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MATT RAMBEAU IS FINALLY A BIG BROTHER—TO A ROBOT!


WHEN A SHIPPING CRATE FROM FRANCE ARRIVES AT MATT’S APARTMENT, THE RAMBEAU FAMILY EXPANDS BY ONE. JUST SOME QUICK ASSEMBLY, AND NORMAN IS READY FOR ACTION!


BUT LIKE ANYTHING HAVING TO DO WITH FAMILY, THE ROBOT BROTHER IS BOTH A BLESSING AND A CURSE. AND WHEN STRANGE THINGS START TO HAPPEN, MATT FEELS PROTECTIVE OF THIS PILE OF BOLTS. SOMEONE IS TRYING TO STEAL THE ROBOT! CORRECTION: SOMEONE IS TRYING TO STEAL MATT’S BROTHER!


IN THIS ZANY ACTION-PACKED ADVENTURE WITH INTERNATIONAL ESPIONAGE AND SKATEBOARDS—AND, YES, ROBOTS!—ACCLAIMED AUTHOR EVAN KUHLMAN GETS TO THE HEART (OR MOTHERBOARD) OF WHAT IT TRULY MEANS TO BE BROTHERS, EVEN IF ONE IS A MACHINE.
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PRAISE FOR EVAN KUHLMAN’S THE LAST INVISIBLE BOY


“The Last Invisible Boy is at turns heartbreaking and uplifting. . . . A gutsy book that will stay with me for a long time.”


—JEFF KINNEY, author of the Diary of a Wimpy Kid series
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“In style, Finn’s diary sits somewhere between those in Jeff Kinney’s Wimpy Kid series and Sherman Alexie’s The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian. But Finn’s distinct narrative voice, and the sweet precision with which the story unfolds, give this title a touching resonance all its own.”—Booklist
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1. [image: Image] “This illustrated novel, reminiscent in style of Jeff Kinney’s Diary of a Wimpy Kid, is sure to have huge appeal.”


—School Library Journal, starred review
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TO THE THREE MBS,


WITH GRATITUDE AND


APPRECIATION







1.


I have a new brother.


His name is Norman.


He arrived six weeks ago in a big wooden box.


And that was when the trouble began.
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2.


The trouble began when I pried open the box, wondering what was inside.


And before I knew it, I had a kid pestering me. But he wasn’t really a kid.


And before I knew it, I had a brother, but he wasn’t like anyone else’s brother, anywhere on earth.


And before I knew it, my family and I were kind of famous, but none of us wanted to be famous.


All because of Norman.


Some days, I tell you, I wondered if I could ditch the kid.


You know, like take him to the comic book shop on 81st Street, then run away really fast. But I’m sure he would have found his way home. Norman has an excellent GPS system.


Or maybe I could ship him back to France, when Mom and Dad weren’t paying attention. But I probably couldn’t afford the postage, so . . .


Hey, anyone want to buy a kid? He comes with his own box. Make me an offer. Cash? Video games? Your dog? I’m listening.




3.


The day that Norman arrived started out pretty normal. I woke up, went to school, tried to learn some stuff. But when I got home, it turned freaky on me.


Having survived yet another scary encounter with Big Vic’s crazed beagle from two buildings over—the dumb dog thinks he’s a pit bull—I had just stepped off the elevator, hungry for a snack and what Mom calls my “daily fix” of kid TV, when I saw Leon, the building super, standing next to a big crate and pounding on the door to my apartment.


“Hello in there?” he said loudly. “I am not lugging this box up here a second time. . . . Hello? . . . Anyone?”


Leon finally saw me. “There you are,” he said, blowing out air. “Package delivery.”


I had pretty much figured that out on my own. I found my keys, opened the door, and looked at the box. It was nearly as tall as I was and appeared to be very heavy. I was hoping it was a gift for me but figured it was something Mom or Dad had ordered for the apartment—furniture or an appliance. “Can you bring it inside?” I asked the super.


Leon wiggled his mouth into a frown. “Didn’t I tell you about my recent back surgery?” he asked, rubbing his spine and wincing, then sticking out a hand. “A gratuity is pretty much standard in these kinds of circumstances.”


I fished through my pockets, but found only my MetroCard, fifteen cents, and a stick of gum. “Can you hit my dad up next time you see him?” I asked.


Leon snarled up his face, then lumbered toward the service elevator. That man just never looks happy. Poor guy.


I pulled the keys from the door lock, sized up the crate, then wrapped my arms around it and started dragging it inside the apartment, pretending I had muscles the size of watermelons and tugging a big box would be no sweat. But man, was it heavy! What the heck was inside it, a car engine?


A bronze statue of someone famous?


A baby elephant?


Probably not a baby elephant.


When the box and I were inside, I dragged it a few more feet into the living room, jostled it, and pushed it lengthwise onto the rug, hoping I didn’t break something when it hit the floor with a thump.


“Aïe!”


That was weird. It sounded like the box said, “Aie!” Like a person sound. But since shipping people in a crate was probably against the law, I decided that the sound must have been my imagination, which my mom and dad say is “overactive.” Trust me, it’s the only part of me that is overactive.


Oh. Later I learned that aïe is French for “ouch.” But as far as this story goes, it’s not yet later.


I circled the box, wondering what those foreignish words stamped onto the wood were saying to me, then stooped and read the address label. Whatever was inside had been shipped by international express delivery from the Institut d’Intelligence Artificielle in Paris, France, to Matthew Rambeau PhD, 555 West 83rd Street, Apt. 10C, New York, New York, 10024 USA.


That’s right, I live in Manhattan, but please don’t think of me as a snooty rich kid. For one, I don’t have a snooty bone in my body. Also, I never have much cash, as the building super can attest to. But my dad is a college professor and my mom is a social worker, so we’re not loaded, but we’re not going hungry, either.


Where was I. . . .


Oh. The Matthew named on the address label is my dad, not me. We have the same name, but Dad gets to add some letters due to his going to college and getting a doctorate degree in computer science.


Bummer for me. I had been building up fresh hope that whatever was inside the box was a late-arriving birthday present from one of my relatives in France, where Dad is from, and where his name is spelled Mathieu and is pronounced like you are sneezing halfway through it—Ma-tewww. A new bike or even a snowmobile would have been cool, but instead it was probably computer parts for my dad, a devoted computer nerd. Mom sometimes says that we own enough motherboards, monitors, and memory modules to build a first-rate missile defense system.


Since the box wasn’t for me, I headed for the kitchen to make a grilled cheese sandwich, but stopped in my tracks when I distinctly heard something inside the box say, “Bonjour?” And then the box became interesting again, because this time I didn’t think it was my overactive imagination. I know that bonjour is a French word that means “hello.” My imagination imagines in English.


And then something inside the box said, “Hola?”


And then something inside the box said, “Namaste?”


And then something inside the box said, “Salut?”


And then something inside the box said, “Goedendag?”


And then something inside the box said, “Jambo?”


And then something inside the box said, “Hello?”


“Hello,” I said to whatever was inside the box, quickly wondering if I was having some kind of brain flip-out that sometimes happens to kids under too much stress, hearing voices coming from inside a box and then talking back to the box. Next stop, the Home for Brain-Frazzled Kids, Manhattan branch.


“Ah, you speak anglais, English,” whatever was inside the box said, kind of muffled. “Fortunately, English is one of the forty-six languages included in my language oscillator. Comment allez-vous? How are you?”


“I’m fine, how are you?” I said. Part of me was wondering why I was being so polite. Another part was wondering what the thing inside the crate would say next. And the largest part was thinking, There’s a living kid stuck inside a box without any airholes.


I must rescue him before he suffocates!


I ran into the kitchen and hunted through the tool drawer for something I could use to pry open the box. While I was doing this, the thing inside the box said, “Ça va bien, merci. I’m fine, thank you.” And then, “Bonjour?”


“I’ll be right there,” I yelled, thinking that what was happening was not even in the same galaxy as normal. Something living, something human, was trapped inside that box, sent all the way from France. And I was talking to it and planning its rescue.


Grabbing a hammer, I hurried back to the box and used the claw part to pop off several tacks, and then I started prying at the planks. That seemed to take forever, and was interrupted by the thing inside the box asking what I was doing, and me explaining what I was doing. And yes, I was very aware of how bizarre this all was. It almost felt like I was living some other kid’s life, while in an alternate universe the real me was munching on a grilled cheese sandwich and watching cartoons. It was messing with my brain.


At last I tossed two big planks aside, then tore through a mound of straw and packing peanuts until I reached a full-sized boy wrapped in bubble wrap, except for part of his face.


Freaky to the moon and back! I mean, how would you react, finding a living kid in a shipping crate? I swear I saw stars, and maybe even a few planets, but I did not pass out. But I’m not saying I didn’t come close.


“Are you okay?” I said to the boy. “Can you breathe in there?”


As the kid said something in French I didn’t understand, I unwrapped some of the bubble wrap and saw—oh . . . my . . . godmothers!—that the boy in the box looked sort of like me. Similar face, but his hair was lighter and longer, and his eyes were bluer and his nose was a tad nosier, and . . . hmm, something wasn’t right about his skin. It was too perfect. Too pink and smooth. Me, I have a small scar above my left eye from the day I wiped out while riding bikes with my parents in Central Park: I was trying to avoid running over a humongous dog turd that should NOT have been on the pathway. I veered left, hit a rock, and went tumbling. It hurts just thinking about it.


Anyway, the kid in the box didn’t have a single scar or mark. Not a freckle or a speckle, not a dent or a ding. I almost wanted to scratch him, just so he wouldn’t look so perfect.


His clothes were pretty normal, though—a red-and-white-striped pullover, jeans, socks, and sneakers—except for a black beret that no kid in America would be caught dead wearing. No jacket, so he must have been cold, traveling to New York from France, I thought. But maybe the straw, packing peanuts, and bubble wrap kept him warm.


While I peered at the boy in the box, wondering why he was shipped to us from France, and how long he was planning to stay, and if his family missed him yet, and if he was hungry and thirsty, and how he was able to keep from going to the bathroom while in the crate, and also if he liked grilled cheese sandwiches, the kid’s eyes suddenly grew large and he blinked several times, and I heard what sounded like the whir of a fan or a small motor kicking in.


“Mon dieu, mon enfant!” the kid said. “My God, child. Where is your box?”




4.


I did a bunch of high-quality thinking, trying to come up with an answer to the question, “Where is your box?” I figured that this kid with the beret, having spent a few days in a wooden box, and going without food or water, might believe that all kids lived in boxes, making me the boxless freak while he was the normal kid.


“I don’t live in a box,” I said, “but it looks really cool and fun.”


No, I didn’t really believe that living in a box was cool and fun, but I was being nice to a person from a different culture. Mom says it’s important to be nice to everyone, not just people who look like us and talk like us and smell like us. I think she’s right, except when it comes to girls. Being nice to girls goes against everything I stand for.


So I said to the kid, “Would you like to come out of your box? Are you hungry? I can fix a snack—do you like grilled cheese sandwiches? Grape juice? We also have milk, but milk snots me up. Does milk snot you up?”


No answer from the boy, who was still giving me that creepy Where is your box? look. His head was tilted at a weird angle, and he was scanning me up and down and side to side, like I was a book he was reading. Then it dawned on me that he must be totally stiff and achy after being stuck in a box for who knows how long. He needed my help!


I reached in to yank him out, putting my hands under his Frenchy armpits, and pulled kind of hard, and I came away with the top half of a boy, his hips and legs and feet left behind in the box.
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Ackkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk!


I just killed the boy in the box!


Ackkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk!


I couldn’t think. I needed to think. Ackkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk! I just killed him! Ackkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk!


Just as I was about to go call 911, my brain kicked in, and I noticed that the kid didn’t look close to dead, and there was no blood or guts anywhere. And then I saw cables sticking out of where his belly ended, the kind you use to hook up game machines and DVD players to a TV.


A kid with cables? Maybe on Planet Weird! I held him as far away from me as I could. What I really wanted to do was throw him as far away as I could, and hide in my closet until Mom and Dad came home. They’d know what to do. They always know what to do.


But I didn’t want to hurt the poor kid. A near-hysterical giggle bubbled out of my chest—hurt him? I had just torn him in half! At the giggle, the boy smiled at me like he didn’t know that I had left the lower half of him in the crate. I had seen worms survive when chopped in two, but never a kid.


And that could mean only one thing. The kid was—drumroll, please—a fake. A machine! A robot! Cool, cool, cool. Even though Norman wasn’t sent to me as a birthday gift, I was highly jazzed. We owned a talking robot! Could be lots of fun. Way better than a new bike or a snowmobile.


I sat the top half of Norman on the rug and quickly pulled the rest of his pieces out of the box—hips and legs covered by jeans and feet covered by socks and shoes—and lined them up in the proper order. Everything smelled new: new jeans, new socks, new shoes, new kid.


Meanwhile, Norman was giving me a funny look.


“Êtes-vous bien?” he asked. “Are you okay?”


I realized that I probably looked as pale and weird as I felt. So I slapped my face to move some blood there, smiled like everything was shipshape, and looked around to make sure this wasn’t a crazy dream. But everything looked too normal and boring to be part of a dream. Everything except the broken-in-six robot kid from France.


“I’m fine,” I said. “But what about you? You’re in pieces!”


“Oui,” said Norman. “And eager to be assembled, s’il vous plait.”


I gazed at the top half of the boy, and at the body parts I had just pulled out of the box. “You’re a robot, right?” I asked.


The kid flickered his eyes like he was searching his brain. Later I learned that Norman has no brain, just an advanced Axiom 96 quad-core central processor in his head, and lots of microprocessors and sensors throughout his body. But it’s still not later.


“Non, not a robot,” he said.


“An android?”


“Non, not an android.”


“A cyborg?”


“Non, not a cyborg.”


I couldn’t think of anything else he might be.


“Excusez-moi,” the boy said. “Ask me if I’m an artificial, genetically enhanced, cybernetically integrated, bionically modified life-form.”


O-kayyy. “Are you an artificial, genetic . . . whatever you just said?”


“Oui!” he said, smiling weirdly, the left side of his smile going way up and the right side hardly moving. “Model number NRM 2000-B at your service.”


“Cool,” I said. “So, um, hi, model number NR—uh, what did you say?”


“Model number NRM 2000-B at your service,” he repeated.


“That’s a mouthful!” I said. “Can I call you something else? How about . . .” I searched my brain, and the only name that popped out was this one: “Norman? I’m Matt, by the way.”


“Nice to meet you, Matt,” the machine said. “Mon frère.”


As has already been proven, I’m not the smartest kid in the world, but I do know that mon frère means “my brother.” My brother? The crazy robot must have wonky programming, I thought. “Garbage in, garbage out,” my dad likes to say.


Wonky programming or not, I realized that Norman could be a cool toy, once I got him snapped together. Maybe I could even train him to fetch comic books or my iPod. And fix sandwiches for me while I’m watching TV! Oh! Oh-oh-oh! And do my homework—at least math problems that normally give my brain trouble! And a thousand other things!


I always thought it would be fun to be so rich that I had my own butler. I guess a robot butler named Norman would have to do.




5.


I found Norman’s assembly instructions packed in the box, but they were written in French. I hardly knew any of the words, except the ones that looked like English words such as attention, which in France is probably pronounced in a funny way: a-ten-shee-own.


And I finally got why my mom was on me to take French this year at school. I protested, saying that there were probably twenty people who spoke French in all of New York. Spanish was the way to go, and why not wait until next year when my brain would be that much bigger? Boy, was she going to give me the big I Told You So when she met Norman. Knowing more French would have come in mighty handy.


I stared at the directions, as if staring at the funny-looking words would cause them to decipher themselves. And then I realized that Norman spoke English and French. He could translate. I held the instructions up to his face.


“Can you read this for me?” I said to him.
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“Oui!” the robot said. “Félicitations pour l’arrivée de votre nouveau . . .”


“No! I meant please read the instructions in English,” I said.


Norman blinked his eyes, wiggled his mouth, rolled his shoulders, and then read the instructions in English. The first step was to hook up the cables dangling out his belly to cables inside his hips, then to “unify” the top half of his body with his hips, and fortunately there were diagrams on the other side of the instruction sheet to show how to do that.


Even though I was feeling weird about it, I followed the directions and connected the cables, then twisted the hips into the top half of Norman and locked them in place. Easy as pie, and Norman didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he sang a song while I was working about a “petit prince” living in a “grand château.” Petit prince meant a small prince, and I thought that a château was a house. Small prince, big house. I wasn’t sure that was something worth singing about, but hey, what do I know?


“You now have hips,” I told the robot.


“Excellent!” he said, smiling, but he also looked a little nervous. I suppose I’d be nervous too if I was being snapped together by a twelve-year-old kid who can’t tell a pair of pliers from a wrench. Might end up with a backward foot. Every time Norman tried to walk, he’d do the splits.


The next instructions were less freaky, but still freaky in their own way. I had to twist and lock his legs into his hip sockets, and then twist and lock his feet into his legs, Norman watching me while I worked.


The thing was together now, a complete fake kid, but he stayed sitting on the rug.


“Do you know how to walk?” I asked.
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Norman shrugged, which caused a creaking sound. I wondered where Dad kept the WD-40 or the bike chain oil. I had no idea, really.


So I jumped up and helped Norman stand—he’s a few inches shorter than I am. The robot seemed to be testing his feet, rolling them, to see if they would hold him upright.


“Are you ready to strut your stuff ?” I said.


“Comment?” Norman said, but I was pretty sure he heard me and understood what I said. He was stalling, I figured, asking questions as a way of avoiding doing something he didn’t want to do. I’ve used that tactic. It buys me time, but eventually I end up doing the thing I was trying to avoid.


We might as well get this over with, I thought. “Walk!” I ordered the robot.


“Oui.” Norman looked over at his shipping crate like he’d rather be inside it than outside, grabbed my left hand, and took a shaky step forward with his right foot, and then a shaky step forward with his left foot.


“C’est bien?” he asked, his voice modulator raising his voice up a notch, not quite girly but getting there. “How am I doing?”


“Not too bad,” I said. “But try it without my help.”


I let go of Norman’s hand. He took a step, teetered, and fell on his face. Splat!


“Aie!” the robot called out, kicking his legs like he was trying to get to his feet that way.


Hilarious! No way was kicking his feet going to make him stand up. That won’t work, dummy! I almost busted some gut tubes, I was laughing so hard.


So I’m not a perfect kid. Get over it.




6.


I helped Norman until he was able to walk on his own.


“Pardonne-moi,” Norman said, while I was demonstrating my own walking skills, marching across the living room and back again. “How is it that you are able to walk so gallantly?”


“Years of practice?” I said, shrugging.


And then I thought about those scenes in movies and TV shows where the mom and dad get all mushy while watching their baby take her first steps, and I wondered why I wasn’t getting mushy watching Norman take his first steps, especially now that he was doing better.


Were my mushed-out genes damaged? I wondered, a little worried that they might be. I’m not the most emotional kid on the planet, don’t usually cry during sad movies, and junk like that. Still, I will say I felt a pinch of pride when Norman walked all the way across the room without tripping or holding on to anything along the way for the first time. Though, I thought I heard a fan kick in inside his stomach, like his hard drive was straining and needed cooling down. Robot stress, I guessed.


“Good job,” I told him. “You’re a natural!”


“Merci, Matt,” Norman said, crawling inside his wooden box and arranging himself among the packing peanuts and straw. “C’est beaucoup mieux.”


“Uh . . . I don’t follow. Can you translate?” I asked.


“Those words mean this is much better, being back in my box,” he said, smiling in the weird, uneven way.


Norman gave a little shimmy, causing peanuts to settle around his neck, and I thought I understood why the robot wanted to be inside his box. It did look cozy, with the straw and peanuts, plus there were no dangers inside that crate. No terrorists or muggers or bullies, or psycho beagles named Meatzilla (!!!) snapping at your legs when all you want to do is go home. Just Norman, foam peanuts, and straw. I sort of wanted my own box to crawl into.


I was also getting crazy hungry for a snack, and thought again about fixing grilled cheese sandwiches for Norman and me. And then my brain switched to a different thought, and I wondered what a robot kid was even doing here. Could Mom and Dad be considering replacing me with a well-behaved robot that always remembers to make his bed and clean up after himself ?


Before I could get a serious freak-out going, Norman suddenly slumped and went dead. Didn’t blink. Didn’t move a muscle. No fan or hard-drive noises.


“Norman?” No answer. “Norman!” Still no answer.


Great, I fried Norman, I thought. Did I hook up his cables wrong? Or burn him out due to stress from having to walk too soon after being put together? Just as I was starting to feel bad, I remembered: He’s just a robot, a machine. Maybe we could ship him back to France for repairs, or order a different model.


I hate it when new toys break on the first day.




7.


Coco le perroquet aime manger des craquelin. I just remembered that sentence from a picture book, written in French, that my dad used to read to me when I was a little kid. The words mean that Coco the parrot likes eating biscuits.


Though I’m not exactly sure how useful this information will be. Never mind!




8.


Norman wasn’t fried. What a relief.


Amid all the stuff that came out of the box when I pulled Norman out was what looked like a laptop charger, only bigger. A light flicked on in my head. Norman probably just had a dead battery! (Later I learned that Norman is powered by four sixteen-cell lithium ion battery packs. But it’s still not later yet.) So I inspected him, searching for a place to plug in the charger, and found a port in his left armpit.


Feeling kinda oogled out by what I was about to do, I carefully plugged one end of the charger into Norman, and the other end into a wall socket. Norman didn’t move, and his eyes were closed, but underneath his eyelids I could see a small green light slowly blinking, which must have meant that his batteries were taking in juice.


Norman lives!


Dad came home while Norman was charging.


“I see that the NRM 2000-B has arrived,” he said, dropping a stack of student papers onto a table. My dad teaches computer science classes at New York University, and sometimes fixes their busted computers just for fun. “He’s a few days ahead of schedule, but that’s okay. Adaptability is a hallmark of the evolutionary process, right, sport?”


Okay, so it was Dad who ordered the robot from France. That made perfect sense. Probably every computer nerd dreams of owning a PC that can walk and talk and play a decent game of chess. Me, I’m more of a checkers kind of kid.


“Have you and André had a chance to get to know each other?” Dad asked, stretching his arms and cracking his knuckles.


André? I told him that since the robot didn’t come with a name tag, I had named him Norman. Dad shrugged and said he was planning to name him André, but since I “beat him to the punch,” Norman would do just fine.


While my dad circled Norman’s box, I told him that I had put Norman together and taught him how to walk, and now I was charging him because his battery went dead.


“We’ll have to fix that,” Dad said. “André, I mean Norman, should not lose power without advance warning, and not until after using up the reserve battery. Probably just a loose wire somewhere. But nice work on the assembly, junior.”


“Thanks,” I said, almost blushing. I love it when I do stuff right.
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