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“Dad, take a look at the comic book I just made!” exclaimed 9-year-old Tom. It’s called The Strands of Life.


A tall, thin, black-haired man, taking off his jacket, glanced at the book his son was showing him. “It looks great, but remember, Tom, there’s no such thing as aliens.”


“I know; I know; I know,” mumbled Tom. 


Walking back to his room, Tom overheard his mother ask his father, “Did you discover anything new at the lab today?”


“Not much, except for that strange radio wave,” said Tom’s father. “By the way, what’s for dinner?” he asked, changing the subject. “Is it Chinese food, I hope?”


“As a matter of fact it is.”


“Yes!” Tom whispered to himself in the next room. He looked outside the window and saw the delivery boy getting ready to ring the bell.

*  *  *


“Mom, can you please pass the sesame noodles?”


“I’ll have a second helping of that too,” said Tom’s father, reaching for the warm, black, plastic container.


“Frank, what do you think that radio wave might be?” asked Tom’s mom.


“What radio wave?” exclaimed Tom, looking up from his steaming plate of noodles.


“You know the research we’ve been doing with the super-powered telescope. Well, the image has been very blurry lately. We think there’s an intercepting radio wave of some kind.” His father paused. “Maybe it’s one of your aliens coming our way,” he teased.

*  *  *


Later that evening, Tom was standing in front of the bathroom mirror brushing his teeth. Although his body was on Earth, his mind was elsewhere. “I wonder if aliens could be behind the radio waves.” But then he remembered his father’s comment, “There’s no such thing as aliens.” But do scientists know everything…or not?

*  *  *

Later that night…


Tom followed himself into his backyard. He looked left and right. He looked down, then up. An eerie, fiery glow caught his eye. It was growing and growing, lighting up the dark night. “A rocket, a rocket!” Tom exclaimed to himself. “It must be…” Suddenly, he felt something strange wrap around his arm.


“Tom, Tom, wake up. It’s your last day of school! Hurry!” said his mom.

*  *  *

The following night…


“Tom, it’s time to stop reading,” Tom’s mother cried. “I also don’t know why you keep reading those science fiction books before you go to bed. They give you nightmares.”


Tom ignored the comment and finished the last page of the chapter. Just as he was about to turn off the light, he felt something strange wrap around his arm. “Where did I feel this before?” And then he heard a pair of strange, squeaky voices.


“Come with us, Tom. We’ve been waiting for you.”



Tom turned around slowly. He saw two human size creatures with droopy, thread-like tentacles hanging limply from their heads and reaching down to their shoulders. 


Tom pinched his arm to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. “Ouch!”


“Tom, it isn’t a dream,” said one of the aliens who somehow seemed to have read Tom’s mind. “We know you were smart enough to figure out that life could exist on other planets. And because of that, we have chosen you to meet us and to see this,” he said, running his fingers through his thread-like tentacles. “These,” he stated, “are the Strands of Life.”


“Is my comic book coming to life?” Tom asked himself.

*  *  *


Tom and the aliens had been lost in conversation for what seemed like hours. When Tom looked at his watch, it was 6 a.m. His father would be waking him in just a few seconds. Sure enough, just then his bedroom door opened.


“Your waffles are almost ready. Get a move on. ” Funny, his father didn’t seem to notice the aliens, but Tom didn’t realize that the aliens had disappeared.0


“Are you blind, Dad? Check out these aliens.”  


Tom’s dad looked annoyed. “If I told you once, I’ll tell you again, there’s no such thing as aliens. I’ll see you downstairs.” The aliens were nowhere to be seen.

*  *  *


That night, when Tom’s parents were out at a movie and Tom was supposed to be in bed, he tiptoed out to the backyard to meet the aliens inside their rocket, as he had promised. As Tom approached the rocket, he could see the silhouettes of the two aliens in animated conversation. They were sitting inside a hovering translucent bubble on the rooftop of the spaceship. As Tom got closer, he could make out the mention of his name, but couldn’t make out what they were saying. At that moment the bubble parted.



 “The name’s Segetoni,” the tall, slender alien said, introducing himself while running his fingers through his full head of black strands. “I’ll bet you wonder what we’re doing here, little Earthling.”


 “So why are you here?” asked Tom, boldly.

 
The shorter alien stepped out. “We’re here to eat new ideas and to get new recipes for combining tasty facts,” they said in unison.


“Then I guess you need food for thought,” said Tom jokingly, at the same thinking about how much they looked like the aliens in his comic book.


“As a matter of fact, we’re starving!”


“When was the last time you ate?”


“Years ago. Let me explain.”

*  *  *


“So you really eat ideas and your planet will slowly die out without new ones!” exclaimed Tom, astounded by what he had just heard.


“You heard us. Yes, we need them to survive,” confirmed Segetoni. “And we can think of no better place than right here on Earth to replenish our Strands of Life.”


Still puzzled, Tom asked, “Where do I fit in?” 


“We thought you would know.”


“Know what?”


“We know how curious and creative you are, Tom, and thought you’d be able to come up with an idea to fill our Strands of Life, each representing a different discipline such as science, math, literature, art, music, universal history, leadership and many more. We’re running out of facts, a crisis that prevents us from creating new ideas.”


“Tom’s eyes lit up!”


“I see you already have a few ideas,” said Lexiconi, the short, bespectacled alien holding a thick book that looked like a volume of literature.


“Come with me to my father’s study. We can start there. No one’s home.”


Segetoni seemed uncomfortable with that idea, but nonetheless the two aliens seemed to vanish and teleport themselves into Tom’s house, waiting for Tom to arrive.


“Follow me,” said Tom, as he entered the study. He led them over to the computer and sat down on a green swivel chair in front of it.


“What’s this mysterious thing?” asked Lexiconi, pointing to the computer.


“It’s a compu…” began Segetoni, but covered his mouth before finishing the word.


“Have you ever visited Earth before?” asked Tom, puzzled by what he had just heard.


Segetoni shrugged his shoulders and tried to change the subject. 


“What does this ‘compu’ do?” asked Lexiconi, curious about the object in front of her.


“What doesn’t it do?” said Tom, pressing the space bar and turning the black screen to what appeared to be a Google search that read: The possibility of life on other planets, with a link to SEE HAWTHORNE.


At that moment, Tom heard the click of a key in the front door and saw the aliens vanish. He heard his mother and father’s footsteps.


“Tom, I see that you’re still up and in my study. The light’s still on.”


But Tom didn’t answer. He ran into his bedroom, crawled under the covers with the feeling of an arm gently wrapped around him, and drifted off to sleep.



He was walking in a neon city surrounded by signs that said, “WELCOME TO HAWTHORNE.” He seemed not to notice the blackness of space. Strangely, he felt something caught in his collar. He touched it and instead of feeling the stubbiness of yesterday’s haircut, he felt thick, long strands tangled around the nape of his neck reaching down to his shoulders. He looked in a nearby puddle and saw his reflection, but it wasn’t what he had expected.


Tom began tossing wildly in his bed and woke up suddenly, as moonlight streamed into his room and cast shadows around him. His heart nearly stopped when he saw his own shadow: a silhouette of a boy with droopy, thread-like tentacles hanging limply from his head and reaching down to his shoulders. He screamed! Within seconds his father entered the room. “What’s wrong, Tom?” But no words escaped his mouth, too terrified at the similarity of his father’s shadow and his.

*  *  *


Still shaken by his dream, Tom found himself in his father’s study with Segetoni collecting papers coming out of the printer. He stopped when he saw Tom.


“Don’t tell me you wonder how I know about computers.”


“As a matter of fact, Segetoni, it did strike me as odd.”


“You might say Earth is kind of like my home.”


Tom didn’t know what to make of that statement and thought Segetoni was just joking.


“Your home?”


“If you want to know the truth, then believe me.”


Segetoni sat down in front of the computer.


“Wait, don’t touch the computer. My father will get angry.”


“He won’t get angry. I’m sure of that,” Segetoni said, reassuringly, in a familiar voice.


Tom walked over to the printer to collect the remaining papers.


“Stop! Don’t touch that!” Segetoni said with a fiery look, a spark flying from one of his wild strands. “I’m, I’m sorry,” he paused, then continued. “I just wanted to keep the papers in order.”


But Tom had already caught sight of one of the paragraphs. It looked like a foreign language to him, but to Tom’s surprise he found that he could actually read the words in front of him. Startled by what he had just read, he exclaimed, “So you know other Earthlings besides me,” said Tom, as a strange language rolled off his tongue. Tom clasped a hand over his mouth. He didn’t know what to make of the words that had just come out of his mouth and didn’t know what to make of Segetoni’s next statement.


“Happy Birthday, Tom! I see your genetic vestiges are coming to life,” said Segetoni, quite satisfied by what he was seeing.


“Genetic vestiges?” It sounded familiar, something his father once mentioned.


At this point, Tom was even more confused than a bat in sunlight.


“A tenth birthday is a special one, and yours, Tom, is a particularly special one,” remarked Segetoni..


Tom got ready to pinch himself. “It’s not a dream,” Segetoni said patiently.


“When did you find out it was my tenth birthday?” said Tom, shaken.


“I’ve known this from the day you were born and since, like I said, this is your tenth birthday, a very special one, there’s something you should know. This is your first step into another world.”

As Segetoni was making his remarks, a tornado of flashbacks swirled through Tom’s  mind: the strange shadows, Segetoni’s computer knowledge, feeling more excited than scared around Segetoni, and Segetoni reminding him of his birthday. “This can’t be true,” stammered Tom. “But…but…”


“It’s true, Tom.” Segetoni said, looking more familiar than ever.


Tom looked directly into Segetoni’s green, human–like eyes. “Aliens do exist, Dad!” exclaimed Tom, as he ran his fingers through his newly grown maze of thick wild strands.



“Pack up, Tom. We’re leaving for Hawthorne,” said Segetoni, with a loving look in his eyes. “Your mother is waiting for us.” Tom noticed his father’s strands getting thicker and turning a rich blue.


“What about the facts and ideas you needed to bring back to Hawthorne? Don’t you need them in order to stay alive?”


“You’re all we need, Tom. Your strands are overflowing with facts and ideas. And even more important,” Segetoni added, “is your unique ability to listen respectfully and to consider thoughtfully, empowering you to multiply and magnify those facts and ideas. We’ll never starve with you on Hawthorne!” Segetoni’s eyes suddenly lit up as if something very important had just occurred to him.  “Oh, one more thing! Don’t forget your comic book. Now you know the ending, Tom!”
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