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HERE IS MY DEDICATION—

to Rick, for seeding all those trees years ago
(I chopped them down for firewood),

to Sara, for sending me long johns
to wear on the coldest days,

to Kat, for humming,

to Trish, for making sure I ate breakfast.

Sorry about those cuckoo wasps.

—CHARLES
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It Begins…

1. Welcome to Nod’s Limbs, Friend

2. The Wrong Side

3. The Twins

4. Hide-and-Seek

5. A Need for Something New

6. Possibilities

7. Pet

8. Today’s Program

9. Aha!

10. Heimertz

11. Lurking and Slinking

12. Down in the Basement

13. A Little Night Music

14. The Exotic Animal Emporium

15. Missing!

16. Open for Business

17. Relocation

18. Dairy Deliveries

19. On the Road

20. Handle with Care

21. Rare Beast Expertise

22. Lucky Engine Number 7

23. The Search Party

24. Fuel to the Fire

25. Edgar and Ellen Face Off

26. Snakes Will Be Snakes

27. An Attention Getter

28. No One Likes a Bath

29. Close of Business

30. The End of the Broadcast Day
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It Begins…

The warm night air had a weight to it and hung over the town like a dirty wet dishcloth. It was very late, well past midnight, and the only sounds were the steady chirping of crickets and the occasional hooting of owls.

Down by the river, two shadowy figures danced across the roof of a covered bridge. Flailing their arms and legs about to keep their balance on the steep pitch, they formed whirling silhouettes against the night sky.

“Watch out, Sister, you’re getting it all over me!”

“Well, if you had remembered a flashlight, I’d be able to see what I was doing, Brother.”

“Oh, you can see as well as me. You’re doing it on purpose.”

“Oops!” said Ellen as she dragged her brush across Edgar’s face.

“You’ll be sorry you did that,” he muttered, red paint dripping from the tip of his chin.

“Hush, I’m almost done.”

Ellen finished the last letter, and stood back to make sure she had spelled everything properly.

“You forgot the exclamation point!” said Edgar as he dumped what was left in the paint can over his sister’s head.

Edgar and Ellen tackled each other and tumbled off the roof, splashing into the water below. Standing in the waist-high river, soaking wet, with red paint flowing as if they were bleeding from terrible wounds, the twins admired their work.

“I like it, Brother.”

“It’s certainly better than it was before, Sister.”

They cackled over the sounds of crickets and owls and crept home.
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1. Welcome to Nod’s Limbs, Friend

For the most part, Nod’s Limbs was a lovely place to live. It wasn’t a big town, but it wasn’t small either. It was, quite simply, an upstanding community of historic landmarks and charming shopping malls. The Running River cut through the center of town, although it really should have been called the Walking Stream or the Crawling Trickle since it wasn’t very wide and didn’t flow very fast. Seven covered bridges allowed people and cars to cross the river, and the townspeople were very proud of their covered bridges. It’s rare to see one covered bridge in a town these days, and Nod’s Limbs had seven. They looked like big red barns spanning the river, identical except for what was painted on their roofs.

Each had two words painted in big white block letters, one word on each side. If you were traveling the length of Florence Boulevard, each bridge added another word to a message, and the message was different depending on which direction you were traveling. From east to west, the roofs read WELCOME FRIEND TO NOD’S LIMBS STAY AWHILE. From west to east they said COME BACK SOON FRIEND AND TAKE CARE. However, since you could enter Nod’s Limbs from the west as easily as from the east, and leave in either direction as well, sometimes these messages made sense and sometimes they didn’t. But though you might be wished WELCOME as you left and greeted with COME BACK SOON as you entered, the residents of Nod’s Limbs didn’t mind because they thought it looked quaint.

But no matter how respectable a town is, when it’s large enough, it usually develops what the locals call the “right side of town” and the “wrong side of town.”

The “right side of town” is where the honest, hardworking citizens live. The streets are clean, the lawns are manicured, and people walk around with smiles on their faces and a kind word for their neighbors. On the “wrong side of town,” however, people don’t look each other in the eye when passing in the street. It’s where the disreputable people live, such as those who would deface public property—those who would take the sweet greetings of their town and alter them to say mean things like WELCOME FIENDS TO SMELLY NOD’S LIMBS DON’T FEED THE ANIMALS and DON’T COME BACK HERE EVER EVER EVER. The streets here are covered in trash and dirt, and the houses are dark, dilapidated, and terribly unpleasant.

Nod’s Limbs was large enough to have a “right side” and a “wrong side,” and you might think that both “sides” of the town would be about the same size. Not so in Nod’s Limbs.

“An honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay” was the credo of most of the town’s citizens, and because of this dedication, just about the whole of Nod’s Limbs could be considered the “right side.”

All, that is, except for one small block on the far end of town.



2. The Wrong Side

If you walked south through Nod’s Limbs, past the parks and trees and row after row of well-kept houses, past the zoo and the high school and the hospital, and finally past the solemn green hills of the Nod’s Limbs Cemetery, you’d come to Ricketts Road.

Ricketts Road ran along the edge of the Black Tree Forest Preserve from the east end of town to the west. It was a charming two-lane road, and the Nod’s Limbs Maintenance Department did an admirable job of keeping the pavement clean and the roadside vegetation trimmed.

However, just past where the back of the cemetery met Ricketts Road, there was a turnoff for a narrow little lane that was never touched by the Maintenance Department. The lane had no name, or at least no street sign, and it was badly in need of a new layer of tar. The broken, weed-choked pavement made walking hazardous and driving treacherous, so it was very rarely traveled.

The lane came to a dead end in front of a very tall, very narrow house that rose so far into the sky that you could fall over backward trying to see the top of it. Two high, arched windows gave the impression that the imposing structure was watching you, and above them the house was capped with a dark cupola with wrought-iron spikes reaching skyward and a small round window in the center that looked like a mystical third eye.
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And the color! Or, more to the point, the lack of color! There was one word for this place, and that was gray. Everything on the house was some shade of gray, from the bottommost stones to the tips of the spikes jutting up from the roof. The worn wood trim on the doors and windows was such a deep and heavy gray that it was almost black, and the slate shingles looked like the inside of an abandoned furnace. A few broken shutters dangled from their hinges, swaying back and forth, caught in the wind that gusted continually about the tall building.

And if you came close to the house, right up to the front steps, you’d be able to read the one strange word carved in stone above the door. In neat, chiseled letters, such as those you might find on a gravestone, it said:
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A funny-sounding word with a rather unfunny meaning, schadenfreude means “pleasure derived from the misery of others,” and it was a fitting motto for those who lived there.

And, perhaps, it served as a warning for curious passersby, as well.



3. The Twins

Looming over the landscape and casting a long shadow, this mansion rarely drew anyone close enough to read the word carved above the door. The house was so ornate and eye-catching that it might have been beautiful had someone else lived there. Had someone else lived there, with a fresh coat of paint and a petunia border around the lawn, it might have been bright and welcoming and the most popular house in town.

Alas, someone else did not live there. Two someone elses lived there: Edgar and his sister, Ellen. These two were not just brother and sister—they were twins, and should just one of them be trouble, then two most certainly would be double that. And just one was very troublesome indeed.

“The garden’s growing high, Sister.”
“Time to tear the petals off the roses, Brother!”

The twins were tall and scrawny, with black hair matted flat to their heads. Ellen’s limp pigtails dangled past her pointy chin, while Edgar’s hair was all one short length, except for the few strands that stuck straight up in the back. Both had pale, angular faces and wide, bulging eyes.
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