the floor. Ice-cold water puddl ed around her f
eet. She | eapt back, but her feet were soaked.
"Casey -- you scared ne!" she exclainmed. "Wat are

you doi ng up?"

"What are you doi ng up?" he replied, half asleep, h
I's blond hair matted agai nst his forehead.

"I couldn't sleep. Help ne nop up this water."

"I didn't spill it," he said, backing away. "You no
pit up."
"You made ne spill it!" Margaret declared shrilly.

She grabbed a roll of paper towels off the counte
r and handed hima wad of them "Cone on. Hurry."



They both got down on their knees and, by the Iligh
t fromthe refrigerator, began nopping up the cold
wat er .

"I just keep thinking about things," Casey said, t
ossi ng a soaking wad of paper towel onto the count
er, "That's why | can't sleep."

"Me, too," Margaret said, frowning.

She started to say sonething el se, but a sound fro
m the hallway stopped her. It was a plaintive cry,
a noan filled with sadness.

Mar gar et gasped and stopped dabbing at the water.

What was, that?"

Casey's eyes filled wth fear.

They heard it again, such a sad sound, |ike a plea,
a nournful plea.
"It -- it's comng fromthe basenent," Mrgaret sai

d.

"Do you think it's a plant?" Casey asked very quie
tly. "Do you think it's one of Dad's plants?"
Margaret didn't answer. She crouched on her knees,
not noving, just |istening.

Anot her noan, softer this tinme but just as nournful

"I don't think Dad told us the truth," she told Ca
sey, staring into his eyes. He | ooked pale and fri
ghtened in the dimrefrigerator light. "I don't th
ink a tomato plant woul d nake a sound |ike that."
Margaret clinbed to her feet, collected the wet cl
unps of paper towel, and deposited themin the tra
sh can under the sink. Then she closed the refrige
rator door, covering the roomin darkness.

Her hand on Casey's shoul der, she guided himout o
f the kitchen and through the hall. They stopped a
t the basenent door, and |i stened.

Si | ence now.

Casey tried the door. It was | ocked.

Anot her | ow npban, soundi ng very nearby now.

"I't's so human," Casey whi sper ed.

Mar gar et shuddered. What was going on down in the b
asenment ? What was really goi ng on?

She led the way up the stairs and waited at her do
orway until Casey was safely in his room He gave



her a wave, yawning silently, and closed the door
behi nd him

A few seconds | ater, Margaret was back in her bed,
the covers pulled up to her chin despite the warm

th of the night. Her nmouth was still achingly dry,
she realized. She had never managed to get a drin
K.

Somehow she drifted into a restless sleep.

Her alarmwent off at seven-thirty. She sat up and
t hought about school. Then she renenbered there w

as no school for the next two days because of sone
ki nd of teachers' conference.

She turned off the dock radi o, slunped back onto h
er pillow, and tried to go back to sleep. But she

was awake now, thoughts of the night before pourin
g back into her mnd, flooding her with the fear s
he had felt just a few hours earlier.

She stood up and stretched, and decided to go talk
to her father, to confront himfirst thing, to as
k all the questions she wanted to ask.

|f | don't, he'll disappear down to the basenent,
and |'1l sit around thinking these frightening tho
ughts all day, she told herself.

| don't want to be terrified of ny own father.

| don't.

She pulled a |ight cotton robe over her pajamas, f
ound her slippers in the cluttered closet, and ste
pped out into the hallway. It was hot and stuffy i
n the hall, alnost suffocating. Pale, norning |igh

t filtered dowmn fromthe skylight overhead.

She stopped in front of Casey's room wondering if
she shoul d wake himso that he could ask their fa
t her questions, too.

No, she decided. The poor guy was up half the night
. 1"l let himsleep.

Taking a deep breath, she wal ked the rest of the h
all and stopped at her parents' bedroom The door

was open.

" Dad?"

No reply.

"Dad? Are you up?"

She stepped into the room "Dad?"



He didn't seemto be there.

The air in here was heavy and snelled strangely so
ur. The curtains were drawn. The bedcl othes were r
unpl ed and tossed down at the foot of the bed. Mar
garet took a few nore steps toward the bed.

" Dad?"

No. She had m ssed him He was probably already |o
cked in his basenent workroom she realized unhapp
ily.

He nust have gotten up very early and --

What was that in the bed?

Margaret clicked on a dresser lanp and stepped up b
esi de the bed.

"Oh, no!" she cried, raising her hands to her face
i n horror.

The bedsheet was covered with a thick |ayer of dirt

Clunps of dirt.

Margaret stared down at it, not breathing, not novi
ng.

The dirt was bl ack and appeared to be noist.

And the dirt was novi ng.

Movi ng?

It can't be, Margaret thought. That's i npossi bl e.
She | eaned down to take a closer ook at the |ayer
of dirt.

No. The dirt wasn't noving.

The dirt was filled with dozens of noving insects.
And | ong, brown earthworns. Al crawling through
the wet, black clunps that |lined her father's bed.

11

Casey didn't conme downstairs until ten-thirty. Bef
ore his arrival, Margaret had nade herself breakfa
st, managed to pull on jeans and a T-shirt, had ta
| ked to D ane on the phone for half an hour, and h
ad spent the rest of the tinme pacing back and fort
hinthe living room trying to decide what to do.
Desperate to talk to her dad, she had banged a few
times on the basenent door, timdly at first and

then loudly. But he either couldn't hear her or ch



ose not to. He didn't respond.

When Casey finally energed, she poured hima tall

gl ass of orange juice and | ed himout to the backy

ard to talk. It was a hazy day, the sky nostly yel
| ow, the air already stifling hot even though the

sun was still hovering | ow over the hills.

Wal king toward the bl ock of green shade cast by th

e hedges, she told her brother about their dad' s ¢
reen bl ood and about the insect-filled dirt in his
bed.

Casey stood open-nout hed, holding the glass of ora
nge juke in front of him untouched. He stared at
Margaret, and didn't say anything for a very | ong

time.

Finally, he set the orange juice down on the | awn

and said, "Wat should we do?" in a voice just abo

ve a whi sper.

Mar garet shrugged. "I wish Momwould call.”

"Woul d you tell her everything?" Casey asked, shov
i ng his hands deep into the pockets of his baggy s
horts.

"I guess," Margaret said. "I don't knowif she'd be
lieve it, but -- "

"It's so scary," Casey said. "I nean, he's our dad
. We've known hi mour whole lives. | nean -- "

"I know," Margaret said. "But he's not the sane. He

s -
"Maybe he can explain it all," Casey said thoughtf
ully. "Maybe there's a good reason for everything.
You know. Like the |eaves on his head."

"We asked himabout that," Margaret rem nded her b
rother. "He just said it was a side effect. Not nu

ch of an explanation.™

Casey nodded, but didn't reply.

"I told sone of it to Diane," Margaret admtted.
Casey | ooked up at her in surprise.

"Well, | had to tell sonebody," she snapped edgily.
"Di ane thought | should call the police.™

"Huh?" Casey shook his head. "Dad hasn't done anyt
hi ng wong -- has he? What would the police do?"

"I know," Margaret replied. "That's what | told Di

ane. But she said there's got to be sone kind of |



aw agai nst being a mad scientist.”
"Dad isn't a mad scientist," Casey said angrily.

That's stupid. He's just -- He's just --
Just what? Margaret thought. What is he?
A few hours |ater, they were still in the backyard

, trying to figure out what to do, when the kitche

n door opened and their father called themto cone
i n.

Margaret | ooked at Casey in surprise. "I don't beli

eve it. He cane upstairs.”

"Maybe we can talk to him" Casey sai d.

They both raced into the kitchen. Dr. Brewer, his

Dodgers cap in place, flashed thema smle as he s

et two soup bows down on the table. "H ," he said
brightly. "Lunchtine."

"Huh? You nmade | unch?" Casey exclained, unable to c

onceal his astoni shnent.

"Dad, we've got to talk," Margaret said seriously.

"Afraid | don't have nmuch tine," he said, avoiding
her stare. "Sit down. Try this new dish. | want t

oseeif youlike it."

Mar garet and Casey obediently took their places at
the table. "What is this stuff?" Casey cried.

The two bowls were filled wwth a green, pul py subs

tance. "It | ooks |ike green mashed potatoes," Case

y said, nmaking a face.

"I't's sonmething different,"” Dr. Brewer said nyster

i ously, standing over them at the head of the tabl

e. "Go ahead. Taste it. I'll bet you'll be surpris

ed. "

"Dad -- you've never nmade lunch for us before," M

rgaret said, trying to keep the suspicion out of h

er voi ce.

"I just wanted you to try this,'
fading. "You're ny guinea pigs."

"We have sone things we want to ask you," Margaret
said, lifting her spoon, but not eating the green
nmess.

"Your nother called this norning," their father sai

d.

"When?" Margaret asked eagerly.

"Just a short while ago. | guess you were outside a

he said, his smle



nd didn't hear the phone ring."

"What did she say?" Casey asked, staring down at th
e bowl in front of him

"Aunt El eanor's doing better. She's been noved out

of intensive care. Your nommay be able to cone h

one soon. "

"Great!" Margaret and Casey cried in unison.

"Eat," Dr. Brewer instructed, pointing to the bow s

"Uh . . . aren't you goi ng to have sone?" Casey as
ked, rolling his spoon around in his fingers.
"No," their father replied quickly. "I already ate

." He leaned with both hands agai nst the tabl etop.
Margaret saw that his cut hand was freshly bandag

ed.

"Dad, last night -- " she started.

But he cut her off. "Eat, wll you? Try it."

"But what is it?" Casey demanded, whining. "It does

nt snell too good."

"I think you'll like the taste," Dr. Brewer insist

ed inpatiently. "It should taste very sweet."

He stared at them urging themto eat the green stu

ff.

Staring into the bow at the nysterious substance,
Mar garet was suddenly frozen with fear. He's too
eager for us to eat this, she thought, glancing up

at her brother.
He's t oo desperate.
He's never nmade | unch before. Wiy did he nake this?

And why won't he tell us what it is?

What' s going on here? she wondered. And Casey's ex
pression reveal ed that he was wondering the sane t
hi ng.

|s Dad trying to do sonething to us? Is this green
stuff going to change us, or hurt us . . . or nmak
e us grow | eaves, too?

What crazy thoughts, Margaret realized.

But she also realized that she was terrified of wh
atever this stuff was he was trying to feed them
"What's the matter with you two?" their father cri
ed inpatiently. He raised his hand in an eating ge



sture. "Pick up your spoons. Cone on. What are you
wai ting for?"

Mar garet and Casey raised their spoons and dropped
theminto the soft, green substance. But they did
n't raise the spoons to their nouths.

They coul dn't.

"Eat! Eat!" Dr. Brewer screaned, pounding the tabl
e wth his good hand. "Wat are you waiting for? E
at your lunch. Go ahead. Eat it!"

He's giving us no choice, Margaret thought.

Her hand was trenbling as she reluctantly raised th
e spoon to her nouth.
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"Go ahead. You'll like it," Dr. Brewer insisted, le
ani ng over the table.

Casey watched as Margaret raised the spoon to her |
| ps.

The doorbel |l rang.

"Who could that be?" Dr. Brewer asked, very annoye

d at the interruption. "I'll be right back, kids."
He | unbered out to the front hall.
"Saved by the bell," Margaret said, dropping the s

poon back into the bowl wth a sickening plop.
"This stuff is disgusting," Casey whispered. "It's
sone kind of plant food or sonething. Yuck!"
"Quick -- " Nhrgaret sald junpi ng up and grabbi ng
the two bows. "Help ne.
They rushed to the sink, pulled out the wastebaske
t, and scooped the contents of both bows into the
gar bage. Then they carried both bows back to the
tabl e and set them down besi de the spoons.
"Let's go see who's at the door," Casey said.
They crept into the hall in tinme to see a man carr
ying a black briefcase step into the front entranc
eway and greet their father wwth a short handshake
. The man had a tanned bal d head and was wearing |
arge, blue-lensed sungl asses. He had a brown nusta
che and was wearing a navy blue suit wwth a red-an
d-white striped tie.



"M. Martinez!" their father exclained. "Wat a .
. surprise."
"That's Dad's old boss from Pol yTech, " Margaret whi
spered to Casey.
"I know," Casey replied peevishly.
"I said weeks ago |I'd cone check up on how your wo
rk is comng along,"” Martinez said, sniffing the a
ir for sone reason. "Wellington gave ne a |lift. My
car is in the garage -- for a change."
"Well, I"'mnot really ready," Dr. Brewer stanmered
, looking very unconfortable even from Margaret's
vant age point behind him "I wasn't expecting anyo
ne. | mean . . . | don't think this is a good tine

"No problem I'Ill just have a quick |ook," Martine
z said, putting a hand on Dr. Brewer's shoul der as
if to calmhim "l've always been so interested |
n your work. You know that. And you know that it w
asn't ny idea to |let you go. The board forced ne.
They gave ne no choice. But I'"'mnot giving up ony

ou. | prom se you that. Cone on. Let's see what Ki
nd of progress you're naking."
"Well . . ." Dr. Brewer couldn't hide his displeas

ure at M. Martinez's surprise appearance. He scow
|l ed and tried to block the path to the basenent st
eps.

At |east, it seened that way to Margaret, who watch
ed silently beside her brother.

M. Martinez stepped past Dr. Brewer and pulled op
en the basenent door. "Hi, guys." M. Martinez gav
e the two kids a wave, hoisting his briefcase as i

f it weighed two tons.

Their father | ooked surprised to see themthere. "D
id you kids finish your |unch?"

"Yeah, it was pretty good," Casey |ied.

The answer seened to please Dr. Brewer. Adjusting
the brimof his Dodgers cap, he followed M. Mrti
nez into the basenent, carefully closing and | ocki
ng the door behind him

"Maybe he'll give Dad his job back," Casey said, w
al ki ng back into the kitchen. He pulled open the r
efrigerator to |l ook for sonething for |unch.



"Don't be stupid,” Margaret said, reaching over hi

mto pull out a container of egg salad. "If Dad re

ally is growing plants that are part animal, he'll
be fanobus. He won't need a job."

"Yeah, | guess," Casey said thoughtfully. "Is that

all there is? Just egg sal ad?"

"I'"'l'l make you a sandwi ch," Margaret offered.

"' mnot really hungry," Casey replied. "That gree

n stuff nade ne sick. Way do you think he wanted u

s to eat it?"

"I don't know," Margaret said. She put a hand on C

asey's slender shoulder. "I'mreally scared, Casey

. I wish Momwere hone."

"Me, too," he said quietly.

Margaret put the egg salad back into the refrigera

tor. She cl osed the door, then | eaned her hot fore

head against it. "Casey -- "

"What ?"

"Do you think Dad is telling us the truth?"

" About what ?"

" About anyt hi ng?"

"I don't know," Casey said, shaking his head. Then
hi s expression suddenly changed. "There's one way
to find out," he said, his eyes |ighting up.

"Huh? What do you nean?" Margaret pushed hersel f aw

ay fromthe refrigerator.

"The first chance we get, the first tine Dad is aw

ay," Casey whispered, "let's go back down in the b

asenment and see for ourselves what Dad is doing."
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They got their chance the next afternoon when thei

r father energed fromthe basenent, red netal tool

chest in hand. "I prom sed M. Henry next door |I'd
help himinstall a new sink in his bathroom" he

expl ai ned, adjusting his Dodgers cap with his free
hand.

"When are you com ng back?" Casey asked, glancing a

t Margaret.

Not very subtle, Casey, Margaret thought, rolling h



er eyes.
"I't shouldn't take nore than a couple of hours,” D
r. Brewer said. He disappeared out the kitchen doo
r.

They watched himcut through the hedges in the bac
kyard and head to M. Henry's back door. "It's now
or never," Margaret said, glancing doubtfully at
Casey. "Think we can do this?" She tried the door.

Locked, as usual.
"No problem " Casey said, a m schievous grin sprea
ding across his face. "Go get a paper clip. I'll s
how you what ny Mend Kevin taught ne | ast week."
Mar gar et obediently found a paper clip on her desk
and brought it to him Casey straightened the cli
p out, then poked it into the lock. In a few secon
ds, he hummed a triunphant fanfare and pulled the
door open.
"Now you're an expert |ock picker, huh? Your frien
d Kevin is a good guy to know," WMargaret said, sha
ki ng her head.
Casey grinned and notioned for Margaret to go first

"Okay. Let's not think about it. Let's just do it,
" Margaret said, summoni ng her courage and steppin
g onto the | anding.
A few seconds later, they were in the basenent.
Knowng a little of what to expect down here didn'
t make it any less frightening. They were hit inme
diately by a blast of steany, hot air. The air, M
rgaret realized, was so wet, so thick, that drople
ts imediately clung to her skin.
Squi nting agai nst the sudden bright |ight, they st
opped in the doorway to the plant room The plants
seened taller, thicker, nore plentiful than the f
irst tinme they had ventured down here.
Long, sinewy tendrils drooped fromthick yell ow st
al ks. Broad green and yell ow | eaves bobbed and tre
nbl ed, shimering under the white |ight. Leaves sl
apped agai nst each other, naking a soft, wet sound
A fat tomato plopped to the ground.
Everything seened to shimmer. The plants all seene
d to quiver expectantly. They weren't standing sti



|1. They seened to be reaching up, reaching out, (¢
uaking with energy as they grew

Long brown tendrils snaked along the dirt, wappin
g thensel ves around ot her plants, around each othe
r. A bushy fern had grown to the ceiling, curved,
and started its way back down agai n.

"Wow " Casey cried, inpressed with this trenbling,
glistening jungle. "Are all these plants really b
r and- new?"
"1 guess so,
| storic!"
They heard breat hing sounds, loud sighing, a low m
oan comng fromthe direction of the supply closet
agai nst the wall.

A tendril suddenly swung out froma |ong stalk. M
rgaret pulled Casey back. "Look out. Don't get too
cl ose,” she war ned.

"I know," he said sharply, noving away from her.
Don't grab ne |like that. You scared ne."

The tendril slid harmessly to the dirt.

"Sorry," she said, squeezing his shoulder affectio
nately. "It's just . . . well, you renenber |ast t
| ne. "

"I'"l'l be careful," he said.

Mar gar et shudder ed.

She heard breat hing. Steady, quiet breathing.

These plants are definitely not normal, she though
t. She took a step back, letting her eyes roam ove
r the amazing jungle of slithering, sighing plants.
She was still staring at them when she heard Casey'
s terrified scream

"Help! It's got ne! It's got ne!"

" Margaret said softly. "They | ook preh
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Margaret uttered a shriek of terror and spun away f
romthe plants to find her brother.

"Hel p!" Casey cri ed.

Gipped with fear; Margaret took a few steps towar
d Casey, then saw the small, gray creature scanper
I ng across the floor.



She started to |augh.

"Casey, it's a squirrel!™

"What ?" H s voice was several octaves higher than n

ormal. "It -- it grabbed ny ankle and -- "

"Look," Margaret said, pointing. "It's a squirrel.
Look how scared it is. It nmust have run right int

o you."

"Oh." Casey sighed. The color began to return to h
Is ash-gray face. "I thought it was a . . . plant.

"Right. Afurry gray plant," Margaret said, shakin

g her head. Her heart was still thudding in her ch

est. "You sure gave ne a scare, Casey.”

The squirrel stopped several yards away, turned, s

tood up on its hind |l egs, and stared back at them
qui vering all over.

"How did a squirrel get down here?" Casey denanded,
his voice still shaky.

Mar garet shrugged. "Squirrels are always getting i
n," she said. "And renenber that chipnunk we could
n't get rid of ?" Then she gl anced over to the snal
| ground-1level w ndow at the top of the opposite w

all. "That window -- it's open," she told Casey. "

The squirrel nust have clinbed in over there."
"Shoo!" Casey yelled at the squirrel. He started t

o chase it. The squirrel's tail shot right up int
he air, and then it took off, running through the

tangl ed plants. "Get out! Get out!" Casey screaned.

The terrified squirrel, wth Casey in cl ose pursuli

t, circled the plants twice. Then it headed to the
far wall, leapt onto a carton, then onto a higher
carton, then bounded out the open w ndow.

Casey stopped running and stared up at the w ndow.
"Good work," Margaret said. "Now, let's get out of
here. W don't know what anything is. W have no

| dea what to look for. So we can't tell if Dad is

telling the truth or not."

She started toward the stairs, but stopped when sh

e heard the bunping sound. "Casey -- did you hear

t hat ?" She searched for her brother, but he was hi

dden by the thick | eaves of the plants. "Casey?"
"Yeah. | heard it," he answered, still out of her v



lew. "It's comng fromthe supply cl oset.™

The | oud t hunpi ng nade Margaret shudder. |t sounde
d to her exactly |like sonmeone banging on the cl ose
t wall.

"Casey, let's check it out," she said.

No reply.

The bangi ng got | ouder.

" Casey?"

Wiy wasn't he answering her?

"Casey -- where are you? You're frightening ne," M

argaret called, noving closer to the shimering pl

ants. Another tomato pl opped to the ground, so nea
r her foot, it nade her junp.

Despite the intense heat, she suddenly felt cold al
| over.

" Casey?"

"Margaret -- cone here. |'ve found sonething," he

finally said. He sounded uncertain, worried.

She hurried around the plants and saw hi m st andi ng
in front of the worktable beside the supply close

t. The banging fromthe cl oset had stopped.

"Casey, what's the matter? You scared ne," Margare

t scol ded. She stopped and | eaned agai nst the wood

en wor kt abl e.

"Look," her brother said, holding up a dark, folde

d-up bundle. "I found this. On the floor. Shoved u

nder this worktable."

"Huh? What is it?" Margaret asked.

Casey unfolded it. It was a suit jacket. A blue su

it jacket. A red-striped necktie was folded inside
it.

"It's M. Martinez's," Casey said, squeezing the c

ol lar of the winkled jacket between his hands. "I

t's his jacket and tie."

Margaret's nouth dropped open into a wide O of surp

rise. "You nean he left it here?"

"I'f he left it, why was it bundled up and shoved ba

ck under the table?" Casey asked.

Margaret stared at the jacket. She ran her hand ove

r the silky striped tie.

"Did you see M. Martinez | eave the house yesterday
af t ernoon?" Casey asked.



"No," Margaret answered. "But he nust have left. |
mean, his car was gone."

"He didn't drive, renenber? He told Dad he got a Ii
ft."

Margaret raised her eyes fromthe winkled jacket
to her brother's worried face. "Casey -- what are
you saying? That M. Martinez didn't |eave? That h
e was eaten by a plant or sonething? That's ridicu
| ous!"

"Then why were his coat and tie hidden |ike that?"
Casey denanded.

Margaret didn't have a chance to respond.

They both gasped as they heard | oud footsteps on th
e stairs.

Someone was hurrying down to the basenent.

"Hi de!" Margaret whispered.

"Wher e?" Casey asked, his eyes wide wth panic.

15

Margaret |eapt up onto the carton, then pulled her

self through the small, open w ndow. A tight squee

ze, but she struggled out onto the grass. Then she
turned around to hel p Casey.

That squirrel turned out to be a friend, she thoug
ht, tugging her brother's arns as he scranbl ed out
of the basenent. It showed us the only escape rou

te.

The afternoon air felt quite cool conpared to the
st eany basenent. Breathing hard, they both squatte
d down to peer into the window. "Wwo is it?" Casey
whi sper ed.

Margaret didn't have to answer. They both saw thei
r father step into the white light, his eyes searc
hi ng the plant room

"Whay did Dad cone back?" Casey asked.

"Sshhh!" Margaret held a finger to her lips. Then
she clinbed to her feet and pulled Casey toward th
e back door. "Cone on. Hurry."

The back door was unl ocked. They stepped into the
kitchen just as their father energed fromthe base



nment, a concerned expression on his face. "Hey --

there you are!" he excl ai ned.

"Hi, Dad," Margaret said, trying to sound casual.

Wiy' d you cone back?"

"Had to get nore tools," he answered, studying the
ir faces. He eyed them suspiciously. "Were were y
ou two?"

"Qut in the backyard," Mrgaret said quickly. "W
cane in when we heard the back door slam"

Dr. Brewer scow ed and shook his head. "You never
used to lie to ne before,” he said. "I know you we
nt down into the basenent again. You |eft the door
wi de open."

"We just wanted to |ook," Casey said quickly, glanc
ing at Margaret, his expression fearful.

"We found M. Martinez's jacket and tie," Margaret
sai d. "What happened to him Dad?"

"Huh?" The question seened to catch Dr. Brewer by s
ur pri se.

"Wy did he | eave his jacket and tie down there?" M
argaret asked.

"I"mraising two snoops," her father griped. "Mart
| nez got hot, okay? | have to keep the basenent at
a very high, tropical tenperature with |ots of hu
mdity. Martinez becane unconfortable. He renoved
his jacket and tie and put them down on the workta
bl e. Then he forgot them when he left."

Dr. Brewer chuckled. "I think he was in a state of
shock fromeverything I showed hi mdown there. It
's no wonder he forgot his things. But | called M
rtinez this norning. I'mgoing to drive over and r

eturn his stuff when I finish at M. Henry's."
Margaret saw a smle break out on Casey's face. Sh

e felt relieved, too. It was good to know that M.
Marti nez was okay.

How awful to suspect ny own father of doing sonethi
ng terrible to soneone, she thought.

But she couldn't help herself. The fear returned ev

ery tinme she saw him

"I'd better get going," Dr. Brewer said. Carrying

the tools he had picked up, he started toward the
back door. But he stopped at the end of the hall a



nd turned around. "Don't go back in the basenent,
okay? It really could be dangerous. You could be v
ery sorry."

Margaret listened to the screen door slam behind hi
m

Was that a warning -- or a threat? she wonder ed.
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Mar garet spent Saturday norning hiking up in the g
olden hills with D ane. The sun burned through the
norni ng snog, and the skies turned blue. A strong
breeze kept themfromgetting too hot. The narrow
road was lined with red and yellow w | dfl owers, a
nd Margaret felt as if she were traveling sonewher

e far, far away.

They had lunch at D ane's house -- tomato soup and
avocado salad -- then wandered back to Margaret's
house, trying to figure out how to spend the rest
of a beautiful afternoon.

Dr. Brewer was just backing the station wagon down
the drive as Margaret and D ane rode up on their
bi kes. He rolled down the wi ndow, a broad smle on
his face. "Good news!" he shouted. "Your nomis o
n her way hone. |I'mgoing to the airport to get he

rt

"Oh, that's great!" Margaret exclained, so happy s

he could alnost cry. Margaret and D ane waved and

pedal ed up the driveway.

|'' m so happy, Margaret thought. It'll be so good t
o have her back. Soneone | can talk to. Soneone wh
o can explain . . . about Dad.

They | ooked t hrough sonme old copies of Sassy and P
eople in Margaret's room listening to sone tapes

t hat Margaret had recently bought. At a little pas
t three, D ane suddenly renenbered that she had a

make-up piano | esson that she was late for. She ru
shed out of the house in a panic, junped on her bi
ke, yelled, "Say hi to your nomfor ne!" and disap
peared down the drive.

Mar garet stood behind the house | ooking out at the



rolling hills, wondering what to do next to make
the time pass before her nother got hone. The stro
ng, swirling breeze felt cool against her face. Sh
e decided to get a book and go sit down with it un
der the shady sassafras tree in the mddle of the
yar d.
She turned and pull ed open the kitchen door, and C
asey cane running up. "Were are our kites?" he as
ked, out of breath.
"Kites? | don't know. Wy?" Margaret asked. "Hey -
- " She grabbed his shoulder to get his attention.
"Momi's com ng honme. She should be here in an hour
or so."
"Geat!" he cried. "Just enough tine to fly sone k
ites. It's so windy. Cone on. Want to fly "emwth
nme?"
"Sure," Margaret said. It would help pass the tine
. She thought hard, trying to renenber where they
put the kites. "Are they in the garage?"
"No," Casey told her. "I know. They're in the base
ment. On those shelves. The string, too." He pushe
d past her into the house. "I'Il jimmy the | ock an
d go down and get them™
"Hey, Casey -- be careful down there," she called
after him He disappeared into the hallway. Margar
et had second thoughts. She didn't want Casey down
there by hinself in the plant room "Wt up," sh
e called. "I'Il conme with you."
They nmade their way down the stairs quickly, into
the hot, steany air, into the bright |ights.
The plants seened to bend toward' them to reach o
ut to themas they wal ked by. Margaret tried to ig
nore them WAl king right behind Casey, she kept he
r eyes on the tall netal shelves straight ahead.
The shelves were deep and filled with old, unwante
d toys, ganes, and sports equipnent, a plastic ten
t, sone old sleeping bags. Casey got there first a
nd started rummagi ng around on the | ower shel ves.
"I know they're here sonewhere," he said.
"Yeah. | renenber storing themhere," Margaret said
, runni ng her eyes over the top shel ves.
Casey, down on his knees, started pulling boxes of



f the bottom shelf. Suddenly, he stopped. "Woa --
Mar garet . "

"Huh?" She took a step back. "Wat is it?"

"Look at this," Casey said softly. He pulled sonet

hi ng out from behind the shelves, then stood up w

th it bundled in his hands.

Mar garet saw that he was holding a pair of black sh

oes. And a pair of blue trousers.

Bl ue suit trousers?

Hi s face suddenly pale, his features drawn, Casey

| et the shoes drop to the floor. He unfurled the t

rousers and held themup in front of him

"Hey -- |l ook in the back pocket," Margaret said, po

I nting.

Casey reached into the back pocket and pulled out a
bl ack | eather wallet.

"I don't believe this," Margaret said.

Casey's hands trenbl ed as he opened the wall et and
searched inside. He pulled out a green Anerican E

xpress card and read the nane on it.

"It belongs to M. Martinez," he said, swall ow ng

hard. He raised his eyes to Margaret's. "This is M

r. Martinez's stuff."
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"Dad lied," Casey said, staring in horror at the w
allet in his hands. "M. Martinez mght |eave wth
out his jacket. But he wouldn't |eave wthout his
pants and shoes."

"But -- what happened to hin?" Margaret asked, feel
I ng sick.

Casey slammed the wall et shut. He shook his head sa
dly, but didn't reply.

In the center of the room a plant seened to groan,
the sound startling the two ki ds.

"Dad lied," Casey repeated, staring down at the pa
nts and shoes on the floor. "Dad lied to us."

"What are we going to do?" Margaret cried, panic a
nd desperation in her voice. "W've got to tell so
meone what's happeni ng here. But who?"



The plant groaned again. Tendrils snaked al ong the
dirt. Leaves cl apped agai nst each other softly, w

etly.

And then the bangi ng began again in the supply clos

et next to the shel ves.

Margaret stared at Casey. "That thunping. Wiat is i

t?"

They both |istened to the insistent bangi ng sounds
A | ow noan issued fromthe closet, followed by a
hi gher - pi tched one, both nournful, both very huma

n- soundi ng.

"I think sonmeone's in there!" Margaret exclai ned.

"Maybe it's M. Martinez," Casey suggested, still

gripping the wallet tightly in his hand.

Thud t hud t hud.

"Do you think we should open the closet?" Casey ask

ed timdly.

A pl ant groaned as if answeri ng.

"Yes. | think we should," Margaret replied, sudden
|y cold all over. "If it's M. Martinez in there,

we've got to let himout."

Casey set the wallet down on the shelf. Then they m
oved quickly to the supply closet.

Across fromthem the plants seened to shift and m
ove as the two kids did. They heard breathing soun
ds, anot her groan, scurrying noises. Leaves bristl
ed on their stalks. Tendrils drooped and slid.

"Hey -- | ook!" Casey cri ed.

"I see," Margaret said. The cl oset door wasn't jus
t | ocked. A two-by-four had been nail ed over it.
Thud thud. Thud thud thud.

"There's soneone in there -- | knowit!" Margaret c
ried.

"I'"ll get the hammer," Casey said. Keeping close t
o the wall and as far away fromthe plants as he c
oul d, he edged his way toward the worktabl e.

A few seconds later, he returned with a cl aw hamrer

Thud t hud.

Wor ki ng together, they pried the two-by-four off th
e door. It clattered noisily to the fl oor.

The banging frominside the supply closet grew | oud



er, nore insistent.

"Now what do we do about the | ock?" Margaret asked,
staring at it.

Casey scratched his head. They both had perspirati

on dripping down their faces. The steany, hot air
made it hard to catch their breaths.

"I don't know how to unlock it," Casey said, stunpe

d.

"What if we tried to pry the door off the way we pu
| led off the two-by-four?" Mrgaret asked.

Thud t hud t hud.

Casey shrugged. "I don't know Let's try."

Wor ki ng the claw of the hamrer into the narrow cra

ck, they tried prying the door on the side of the

| ock. When it woul dn't budge, they noved to the hi
nged side of the door and tried there.

"I't"s not noving," Casey said, nopping his forehead
with his arm

"Keep trying," Margaret said. "Here. Let's both pus
hit."

Di gging the claw in just above the |Iower hinge, th
ey both pushed the handle of the hammer with all t
hei r strength.

"It -- it noved a little," Margaret said, breathing
har d.

They kept at it. The wet wood began to crack. They
bot h pushed agai nst the hamrer, wedging the claw

i nto the crack.

Finally, with a loud ripping sound, they nmanaged to
pul | the door off.

"Huh?" Casey dropped the hamer.

They both squinted into the dark closet.

And screaned in horror when they saw what was insid
e.
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"Look!" Margaret cried, her heart thudding. She su
ddenly felt dizzy. She gripped the side of the clo
set to steady herself.

"I -- don't believe this," Casey said quietly, his



voice trenbling as he stared into the long, narro
w supply cl oset.
They both gaped at the weird plants that filled the
cl oset.
Were they plants?
Under the dimceiling bulb, they bent and wit hed,
groani ng, breathing, sighing. Branches shook, |ea
ves shi mered and noved, tall plants | eaned forwar
d as if reaching out to Margaret and Casey.
"Look at that one!" Casey cried, taking a step bac

k, stunbling into Margaret. "It has an arm"
"Ohh." Margaret followed Casey's stare. Casey was
right. The tall, leafy plant appeared to have a gr

een, human arm descending fromits stalKk.
Margaret's eyes darted around the closet. To her h
orror, she realized that several plants seened to
have human features -- green arns, a yellow hand w
ith three fingers poking fromit, tw stunpy | egs
where the stem shoul d be.
She and her brother both cried out when they sawt
he plant with the face. Inside a cluster of broad
| eaves there appeared to grow a round, green tonat
0. But the tomato had a hunman-shaped nose and an o
pen nouth, fromwhich it repeatedly uttered the no
st nmournful sighs and groans.
Anot her plant, a short plant with clusters of broa
d, oval |eaves, had two green, nearly human faces
partly hidden by the | eaves, both wailing through
open nout hs.
"Let's get out of here!" Casey cried, grabbing Mar
garet's hand in fear and tuggi ng her away fromthe
closet. "This is -- gross!”
The plants nobaned and sighed. Green, finger-less h
ands reached out to Margaret and Casey. A yellow,
si ck-1 ooki ng plant near the wall nade choki ng soun
ds. Atall flowering plant staggered toward them
thin, tendril-Ilike arnms outstretched.
"Wait!" Margaret cried, pulling her hand out of Ca
sey's. She spotted sonething on the closet floor b
ehi nd the nobaning, shifting plants. "Casey -- what
's that?" she asked, pointing.
She struggled to focus her eyes in the dimlight o



f the closet. On the floor behind the plants, near
t he shel ves on the back wall, were two human feet.

Mar garet stepped cautiously into the closet. The fe

et, she saw, were attached to | egs.

"Margaret -- let's go!" Casey pl eaded.

"No. Look. There's soneone back there," Margaret sa

id, staring hard.

"Huh?"

"A person. Not a plant," Margaret said She took an

ot her step. A soft green arm brushed agai nst her s

| de.

"Margaret, what are you doi ng?" Casey asked, his vo

i ce high and frightened.

"I have to see who it is," Margaret said.

She took a deep breath and held it. Then, ignoring
t he nbpans, the sighs, the green arns reachi ng out
to her, the hideous green-tomato faces, she plung

ed through the plants to the back of the cl oset.

"Dad!" she cri ed.

Her father was lying on the floor, his hands and f

eet tied tightly wwth plant tendrils, his nouth ga

gged by a wide strip of elastic tape.

"Margaret -- " Casey was beside her. He lowered his
eyes to the floor. "Ch, no!"

Their father stared up at them pleading with his

eyes. "Mmmm " he cried, struggling to talk throug

h the gag.

Margaret dived to the floor and started to untie hi

m

"No -- stop!" Casey cried, and pulled her back by t

he shoul ders.

"Casey, l|let go of ne. What's wong with you?" Marga

r et crled angrily. "It's Dad. He -- "

"It can't be Dad!" Casey said, still holding her b

y the shoulders. "Dad is at t he airport -- renenbe

r?"

Behind them the plants seened to be npbaning in un

ison, a terrifying chorus. Atall plant fell over

and rolled toward the open cl oset door.

"Mmmmmm " their father continued to plead, struggl

ing at the tendrils that inprisoned him
|"ve got to untie him" Margaret told her brother.



"Let go of ne."
"No," Casey insisted. "Margaret -- look at his head

Margaret turned her eyes to her father's head. He

was bareheaded. No Dodgers cap. He had tufts of gr
een | eaves growi ng where his hair should be.

"We've already seen that," Margaret snapped. "It's
a side effect, renmenber?" She reached down to pul

| at her father's ropes.

"No -- don't!" Casey insisted.

"(kay, okay," Margaret said. "I'll just pull the ta
pe off his nouth. | won't untie him"

She reached down and tugged at the elastic tape unt
il she managed to get it off.

"Kids -- I"'mso glad to see you," Dr. Brewer said.
"Quick! Untie ne."

"How did you get in here?" Casey demanded, standin
g above him hands on his hips, staring down at hi
m suspi ciously. "W saw you | eave for the airport."”
"That wasn't nme," Dr. Brewer said. "lI've been | ocke
d in here for days."

"Huh?" Casey cri ed.
"But we saw you --

Mar garet started.

"I't wasn't ne. It's a plant,” Dr. Brewer said. "It'
s a plant copy of ne."
"Dad -- " Casey said.

"Pl ease. There's no tine to explain,"” their father
said urgently, raising his |l eaf-covered head to |

ook toward the cl oset doorway. "Just untie ne. Qui

ck!"

"The father we've been living wwth? He's a pl ant?"
Margaret cried, swallow ng hard.

"Yes. Please -- untie ne!"

Mar garet reached for the tendrils.

"No!" Casey insisted. "How do we know you're tellin

g the truth?"

"I'"l'l explain everything. | promse," he pl eaded.

"Hurry. Qur lives are at stake. M. Martinez is in
here, too."

Startled, Margaret turned her eyes to the far wall
. Sure enough, M. Martinez also lay on the fl oor,
bound and gagged.



"Let me out -- please!" her father cried.

Behi nd them plants npaned and cri ed.

Margaret couldn't stand it anynore. "I'muntying h
im" she told Casey, and bent down to start grappl
ing wwth the tendrils.

Her father sighed gratefully. Casey bent down and
reluctantly began working at the tendrils, too.
Finally, they had | oosened them enough so their fa
ther could slip out. He clinbed to his feet slowy
, Stretching his arnms, noving his |legs, bending hi
S knees. "Man, that feels good," he said, giving M
argaret and Casey a grimsm | e.

"Dad -- should we untie M. Mrtinez?" Margaret ask
ed.

But, without warning, Dr. Brewer pushed past the tw
o kids and nade his way out of the closet.

"Dad -- whoa! \Where are you goi ng?" Margaret called

"You said you'd explain everything!" Casey insiste

d. He and his sister ran through the nopani ng pl ant

s, followng their father.

"I wll. I wll." Breathing hard, Dr. Brewer strod

e quickly to the woodpile against the far wall. M

rgaret and Casey both gasped as he picked up an ax

e.

He spun around to face them holding the thick axe
handl e wwth both hands. His face frozen with dete
rmnation, he started toward them

"Dad -- what are you doi ng?" Margaret cri ed.
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Swi ngi ng the axe onto his shoulder, Dr. Brewer adv
anced on Margaret and Casey. He groaned fromthe e
ffort of raising the heavy tool, his face reddenin
g, his eyes w de, excited.

"Dad, please!"™ Margaret cried, gripping Casey's sh
oul der, backing up toward the jungle of plants in
the center of the room

"What are you doing!" she repeated.

"He's not our real father!" Casey cried. "I told yo



u we shouldn't untie him"

"He is our real father!' Margaret insisted. | know
he is!" She turned her eyes to her father, |ookin

g for an answer.

But he stared back at them his face filled with c

onfusion -- and nenace, the axe in his hands gl eam
i ng under the bright ceiling |ights.
"Dad -- answer us!" Margaret demanded. "Answer us!"

Before Dr. Brewer could reply, they heard | oud, ra
pid footsteps clunping down the basenent steps.

Al four of themturned to the doorway of the plan

t room-- to see an al arned-1ooking Dr. Brewer ent

er. He grabbed the bill of his Dodgers cap as he s

trode angrily toward the two ki ds.

"What are you two doi ng down here?" he cried. "You
prom sed ne. Here's your nother. Don't you want t

o-- ?"

Ms. Brewer appeared at his side. She started to c

all out a greeting, but stopped, freezing in horro
r when she saw t he confusi ng scene.

"No!" she screaned, seeing the other Dr. Brewer, t
he capless Dr. Brewer, holding an axe in front of
himw th both hands. "No!" Her face filled with ho
rror. She turned to the Dr. Brewer that had just b
rought her hone.

He gl ared accusingly at Margaret and Casey. "Wat h

ave you done? You | et him escape?"

"He's our dad," Margaret said, inatiny little voi

ce she barely recogni zed.

"I'"' myour dad!" the Dr. Brewer at the doorway bell

owed. "Not himl He's not your dad. He's not even h
uman! He's a plant!”

Mar garet and Casey both gasped and drew back in ter
ror.

"You're the plant!" the bareheaded Dr. Brewer accus

ed, raising the axe.

"He's dangerous!" the other Dr. Brewer exclained.
How coul d you have | et hi mout?"

Caught in the mddle, Margaret and Casey stared fro
m one father to the other.

Who was their real father?
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"That's not your father!"™ Dr. Brewer with the Dodg
ers cap cried again, noving into the room "He's a
copy. A plant copy. One of ny experinents that we
nt wong. | locked himin the supply closet becaus

e he's dangerous."

"You're the copy!" the other Dr. Brewer accused, an

d rai sed the axe again.

Mar garet and Casey stood notionl ess, exchanging ter

rified gl ances.

"Kids -- what have you done?" Ms. Brewer cried, h

er hands pressed agai nst her cheeks, her eyes w de
wi th disbelief.

"What have we done?" Margaret asked her brother in

a | ow voi ce.

Staring w de-eyed fromone man to the other, Casey

seenEd too frightened to reply.

"I -- | don't know what to do," Casey nmnaged to wh
| sper.

What can we do? Margaret wondered silently, reali zi

ng that her entire body was trenbling.

"He has to be destroyed!" the axe-welding Dr. Bre

wer shouted, staring at his | ook-alike across the

room

Besi de them plants quivered and shook, sighing lo

udly. Tendrils slithered across the dirt. Leaves s

hi mrer ed and whi sper ed.

"Put down the axe. You're not fooling anyone," the

other Dr. Brewer said.

"You have to be destroyed!"™ Dr. Brewer with no cap
repeated, his eyes wld, his face scarlet, noving
cl oser, the axe gleamng as if electrified under

the white |ight.

Dad woul d never act |like this, Margaret realized.

Casey and | were idiots. We et himout of the clo

set. And now he's going to kill our real dad. And

nom

And then . . . us!

What can | do? she wondered, trying to think clear



|y even though her mnd was whirring wildly out of
control .

What can | do?

Uttering a desperate cry of protest, Margaret |eap

t forward and grabbed the axe fromthe inposter's
hands.

He gaped in surprise as she steadied her grip on t
he handle. It was heavier than she'd i magi ned. "Ge

t back!" she screanmed. "Get back -- now"

"Margaret -- wait!" her nother cried, still too fri

ghtened to nove fromthe doorway.

The capless Dr. Brewer reached for the axe. "G ve
it back to ne! You don't know what you're doing!"
he pl eaded, and nade a wld grab for it.

Margaret pull ed back and swung the axe. "Stay back.
Everyone, stay back."

"Thank goodness!" Dr. Brewer with the Dodgers cap

excl ai med. "We've got to get himback in the close

t. He's very dangerous." He stepped up to Margaret
. "A@ve ne the axe."

Mar gar et hesit at ed.

"@ve ne the axe," he insisted.

Margaret turned to her nother. "What should | do?"
Ms. Brewer shrugged helplessly. "I -- | don't know

"Princess -- don't do it," the capless Dr. Brewer
said softly, staring into Margaret's eyes.

He called nme Princess, Margaret realized.

The ot her one never had.

Does this nean that the Dad in the closet is ny rea
| dad?

"Margaret -- give ne the axe." The one in the cap m
ade a grab for it.

Mar gar et backed away and swung the axe agai n.

"Get back! Both of you -- stay back!" she warned.
"I'"' mwarning you," Dr. Brewer in the cap said. "He'
s dangerous. Listen to ne, Margaret."

"Get back!" she repeated, desperately trying to dec
i de what to do.

VWi ch one is ny real dad?

VWhi ch one? Whi ch one? Wi ch one?

Her eyes darting back and forth fromone to the ot



her, she saw that each of them had a bandage aroun
d his right hand. And it gave her an idea.
"Casey, there's a knife on the wall over there," s

he said, still holding the axe poised. "Get it for
me -- fast!"
Casey obediently hurried to the wall. It took him

a short while to find the knife anong all the tool
s hanging there. He reached up on tiptoes to pull

it down, then hurried back to Margaret with it.
Margaret |owered the axe and took the |ong-bladed k
nife fromhim

"Margaret -- give ne the axe," the man in the Dodge
rs cap insisted inpatiently.

"Margaret, what are you doing?" the man fromthe s
upply cl oset asked, suddenly | ooking frightened.

"I -- | have an idea," Margaret said hesitantly.
She took a deep breath.

Then she stepped over to the man fromthe supply c
| oset and pushed the knife blade into his arm
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"OM" he cried out as the blade cut through the ski
n.

Margaret pulled the knife back, having nmade a tiny
punct ure hol e.

Red bl ood trickled fromthe hole.

"He's our real dad," she told Casey, sighing with
relief. "Here, Dad." She handed hi mthe axe.

"Margaret -- you're wong!" the man in the basebal
| cap cried in alarm "He's tricked you! He's tric
ked you!"

The capless Dr. Brewer noved qui ckly. He picked up
the axe, took three steps forward, pulled the axe
back, and swung with all his m ght.

The Dr. Brewer in the cap opened his nouth w de an

d uttered a hushed cry of alarm The cry was choke

d off as the axe cut easily through his body, slic

ing himin two.

A thick green liquid oozed fromthe wound. And as

the man fell, his nouth |ocking open in disbelief



and horror, Margaret could see that his body was a

ctually a stem He had no bones, no human organs.

The body thudded to the floor. Geen |iquid puddl ed
around it.

"Princess -- we're okay!" Dr. Brewer cried, flingin

g the axe aside. "You guessed right!"

"I't wasn't a guess," Margaret said, sinking into h
is arns. "I renenbered the green blood. | sawit.
Late at night. One of you was in the bathroom ble

edi ng green blood. | knew ny real dad would have r

ed bl ood.™

"We're okay!" Ms. Brewer cried, rushing into her
husband's arns. "W're okay. W're all okay!"

Al four of themrushed together in an enotional fa
m |y hug.

"One nore thing we have to do," their father said,
his arns around the two kids. "Let's get M. Mart

I nez out of the cl oset.”

By dinnertinme, things had al nost returned to nor nal

They had finally managed to wel cone their nother h
one, and tried to explain to her all that had happ
ened i n her absence.

M. Martinez had been rescued fromthe supply clos
et, not too nuch the worse for wear. He and Dr. Br
ewer had had a | ong discussi on about what had happ
ened and about Dr. Brewer's worKk.

He expressed total bew |l dernent as to what Dr. Bre
wer had acconpli shed, but he knew enough to realiz
e that it was historic. "Perhaps you need the stru
ctured environnent the |ab on canpus offers. FU ta
| Kk to the board nenbers about getting you back on

staff,” Martinez said. It was his way of inviting

their father back to work.

After M. Martinez was driven hone, Dr. Brewer dis
appeared into the basenent for about an hour. He r

eturned gri mfaced and exhausted. "I destroyed nos
t of the plants," he explained, sinking into an ar
nchair. "I had to. They were suffering. Later, |l

| destroy the rest.™
"Every single plant?" Ms. Brewer asked.



"Well . . . there are a few nornmal ones that | can
pl ant out back in the garden," he replied. He sho

ok his head sadly. "Only a few. "

At dinner, he finally had the strength to explain

to Margaret, Casey, and Ms. Brewer what had happe
ned down in the basenent.

"I was working on a super plant," he said, "trying
to electronically nmake a new plant using DNA el em
ents fromother plants. Then | accidentally cut ny
hand on a slide. | didn't realize it, but sonme of
my blood got mxed in with the plant nol ecul es |
was using. Wien | turned on the nmachi ne, ny nol ecu
| es got mxed in with plant nolecules -- and | end
ed up with sonething that was part human, part pla

nt."
"That's gross!" Casey exclai ned, dropping a forkful
of mashed pot at oes.

"Well, I'"ma scientist,”" Dr. Brewer replied, "so |
didn't think it was gross. | thought it was prett
y exciting. | nean, here | was, inventing an entir

ely new kind of creature.™

"Those plants with faces -- Mar garet started.
Her father nodded. "Yes. Those were things | nade
by inserting human materials into plant materi al s.

| kept putting themin the supply closet. | got c
arried away. | didn't know how far I could go, how
human | could make the plants. | could see that m

y creations were unhappy, suffering. But | coul dn'

t stop. It was too exciting."

He took a long drink of water fromhis gl ass.

"You didn't tell nme any of this," Ms. Brewer said,
shaki ng her head.

"I couldn't," he said. "I couldn't tell anyone. |
-- | was too involved. Then one day, | went too fa
r. | created a plant that was an exact copy of ne
|

n al nost every way. He |ooked |like ne. He sounded
| i ke me. And he had ny brain, ny mnd."
"But he still acted like a plant in sone ways," M
rgaret said. "He ate plant food and --
"He wasn't perfect," Dr. Brewer said, leaning forw
ard over the dinner table, talking in a low, serio
us voice. "He had flaws. But he was strong enough



and smart enough to overpower ne, to lock me in th
e closet, to take ny place -- and to continue ny e
xperinments. And when Martinez arrived unexpectedly
, he locked Martinez in the closet, too, so that h
I s secret would be safe.™

"Was the head full of |eaves one of the flaws?" Cas
ey asked.

Dr. Brewer nodded. "Yes, he was al nost a perfect c

| one of ne, alnost a perfect human, but not quite.

"But, Dad," Margaret said, pointing, "you have |eav
es on your head, too."

He reached up and pulled one off. "I know," he sai
d, making a disgusted face. "That's really gross,
huh?"

Everyone agreed.

"Well, when | cut ny hand, sone of the plant mater
ials mxed wwth nmy blood, got into ny system" he
expl ained. "And then | turned on the machi ne. The
machi ne created a strong chem cal reaction -betwee
n the plant materials and ny blood. Then, ny hair
fell out overnight. And the |eaves imedi ately sta
rted to sprout. Don't worry, guys. The | eaves are

falling out already. | think ny hair wll grow back."
Mar gar et and Casey cheered.
"I guess things wll return to normal around here,"

Ms. Brewer said, smling at her husband.
"Better than normal," he said, smling back. "If M
artinez convinces the board to give ne ny job back
, 1"l dear out the basenent and turn it into the
best gane room you ever saw "
Mar garet and Casey cheered again.
"We're all alive and safe,"” Dr. Brewer said, huggi
ng both kids at once. "Thanks to you two."
It was the happiest dinner Margaret coul d renmenber
After they had cl eaned up, they all went out for
ice cream It was nearly ten o' clock when they re
t ur ned.
Dr. Brewer headed for the basenent.
"Hey -- where are you going?" his wife called suspi
ci ously.
"I"'mjust going down to deal with the rest of the



plants,"” Dr. Brewer assured her. "I want to make s
ure that everything is gone, that this horrible ch
apter in our lives is over."

By the end of the week, nost of the plants had bee
n destroyed. A giant pile of |eaves, roots, and st

al ks were burned in a bonfire that |asted for hour

s. Afewtiny plants had been transpl anted outside
. Al of the equi pnent had been dismantled and tru

cked to the university.

On Saturday, all four Brewers went to select a poo
| table for the new basenent rec room On Sunday,
Mar garet found herself standing in back by the gar

den, staring up at the golden hills.

It's so peaceful now, she thought happily.

So peaceful here. And so beautiful.

The smle faded fromher face when she heard the wh
| sper at her feet. "Margaret."

She | ooked down to see a small yellow fl ower nudgin

g her ankl e.

"Margaret," the flower whispered, "help ne. Please
-- help nme. I"'myour father. Really! |I'myour rea
| father."



