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The New Neighbor


IT WAS MAY, and once the sun had shone for a while on Japan, Russia, and Sweden, it came up over Oslo—the very small capital city of a very small country called Norway. The sun got right to work shining on the yellow and fairly small palace that was home to the king, who didn’t rule over enough for it to amount to anything, and on Akershus Fortress. There it shone on the old cannons that were aimed out over the Oslo Fjord, through the window into the Commandant’s office, and onto the most remote of all the doors. The door that ultimately led to the city’s most feared jail cell, the Dungeon of the Dead, where only the most dangerous and worst criminals were kept. The cell was empty, apart from a Rattus norvegicus, a little Norwegian rat that was taking its morning bath in the toilet.


The sun rose a tiny little bit higher and shone on some children in a school marching band who had practiced waking up very early and putting on uniforms that itched, and who were now practicing marching and playing almost in time. Because soon it would be the seventeenth of May, Norwegian Independence Day, and that was the day when all the school marching bands in the whole small country would get up very early, put on uniforms that itched, and play almost in time.


And the sun climbed a tiny little bit higher and shone on the wooden wharves on the Oslo Fjord, where a ship from Shanghai, China, had just docked. The wharf planks swayed and creaked from all the busy feet running back and forth unloading goods from the ship. Some of the sun’s rays made their way between the planks and down under the wharf to a sewer pipe that stuck out into the water.


And one single ray of sunlight made its way into the darkness of the sewer pipe and made something in there gleam. Something white, wet, and very sharp. Something that bore a nasty resemblance to a row of teeth. And if you knew something about reptiles, but were otherwise very dumb, you might have thought that what you were seeing were the eighteen fangs found in the jaws of the world’s biggest and most feared constrictor. The anaconda. But nobody’s that dumb. Because anacondas live in the jungle, in rivers like the Amazon in Brazil, and not in the sewer pipes running every which way beneath the small, peaceful northerly city called Oslo. An anaconda in the sewer? Eighteen yards of constricting muscles, a jaw the size of an inflatable swim ring, and teeth like upside-down ice-cream cones? Ha, ha! Yeah, right, that would’ve been a sight!


And now the sun was starting to shine on a quiet street called Cannon Avenue. Some of the sun’s rays shone on a red house there, where the Commandant of Akershus Fortress was eating breakfast with his wife and their daughter, Lisa. And the rays shone on the yellow house on the other side of the street, where Lisa’s best friend used to live. But her best friend had just moved to a town called Sarpsborg, and seeing the yellow house empty made Lisa feel even lonelier than she had before her best friend had left. Because there wasn’t anyone for Lisa to play with on Cannon Avenue. The only other kids in the neighborhood were Truls and Trym Trane. They were the twins who lived in the big house with the three garages at the bottom of the hill, and they were two years older than Lisa. In the winter they threw rock-hard snowballs at her little red-haired head. And when she asked if they wanted to play, they pushed her down into the snow. And with icy mittens they rubbed snow into her face while christening her Greasy Lisa, Flatu-Lisa, or Commandant’s Debutante.


And now maybe you’re thinking that Lisa should’ve mentioned this to Truls and Trym’s parents so they would rein the boys in. But that’s because you don’t know Truls and Trym’s father, Mr. Trane. Mr. Trane was a fat and angry man, even fatter than Lisa’s father and way, way angrier. And at least ten times as rich. And because he was so rich, Mr. Trane didn’t think anyone had any business coming and telling him anything whatsoever, and especially not how he ought to be raising his boys! The reason Mr. Trane was so rich was that he had once stolen an invention from a poor inventor. The invention was a very hard, very mysterious, and very secret material that was used, among other things, on prison doors to make prisons absolutely escape-proof. Mr. Trane had used the money he’d made from the invention to build the big house with the three garages, and to buy a Hummer. A Hummer is a big, angry car that was made to use in wars and that took up almost the whole road when Mr. Trane drove up Cannon Avenue. Hummers are also awful polluters. But Mr. Trane didn’t care, because he liked big, angry cars. And besides, he knew that if he crashed into someone, his car was a lot bigger than theirs, so it would be too bad for them.
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Luckily, it would be a while until Truls and Trym could christen Lisa with snow again, because the sun had long since melted it on Cannon Avenue, and now the sun was shining on the gardens, which were green and well groomed. All, that is, except for one. It was scraggly, drab, and unkempt, but was pleasant anyway because it had two pear trees and a small, crooked house that might possibly have been blue at one time and that was now missing a fair number of roof tiles—you could tell that much, anyway. The neighbors on Cannon Avenue rarely saw the man who lived there. Lisa had only met him a couple of times and he’d smiled and otherwise looked sort of like his yard—scraggly, drab, and unkempt.


“What’s that?” grumbled the Commandant as the roar of a large engine disturbed the morning quiet. “Is that that darned Hummer of Mr. Trane’s?”


His wife craned her neck and peered out the kitchen window. “No. It looks like a moving van.”


Lisa, who was generally a very well-behaved girl, got up from the table, without having finished what was on her plate or having been excused. She ran out onto the front steps. And it sure was. A moving van with the name CRAZY-QUICK written on its side was parked in front of the empty, yellow house that used to be her best friend’s house. And movers were unloading cardboard boxes from the back. Lisa went down the stairs and over to the so-called apple tree in her yard by the fence to get a closer look. The men in coveralls were carrying furniture, lamps, and big, ugly pictures. Lisa noticed one of the movers showing the other a dented trumpet that was sitting on top of one of the cardboard boxes, and then they both laughed. But she couldn’t see any sign of what she’d been hoping to see—dolls, small bicycles, a pair of short skis. And that could only mean that whoever was moving in didn’t have kids, at least no girls her age. Lisa sighed.


Just then she heard a voice.


“Hi!”


She looked around in surprise, but didn’t see anyone.


“Hi there!”


She looked up at the tree her father said was an apple tree, but that no one had ever seen any apples on. And that now appeared to be talking.


“Not there,” the voice said. “Over here.”


Lisa stretched up on her tiptoes and peered down on the other side of the fence. And there was a little boy with red hair standing there. Well, not just red, actually, but bright red. And he wasn’t just small, he was tiny. He had a tiny face with two tiny blue eyes and a tiny turned-up nose in between. The only things on his face that were big were the freckles.
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“I’m Nilly,” he said. “What do you have to say about that?”


He was supposed to be named William, but the priest refused to give such a tiny boy such a long name. So Billy would have to do. But the ringer of church bells came up with a brilliant idea: a boy who was so tiny that he was nearly invisible should be called Nilly! The parents just sighed and said okay, and thus the bell ringer got his way.


Lisa asked, “What do I have to say about what?”


“About my being called Nilly. It’s not exactly a common name.”


Lisa thought about it. “I don’t know,” she said.


“Good.” The boy smiled. “It rhymes with ‘silly,’ but let’s just leave it at that. Deal?”


Lisa nodded.


The boy stuck his right index finger in his left ear. “And what’s your name?”


“Lisa,” she said.


Nilly’s index finger twisted back and forth as he watched her. Finally he pulled his finger out, looked at it, gave a satisfied nod, and rubbed it on his pants leg.


“Jeez, I can’t think of anything interesting that rhymes with Lisa,” he said. “You’re lucky.”


“Are you moving into Anna’s house?”


“I don’t know who Anna is, but we’re moving into that yellow shack over there,” Nilly said, pointing over his shoulder with his thumb.


“Anna’s my best friend,” Lisa said. “She moved to Sarpsborg.”


“Whoa, that’s far,” Nilly said. “Especially since she’s your best friend.”


“It is?” Lisa said. “Anna didn’t think it was that far. She said I should just go south on the highway when I visit her.”


Nilly shook his head, looking gloomy. “South is right, but the question is if the highway even goes that far. Sarpsborg is actually in the Southern Hemisphere.”


“The Southern what-i-sphere?” Lisa said, shocked.


“Hemisphere,” Nilly said. “That means it’s on the other side of the world.”


“Whoa,” Lisa said, taken aback. After she thought about it a minute, she said, “Dad says that it’s super warm in the south all year round, so I bet Anna can go swimming all the time now, whether it’s summer or winter.”


“No way,” Nilly said. “Sarpsborg is so far south that it’s practically at the South Pole. It’s freezing. Penguins live on people’s roofs down there.”


“You mean, it snows all year round in Sarpsborg?” Lisa asked.


Nilly nodded and Lisa shivered. Nilly pursed his lips together while at the same time pressing air out between them. It sounded like a fart. Lisa furrowed her brow, remembering how the twins had called her Flatu-Lisa. “Are you trying to tease me?” she asked. “About my nickname?”


Nilly shook his head. “Nope, I’m practicing,” he said. “I play the trumpet. That means I have to practice all the time. Even when I don’t have my trumpet.”


Lisa cocked her head to the side and looked at him. She wasn’t really sure anymore if he was telling the truth.


“Lisa, you have to brush your teeth before you go to school,” she heard a voice rumble. It was her dad, who’d put on his blue Commandant’s uniform and was waddling toward the door with his big belly. “The ship with the gunpowder for our cannons arrived from Shanghai this morning, so I’ll be home late. You be a good girl today.”


“Yes, Dad,” said Lisa, who was always good. She knew it was a special day when the gunpowder arrived. It had sailed halfway around the world and had to be handled very carefully and respectfully, since it was used to fire off Akershus Fortress’s Big and Almost World-Famous Royal Salute on May seventeenth, Norway’s Independence Day.


“Dad,” Lisa called to him. “Did you know that Sarpsborg is in the Southern … uh, Hemisphere?”


The Commandant stopped, looking puzzled. “Says who?”


“Nilly.”


“Who’s that?”


She pointed. “Nill …,” she started, but stopped suddenly when she discovered that she was pointing at a stretch of Cannon Avenue where there was only Cannon Avenue and absolutely no sign of Nilly.
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Seasick Goats


WHEN NILLY HEARD Lisa’s dad, the Commandant, tell her she had to go to school, he remembered he was supposed to go to school himself. Wherever it might be. And if he was fast, maybe he would have time to eat breakfast, find his backpack, and if absolutely necessary, brush his teeth and still tag along with someone who knew the way to his new school.


He squeaked between the moving guys’ legs and into the house. And there, in a cardboard box in the hallway, he saw his trumpet. He exhaled in relief, snatched it up, and clutched it to his chest. Nilly and his sister and mom had arrived with the first load of stuff the night before, and the only thing he’d been worried about was whether the movers would forget the box with his trumpet in it.


He cautiously placed his lips against the mouthpiece.


“A trumpet should be kissed. Like a woman,” his grandfather had always said. Nilly had never kissed a woman in his whole life, at least not like that, not right on the mouth. And truth be told, he hoped he wouldn’t have to either. He pressed the air into the trumpet. It bleated like a seasick goat. There aren’t many people who’ve heard a seasick goat bleat, but that’s exactly what it sounded like.
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Nilly heard someone banging on the wall and knew it was his mom, who hadn’t gotten up yet. “Not now, Nilly!” she yelled. “It’s eight a.m. We’re sleeping.”


She pretty much always said “we,” even if she was alone in her bedroom: “We’re going to bed now” and “We’re going to make ourselves a cup of coffee.” As if Dad weren’t gone at all, as if she still had him in there—stored in a little box, and every once in a while when Nilly wasn’t there, she would take him out. A tiny miniature Dad who looked like the Dad Nilly had seen in pictures. Miniature meant that something was really small, and it made sense that of all people, Nilly would have a miniature dad, since Nilly was the smallest boy Nilly had ever seen.


He went down to the kitchen and fixed himself some breakfast. Even though they’d just moved in the day before, he found everything he needed, because they’d moved so many times, he knew pretty much where his mom would put stuff. The plates in the cupboard on the left, the silverware in the top drawer, and the bread in the drawer below that. He was about to sink his teeth into a thick slice of bread with salami on top when it was snatched out of his hands.


“How you doing, dwarf?” Eva asked, sinking her teeth exactly where Nilly had been planning to sink his teeth. Eva was Nilly’s sister. She was fifteen and when she wasn’t bored, she was mad. “Did you know that the pit bull is the world’s dumbest dog?” Nilly asked. “It’s so dumb that when it takes food from the dwarf poodle, which happens to be the world’s smartest dog, it doesn’t get that it’s been tricked.”


“Shut up,” Eva said.


But Nilly didn’t shut up. “When the dwarf poodle knows the pit bull smells bread and salami and she’s coming to take it away from him, he usually smears slime from elephant snails on the bottom of the slice of bread.”


“Elephant snails?” Eva scoffed, eyeing him with suspicion. Unfortunately for her, Nilly read books and thus knew quite a few things she didn’t know, so his sister could never be totally sure if what he was saying was a Nilly invention or something from one of those old books of their grandfather’s. For example, this might be something from the book Nilly read the most, a thick, dusty one called Animals You Wish Didn’t Exist.


“Haven’t you ever seen an elephant snail?” Nilly yelled. “All you have to do is look out the window—there’s a ton of them in the lawn. Big, ooky ones. When you squish them between two books, something oozes out of them that looks like the yellowish green snot that runs out of the noses of people who have grade-three Beijing influenza. There’s no snot worse than authentic third-degree Beijing snot. Well, apart from elephant snail slime, that is.”


“If you lie anymore, you’re going to go to hell,” Eva said, sneaking a quick peek at the bottom of the slice of bread.


Nilly hopped down from the chair. “Fine with me, as long as they have a band there,” he said, “and I get to play the trumpet.”


“You’re never going to get to play in any band!” Eva yelled after him. “No one wants a trumpet player who’s so small, he doesn’t even come up to the top of the bass drum. No band has uniforms that small!”


Nilly put on the itty-bitty shoes that were sitting in the hallway and went out onto the front steps, stood at attention, pressed his lips together, placed them against the trumpet, and blew a tune his grandfather had taught him. It was called “Morning Reveille” and was designed to wake up sleepyheads.


“Attention!” Nilly yelled when he was done, because his grandfather had taught him that, too. “I want to see both feet on deck and eyes front! Everyone ready for morning inspection, fall in and prepare for the playing of the royal anthem. Attention!”


The movers obeyed, snapping to attention on the gravel walkway and standing stiffly with Nilly’s mom’s five-seater oak sofa between them. For a few seconds it was so quiet that all you could hear were cautious birds singing and a garbage truck that was making its way up Cannon Avenue.


“Interesting,” Nilly heard a jovial, accented voice say. “There’s a new Commandant on the street.”


Nilly turned around. A tall, thin man was leaning against the wooden fence of the house next door. His white hair was just as long and unkempt as the grass in his yard. He was wearing a blue coat like the one the wood shop teacher at Nilly’s last school had worn, and he was also wearing something that looked liked swim goggles. Nilly thought he was either a Santa Claus who’d lost weight or a crazy professor.


“Was I bothering you?” Nilly asked.


“Quite the contrary,” the bushy-headed man said. “I came to see who was playing so well. The sound brought back wonderful memories of a boat trip on a river in France many, many years ago.”


“A boat?” Nilly asked.


“Precisely.” The man closed his eyes dreamily, facing the sun. “A riverboat that was carrying me, my beloved, my motorcycle, and a bunch of goats. The sun was just starting to set, the wind was picking up, the water was a little choppy, and then the goats started bleating so vigorously. I’ll never forget the sound.”


“Hi,” Nilly said. “I’m Nilly. I’m not sure what to say to that.”


“No need to say anything,” the man replied in his accent. “Unless you want to say something, of course.”


And that’s how Nilly met Doctor Proctor. Doctor Proctor wasn’t Santa Claus. But he was kind of crazy.
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The First Powder Test


“I’M DOCTOR PROCTOR,” the professor said at last. His accent was guttural, making his voice sound like a badly oiled lawnmower. “I’m a crazy professor. Well, almost, anyway.” He laughed a hearty, snorting sort of laugh and started watering his unmowed lawn with a green watering can.


Nilly, who was never one to say no to an interesting conversation, set down his trumpet, ran down his front steps and over to the fence, and asked, “And just what makes you so sure that you’re almost crazy, Mr. Proctor?”


“Doctor Proctor. Did you ever hear of a professor trying to invent a powder to prevent hay fever but ending up inventing a farting powder instead? No, I didn’t think so. Quite a failure … and pretty outrageous, isn’t it?”


“Well, it depends,” Nilly said, hopping up to sit on the fence. “What does your farting powder do? Does it keep people from farting?”


The professor laughed even louder. “Ah, if only it did. I could probably have found someone to buy my powder, then,” he said. Suddenly he stopped watering the grass and stroked his chin, lost in thought. “You’re on to something there, Nilly. If I’d made the powder so it kept people from farting, then people could take it before going to parties or funerals. After all, there are lots of occasions when farting is inappropriate. I hadn’t thought of that.” He dropped the watering can in the grass and hurried off toward his little blue house. “Interesting,” he mumbled. “Maybe I can just reverse the formula and create a non-fart powder.”


“Wait!” Nilly yelled. “Wait, Doctor Proctor.”


Nilly jumped down from the fence, tumbling into the tall grass, and when he got up again, he couldn’t see the professor—just his blue house and a side staircase that led down to an open cellar door. Nilly ran to the door as fast as his short legs could carry him. It was dark inside, but he could hear clattering and banging. Nilly knocked hard on the door frame.


“Come in!” the professor yelled from inside.


Nilly walked into the dimly lit cellar. He could vaguely make out an old, dismantled motorcycle with a sidecar by one wall. And a shelf with various Mickey Mouse figurines and a mason jar full of a light green powder, with a label in big letters that read DR. PROCTOR’S LIGHT GREEN POWDER! And underneath, in slightly smaller letters: “A bright idea that may make the world a little more fun.”


[image: Image]


“Is this the fart powder?” Nilly asked.


“No, it’s just a phosphorescent powder that makes you glow,” said Doctor Proctor from somewhere in the darkness. “A rather unsuccessful invention.”


Then the professor emerged from the darkness with a lit flashlight in one hand and a snorkel mask in the other. “Wear this for safety during the experiment. I’ve reversed the process so that everything goes backward. Shut the door and watch out. Everything is connected to the light switch.”


Nilly put on the face mask and pulled the door shut.


“Thanks,” the professor said, flipping the light switch. The light came on, and a bunch of iron pipes that ran back and forth between a bunch of barrels, tanks, tubing, funnels, test tubes, and glass containers started trembling and groaning and rumbling and sputtering.


“Remember to duck if you hear a bang!” Doctor Proctor shouted over the noise. The glass containers had started simmering and boiling and smoking.


“Okay!” Nilly yelled, and right then there was a bang.
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The bang was so loud that Nilly felt like earwax was being pressed into his head while at the same time his eyes were being pressed out. The light went off and it was pitch-black. And totally silent. Nilly found the flashlight on the floor and shone it on the professor, who was lying on his stomach with his hands over his head. Nilly tried to say something, but when he couldn’t hear his own voice, he realized he had gone deaf. He stuck his right index finger into his left ear and twisted it around. Then he tried talking again. Now he could just barely hear something far away, as if there were a layer of elephant snail slime covering his eardrum.


“That was the loudest thing I’ve ever heard!” he screamed.


“Eureka!” Doctor Proctor yelled, leaping up, brushing off his coat, and pulling off the glasses that Nilly now realized weren’t swim goggles but motorcycle goggles. The professor’s whole face was coated in blackish gray powder except for two white rings where his goggles had been. Then he dashed over to one of the test tubes and poured the contents into a glass container with a strainer on top.


“Look!” Doctor Proctor exclaimed.


Nilly saw that there was a fine, light blue powder left in the strainer. The professor stuck a teaspoon into the powder and then into his mouth. “Mmm,” he said. “No change in the flavor.” Then he gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. Nilly could see the professor’s face slowly turning red underneath the black soot.


“What are you doing?” Nilly asked.


“I’m trying to fart,” the professor hissed through his clenched teeth. “And it’s not working. Isn’t it great?”


He smiled as he tried one more time. But as we all know, it’s very hard to smile and fart at the same time, so Doctor Proctor gave up.


“Finally I’ve invented something that can be used for something,” he said, smiling. “An anti-fart powder.”


“Can I try?” Nilly asked, nodding toward the strainer.


“You?” the professor asked, looking at Nilly. The professor raised one bushy eyebrow and lowered the other bushy eyebrow so that Nilly could tell he didn’t like the idea.


“I’ve tested anti-fart powder before,” Nilly quickly added.


“Oh really?” the professor asked. “Where?”


“In Prague,” Nilly said.


“Really? How did it go?” the professor asked.


“Fine,” Nilly replied, “but I farted.”


“Good,” the professor said.


“What’s good?” Nilly asked.


“That you farted. That means there isn’t anything that prevents farting yet.” He passed the spoon to Nilly. “Go ahead. Take it.”


Nilly filled the spoon and swallowed a mouthful.


“Well?” the professor asked.


“Just a minute,” Nilly mumbled with his mouth full of powder. “It sure is dry.”


“Try this,” the professor said, holding out a bottle.


Nilly put the bottle to his lips and washed the powder down.


“Whoa, that’s good,” Nilly said, looking in vain for a label on the bottle. “What is this?”


“Doctor Proctor’s pear soda,” the professor said. “Mostly water and sugar with a little dash of wormwood, elephant snail slime, and carbonation…. Is something wrong?”


The professor looked worriedly at Nilly, who had suddenly started coughing violently.


“No, no,” said Nilly, his eyes tearing up. “It’s just that I didn’t think elephant snails really existed …”


Bang!


Nilly looked up, frightened. The bang wasn’t as loud as the first one that made him deaf for a minute, but this time Nilly had felt a strong tug on the seat of his pants and the cellar door had blown open.


“Oh no!” Doctor Proctor said, hiding his face in his hands.


“What was that?” Nilly asked.


“You farrrrrrted!” the professor yelled.


“That was a fart?” Nilly whispered. “If it was, that’s the loudest fart I’ve ever heard.”


“It must be the pear soda,” the professor said. “I should have known the mixture could be explosive.”


Nilly started filling the spoon with more powder, but Doctor Proctor stopped him.


“I’m sorry, this isn’t appropriate for children,” he said.


“Sure it is,” Nilly said. “All kids like to fart.”


“That’s absurd,” Doctor Proctor said. “Farts smell bad.”


“But these farts don’t smell,” Nilly said.


The professor sniffed loudly. “Mmm,” he said. “Interesting, they don’t smell.”


“Do you know what this invention could be used for?” Nilly asked.


“No,” Doctor Proctor said, which was the truth. “Do you?”


“Yes,” Nilly said triumphantly. He crossed his arms and looked up at Doctor Proctor. “I do.”


And that was the beginning of what would become Doctor Proctor’s Fart Powder.


But now Nilly’s mother was standing on the steps, yelling that he had to hurry because this was his first day at his new school. And that’s what the next chapter is about.
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The New Boy in Mrs. Strobe’s Class


THE BIRDS WERE chirping and the sun was shining outside the classroom, but inside it was dead quiet. Mrs. Strobe nudged her glasses down her unbelievably long nose and peered at the new boy.


“So, you’re Nilly, then?” she said in a slow, raspy voice.


“Yup, what of it?” Nilly responded.


A few people laughed, but when Mrs. Strobe did her signature move, slapping her hand against her desk, it got dead quiet again in an instant.


“Could you please stand up straight, Nilly,” her voice rasped. “I can hardly see you sitting there behind your desk.”


“I’m sorry, Mrs. Strobe,” Nilly said. “But I am sitting up straight. The problem, as you can see, is that I’m tiny.”


Now the other students were laughing even louder.


“Silence!” Mrs. Strobe fumed. She nudged her glasses even farther down her nose, which she could safely do because there was still plenty of nose left to go. “Since you’re new, why don’t you please tell us all a little bit about yourself, Mr. Nilly?”


Nilly looked around. “New?” he said. “I’m not new. If you ask me, you guys are the ones who are new. Apart from Lisa, that is. I’ve met her already.”


Everyone turned around to look at Lisa, who mostly wanted to sink down onto the floor.


“Besides, I’m ten years old,” Nilly said. “So, for example, if I were a pair of shoes, I wouldn’t be new at all. I’d be extremely old. My grandfather had a dog who got sent to the old age home when she was ten.”


Mrs. Strobe didn’t make any attempt to stop the snide laughter that followed, but just looked at Nilly thoughtfully until the laughter had subsided.


“Enough clowning around, Mr. Nilly,” she said, a thin smile spreading over her thin lips. “Considering your modest size, I suggest that you stand on your desk while you address the class.”


To Mrs. Strobe’s surprise, Nilly didn’t wait to be asked twice, but leaped up onto his desk and hoisted his pants up by his suspenders.


“I live on Cannon Avenue with my sister and mother. We’ve lived in every county in Norway, plus a couple that aren’t in Norway anymore. By which I mean, they were in Norway during the Ice Age, but once the ice started melting, big pieces broke off and drifted away in the ocean. One of the biggest pieces is called America now, and over there they have no idea that they’re living on a chunk of ice that used to be part of Norway.”
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“Mr. Nilly,” Mrs. Strobe interrupted. “Stick to the most important details, please.”


“The most important,” Nilly said, “is playing the trumpet in the Norwegian Independence Day parade on May seventeenth. Because playing the trumpet is like kissing a woman. Can anyone tell me where I can find the nearest marching band?”


But everyone in the classroom just stared at him with their mouths hanging open.


“Oh, yeah. I almost forgot,” Nilly said. “I was there this morning when one of the world’s greatest inventions was invented. The inventor’s name is Doctor Proctor and I was selected to be his assistant. We’re calling the invention Doctor Proctor’s Far—”


“Enough!” Mrs. Strobe yelled. “You can take your seat, Mr. Nilly.”


Mrs. Strobe spent the rest of the class explaining the history of Norwegian Independence Day, but none of the children in the classroom were listening. They were just staring at the little bit of Nilly they could see sticking up over his desk. Then the bell rang.


AT RECESS NILLY stood by himself watching the other children play tag and hopscotch. He noticed Lisa, who was also standing there watching. Nilly was just about to go over to her when two large boys with crew cuts and barrel-shaped heads suddenly stepped in front of him, blocking his way. Nilly already had an idea of what was coming next.


“Hello, pip-squeak,” one of them said.


“Hello, O giants who wander the earth with heavy footsteps, blocking out the sun,” Nilly said without looking up.


“Huh?” the boy said.


“Nothing, pit bulls,” Nilly said.


“You’re new,” the other boy said.


“So what?” Nilly asked quietly. Even though he already knew more or less what the answer to the so-what question would be.


“New means we dunk you in the drinking fountain,” the other boy said.


“Why?” Nilly asked, even more quietly. He knew the answer to that, too.


The first boy shrugged. “Because … because … ,” he started, trying to think of the reason. And then all three of them—the two boys and Nilly, that is—all exclaimed in unison, “because that’s just the way it is.”


The two boys looked around, obviously checking if any of the teachers were nearby. Then the bigger of the two boys grabbed Nilly’s collar and lifted him up. The other one took hold of Nilly’s legs, and then they carried him off toward the drinking fountain in the middle of the playground. Nilly hung there like a limp sack of flour between those two, studying a little white cloud that looked like an overfed rhinoceros up in the breathtakingly blue sky. He could hear how it got quiet around him as children joined the procession, mumbling quietly in anticipation. He watched them fight for a chance to plug the openings of the other fountains with their fingers so that only one, powerful stream of water was left, shooting almost ten feet into the air. Nilly felt himself being lifted up and could feel the cold gust of air next to the stream of water. People started cheering.


“We christen you … ,” said the guy holding Nilly’s legs.


“Flame Head the Pygmy,” the other said.


“Nice one, dude!” the first one yelled. “Guess we’d better put out his flame!”


The boys laughed so hard, it made Nilly shake up and down. Then they held him over the fountain of water, which shot Nilly right in the face, hitting his nose and mouth. He couldn’t breathe, and for a second he thought he was going to drown, but then the hands lifted him up out of the stream. Nilly looked around, at all the children near the drinking fountains and at Lisa, who was still standing by herself at the edge of the playground.


“More, more!” the kids yelled. Nilly sighed and took a deep breath. Then they dunked him down into the water again.


Nilly didn’t put up any opposition and didn’t say a word. He just closed his eyes and mouth. He tried to imagine he was sitting at the front of his grandfather’s motorboat with his head hanging out over the side, so the sea spray hit him in the face. Nice.


When the boys were done, they set Nilly down again and went on their way. Nilly’s wet red hair stuck to his head, and his shoes squished. The other kids crowded around and watched, laughing at him, while Nilly pulled his T-shirt up from between the suspenders.
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“Weak drinking fountains you guys have here,” he said loudly.


It got quiet around him. Nilly dried his face. “At Trafalgar Square in London they have a drinking fountain that shoots thirty feet straight up,” he said. “A friend of mine tried to drink from it. The water knocked out two molars and he swallowed his own braces. We saw an Italian guy get his wig knocked off when he went to take a drink.”


Nilly paused dramatically as he rang out his wet T-shirt. “True, some people said it wasn’t a wig, that it was the Italian guy’s own hair that had been pulled right out. I decided to try sitting on the fountain.” Nilly leaned to the side to get the water out of his ear.


Finally one of the kids asked, “What happened?”


“Well,” Nilly said, holding his nose and blowing hard, first through one nostril and then the other.


“What did he say?” one of the kids who was standing farther back asked. The ones who were standing in front said, “Shhh!”


“From up where I was sitting, I could see all the way to France, which was more than five hundred miles away,” Nilly said, shaking his bangs and sending out a spray of water. “That may sound like an exaggeration,” he said, pulling a comb out of his back pocket and running it through his hair. “But you have to remember that it was an unusually clear day and that that part of Europe is extremely flat.”


Then Nilly plowed his way through the crowd of kids and walked over to Lisa at the edge of the playground.


“Well,” she said with a little smile. “What do you think of our school so far?”


“Not so bad,” he said. “No one’s called me Silly Nilly yet.”


“Those two were Truls and Trym,” Lisa said. “They’re twins and, unfortunately, they live on Cannon Avenue.”


Nilly shrugged. “Truls and Trym live everywhere.”


“What do you mean?” Lisa asked.


“Every street has Trulses and Tryms. You can’t get away from them, no matter where you move,” Nilly explained.


Lisa thought about it. Could there be Trulses and Tryms in Sarpsborg, too?


“Did you find a new best friend yet?” Nilly asked.


Lisa shook her head. They stood there next to each other in silence, watching the other kids play, until Lisa asked, “Was that really true, what you said about Doctor Proctor and the invention?”


“Of course,” Nilly said with a wry smile. “Almost everything I say is true.”


Right then the bell rang.
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Nilly Has an Idea


THAT AFTERNOON, NILLY knocked hard on the cellar door at the blue house. Three firm knocks. That was the signal they’d agreed on.


Doctor Proctor flung open the door and when he saw Nilly, he exclaimed, “Wonderful!” Then he raised one bushy eyebrow and lowered another bushy eyebrow, pointed, and asked, “Who is that?”


“Lisa,” Nilly said.


“I can see that,” the professor said. “She lives across the street there if I’m not mistaken. What I mean is: What’s she doing here? Didn’t we agree that this project was top secret?”


“Obviously it’s not that secret,” Lisa said. “Nilly told the whole class about it today.”


“What?” the professor exclaimed, frightened. “Nilly, is that true?”


“Uh,” Nilly said. “A little, maybe.”


“You told … you told … ,” the professor sputtered, waving his arms around in the air, while Nilly stuck out his lower lip and made his eyes look big, as if he were on the verge of tears. This facial expression, which Nilly had practiced especially for situations like this, made him look like a tiny little, very depressed camel. Because everyone knows that it’s absolutely impossible to be mad at a very depressed camel. The professor groaned, giving up, and lowered his arms again. “Well, well, maybe it’s not so terrible. And you are my assistant after all, so I suppose it’s all right.”


“Thanks,” Nilly said quietly.


“Sure, sure,” said the professor, waving his hands at Nilly. “You can stop trying to look like a camel now. Come in and close the door behind you.”


They did as he said, while Doctor Proctor hurried over to the test tubes and glass containers that were bubbling and smoking with something that smelled like cooked pears.


[image: Image]


Lisa stopped just inside the door and looked around. There was a potted plant with white petals on the windowsill. And on the wall next to it hung a picture of a motorcycle with a sidecar in front of what she assumed must be the Eiffel Tower in Paris. A smiling young man who looked like the professor was sitting on the motorcycle seat, and there was a sweet, smiling girl with dark hair in the sidecar.


“What are you doing?” Nilly asked Doctor Proctor.


“I’m perfecting the product,” he said, stirring some mixture in a big barrel. “Something that ought to give it even more pep. A concoction of the more explosive type, you might say.”


The professor dipped a finger in and then brought it to his mouth. “Hmm. A little more wormwood.”


“Can I taste?” Lisa asked, peering over the edge of the barrel.


“Sorry,” the professor said.


“Sorry,” Nilly said.


“Why not?” Lisa asked.


“Are you a certified fart powder tester, perhaps?” Nilly asked.


Lisa thought for a second and said, “Not as far as I know.”


“Then I recommend that you leave the testing to me for the time being,” Nilly said, pulling on his suspenders. Then he took a spoon and stuck it down into the barrel.


“Careful,” the professor said. “Start with a quarter spoonful.”


“Sure,” Nilly said, putting a quarter spoonful of powder in his mouth.


“Then we’ll start the countdown,” Doctor Proctor said, and looked at the clock. “Seven—six—five—four—three … hey, don’t stand right behind him, Lisa!”


Right then there was a bang. And Lisa felt a blast of air hitting her before she lost her balance and sat down hard on her butt on the cold cellar floor.


“Oh,” Nilly said. “Lisa, are you okay?”
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“Yeah,” she said, a little dazed as the professor helped her back onto her feet. “Well, I’d call that some pep!”


Nilly laughed out loud. “Well done, Doctor!”


“Thank you, thank you,” the professor said. “I think I’ll conduct a little test myself …”


The professor took half a teaspoon and counted down. At zero there was another bang, but this time Lisa was careful to stand by the door.


“Wow,” the professor said, picking up the plant, which didn’t have petals on it anymore. “I think we’ll do the next test outside.”


They poured the powder into a cookie tin and brought it outside.


“Give me the teaspoon,” Nilly said.


“Careful with the dose … ,” Doctor Proctor started to say, but Nilly had already gobbled up a full teaspoon.


“I feel a tingling in my stomach,” said Nilly, who was so excited that he was whining and jumping up and down.


“Seven—six—five,” the professor counted.


When the bang came, all the songbirds in the professor’s pear tree took off and flew away in alarm. And this time it wasn’t Lisa but Nilly who got knocked over and disappeared in the tall grass.


“Where are you?” Doctor Proctor yelled, searching in the grass. “How did it go?”


They heard a gurgling noise and then Nilly popped up, totally red in the face from laughing.


“More!” he yelled. “More!”


“Look, Professor!” Lisa pointed. “It ripped the seat of Nilly’s pants!”


And indeed it had. Nilly’s pants were practically torn apart. The professor looked at the results with concern and decided that they should stop the testing for today. He asked them to search for his lawn furniture, which was in the grass somewhere, and then went inside. When he came back out, he brought bread, butter, liverwurst, and juice. Lisa had found the lawn furniture, and while they sat in the crooked white-painted chairs and ate, they contemplated what the invention could be used for. The professor had the idea of trying to sell the powder to farmers. “They could eat a half teaspoon of fart powder,” he explained, “and hold the sack of seed grain in front of the … uh, launch site. Then the air pressure would spread the seeds over the whole field. It’ll save a ton of time. What do you guys think?”


“Excellent!” Nilly said.


“To be completely honest,” Lisa said, “I don’t think people are really going to want to eat food that comes from seeds that have been farted on.”


“Hmm,” the professor said, scratching his mop of white hair. “You’re probably right about that.”


“What about making the world’s fastest bicycle pump?” Nilly yelled. “All you have to do is take a hose, fasten one end to your butt and the other to the valve on the bike tire, and then … kaboom! The tire is filled in a fraction of a second!”


“Interesting,” said the professor, stroking his goatee. “But I’m afraid it’s the kaboom that’s the problem. The tire’s going to explode too.”


“What if we use the fart powder to dry hair?” Lisa suggested.


Nilly and the professor looked at Lisa while she explained that the whole family could draw straws, everyone from the littlest to Grandma, to see who would eat the fart powder after everyone had showered in the morning. And then everyone else could just stand behind that person.


“Good idea,” said the professor. “But who’s going to dry the farter’s hair?”


“And what if the blast knocks Grandma over and she breaks her hip?” Nilly said.


They kept tossing out one suggestion after another, but all of the suggestions had some kind of annoying drawback or other. In the end they were all sitting there quietly chewing their sandwiches when Nilly suddenly exclaimed, “I have it!”


Lisa and Doctor Proctor looked at him without much enthusiasm, since this was the fourth time in only a couple of minutes that Nilly had said he had it and so far he definitely hadn’t had it. Nilly leaped up onto the table. “We could just use the powder for the same thing we’ve been using it for so far!” he said.


“But we’re not using it for anything,” the professor said.


“We’re just making meaningless bangs,” Lisa said.


“Exactly!” Nilly said. “And who likes meaningless bangs better than anything?”


“Well,” the professor said. “Kids, I guess. And adults who are a little childish.”


“Exactly! And when do they want things that bang?”


“New Year’s Eve?”


“Yes!” Nilly shouted, excited. “And … and … and?”


“Norwegian Independence Day!” Lisa blurted out, jumping up onto the table next to Nilly. “That’s only a few days away! Don’t you see, Professor? We don’t need to come up with anything at all, we can just sell the powder the way it is!”


The professor’s eyes widened and he stretched his thin, wrinkled neck so that he looked like some kind of shorebird. “Interesting,” he mumbled. “Very interesting. Independence Day … children … things that go boom … it’s … it’s …” With a bounce he leaped up onto the table too. “Eureka!”


And as if on cue, the three of them started dancing a victory dance around the table.
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Conductor Madsen and the Dølgen School Marching Band


MR. MADSEN WAS standing in the gym with both arms out in front of him. Facing him sat the twenty students who made up the Dølgen School Marching Band. Mr. Madsen squeezed a baton between his right thumb and index finger, his other eight fingers splayed in all directions. He had closed his eyes, and for a second he imagined he was far away from the bleachers, worn wood floor, and stinky gym mats, standing before a sold-out audience in a concert hall in Venice, with chandeliers hanging from the ceiling and cheering people in formal clothes in the balcony seats. Then Mr. Madsen opened his eyes again.


“Ready?” he yelled, wrinkling his nose so his dark aviator sunglasses wouldn’t slide down. Because unlike Mrs. Strobe, Mr. Madsen had a short, fat nose with black pores.


None of the twenty faces in the chairs in front of him looked like they were ready. But they didn’t protest, either, so Mr. Madsen counted down as if for a rocket launch.


“Four—three—two—one!”


Then Mr. Madsen swung his baton as if it were a magic wand, and the Dølgen School Marching Band began to play. Not like a rocket, exactly. More like a train that, snorting and puffing, started to move. As usual, the drums had started playing long before Mr. Madsen got to one. Now he was just waiting for the rest of the band. First came a screech of a trombone, then a French horn bleated in the wrong key, before two clarinets played almost the same note. The two trumpet players, the twins Truls and Trym Trane, were picking their noses. Finally, Petra managed to get her tuba to make a sound, and Per made a hesitant tap on the base drum.


“No, no, no!” Mr. Madsen called, losing hope and waving his baton defensively. But just like a train, the Dølgen School Marching Band was hard to stop once it got going. And when they tried to stop, it sounded like a ton of kitchen implements falling on the floor. Crash! Bang! Toooot! When it was finally quiet and the windows at Dølgen School had stopped vibrating, Mr. Madsen took off his aviator glasses.


“My dear ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “Do you know how many days there are left until Independence Day?”


No one said anything.


Mr. Madsen groaned. “Well, I wouldn’t expect you to either, since you don’t even seem to know what song we’re playing. What song is this, Trym?”


Trym stopped picking his nose and glanced over at his brother questioningly.


“Well, Truls,” Mr. Madsen said. “Can you help Trym out?”


Truls scratched his back with his trumpet and squinted at the music stand. “I got some rain on my music, Mr. Madsen. I can’t see nothin’,” he said.


“Right,” Mr. Madsen said. “For crying out loud, this is the national anthem. Is there really no one here besides Lisa who can read music? Or at least play in key?”


Lisa cowered behind her clarinet as she felt everyone else looking at her. She knew what those looks were saying. They were saying that even if Mr. Madsen said she was good, she shouldn’t think that any of them wanted to be friends with her. In fact, the opposite was true.


“If we don’t improve by Independence Day, we’re going to have to give up the idea of a band camp this summer,” Mr. Madsen said. “I don’t want to be made into a laughingstock in front of dozens of other band conductors. Understood?”


Mr. Madsen saw the faces in front of him start gaping. This was a shock to them, that much was clear. After all, he had talked so much and so positively about the big band competition in Eidsvoll, and they were all really looking forward to it. But he had made it clear to them from the very beginning. Nikolai Amadeus Madsen was not playing around, conducting a rattling, old military band. So unless a miracle occurred, no one at Eidsvoll was going to hear so much as a triangle clang from the Dølgen School Marching Band. And unfortunately, since Mr. Madsen’s baton wasn’t a magic wand, there wasn’t going to be any miracle.


“Let’s take it again from the top,” Mr. Madsen said with a sigh, raising his baton. “Ready?”


But they simply were not ready. In fact, they were all staring at the door to the locker room that was right behind Mr. Madsen’s back. Irritated, he turned around but couldn’t see anyone. He turned back toward the band and was just about to count off when his brain realized that it had seen something in the doorway after all. Something down by the floor. He turned around, took off his sunglasses, and looked at the tiny little boy with the red bangs.


“What are you doing here?” Mr. Madsen asked curtly.


“Shouldn’t you ask who I am first?” Nilly said, holding out an old, beat-up trumpet. “I’m Nilly. I can play the trumpet. You want to hear me play a little?”


“No!” Mr. Madsen said.


“Just a little … ,” Nilly said, raising his trumpet and forming his lips as if for a kiss.


“No! No! No!” growled Mr. Madsen, who was bright red in the face and slapping his thigh with the baton. “I am an artist!” he yelled. “I have arranged marches for the big marching band festival in Venice. And now I’m conducting a school band for tone-deaf brats, and I don’t need to hear one more tone-deaf brat. Understood? Now get out!”


“Hmm,” Nilly said. “That sounded like an A. I have perfect pitch. Just check with your tuning fork.”


“You’re not only tone-deaf, you’re deaf!” Mr. Madsen sputtered, shaking and spitting in agitation. “Shut that door again and don’t ever come back here! Surely you don’t think any band would take someone so small that … that …”


“That there isn’t even room for the stripe on the side of his uniform pants,” Nilly said. “So short that his band medals would drag on the ground. So teensy-weensy that he couldn’t see what was on the music stand. Whose uniform hat falls down over his eyes.”


Nilly smiled innocently at Mr. Madsen, who was now rushing straight toward him in long strides.


“So he can’t see where he’s going,” Nilly continued. “And suddenly he finds himself on Aker Street while the rest of the band is marching down Karl Johan Street.”


“Exactly!” Mr. Madsen said, grabbing hold of the door and flinging it shut right in Nilly’s face. Then he stomped back over to his music stand. He noted the big grins on Truls and Trym’s faces before he raised his baton.


“So,” Mr. Madsen said. “Back to the national anthem.”
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That Night, in a Sewer Beneath Oslo


THERE ARE BIG animals in the sewers that run every which way beneath Oslo. So big that you probably wouldn’t want to bump into them. But if you pick up a manhole cover on one of Oslo’s streets and shine a flashlight down into the sewer world, it just may happen that you’ll see the light catch the teeth in the jaws of one of the huge, slimy beasts before it scurries away. Or before it sinks its teeth into your throat. Because they are quite speedy beasts. And we’re not talking now about the regular, innocent Rattus norvegicus, i.e., little Norwegian rats, but about properly beastly beasts. Like Attila. Attila was an old Mongolian water vole who’d lived for thirty-five years and weighed more than thirty pounds. If you want to read more about water voles, turn to page 678 in Animals You Wish Didn’t Exist.


As it so happened, Attila liked to eat a little Rattus norvegicus for breakfast, and it was the king of the Oslo Municipal Sewer and Drainage System. That is to say, Attila thought it was, until now. Attila’s reign had started many years ago, but this water vole hadn’t always been king. When Attila was a few months old and was a cute, tiny fur ball weighing only a few ounces, it had been bought in a pet store by a family in Hovseter, Norway. They bought the Mongolian water vole because the fat little boy in the family had pointed at Attila and yelled that he wanted a rat like that. And his parents had done what the little boy ordered. They had fed Attila fish balls, the worst thing Attila knew of, and put a metal collar on the rat with the name ATTILA engraved on it, and the fat little boy had tormented the poor water vole every single day by poking sticks into the cage. Every single day, until the day Attila had gotten so big from eating fish balls that it needed a new cage while it could still fit out the opening of the old one. Attila had been looking forward to this day. And when the boy stuck his hand into the cage to drag Attila out, Attila had opened its mouth as wide as it could and sunk its teeth into the delicious, soft, white human meat. This was a totally different kind of meatball! And while the little boy screamed and his blood gushed, Attila was out of the cage, as fast as a Mongolian water vole could go, out of the apartment, away from the above-ground part of Hovseter and down into the sewer. And from there the water vole had found his way to downtown Oslo, where its beastly behavior had quickly earned the water vole respect. Attila was feared by Norwegian rats citywide, from the manhole covers at Majorstua subway station to the sewage treatment plant at Aker.


But on this night, deep beneath Oslo, while Lisa and Nilly were sleeping like babies, it was Attila who was gripped by fear. The vole was sitting in the corner of a sewer pipe, shaking. Because in a flash of light it had seen something right in front of him. A glimpse of teeth. Teeth even bigger than its own. Could the legend he’d been hearing for all these years in the Oslo Municipal Sewer and Drainage System be true after all? Attila felt its Mongolian water vole heart pounding in fear and it was so dark, so dark. And for the first time, Attila realized it actually smelled pretty bad down here in the sewer and that it really would prefer to be anywhere else besides this sewer pipe right now. Even its old cage in Hovseter. So Attila tried to comfort itself. Obviously the legend must be made up. An anaconda? What bologna. An anaconda is a boa constrictor that is found in the Amazon, where it lives off of huge water voles and such, not here deep beneath Oslo, where there aren’t any water voles at all. Apart from the one, that is. Attila contemplated this briefly.


And while the water vole was thinking, something moved toward Attila. It was huge, like an inflatable swim ring, surrounded by jagged teeth the size of ice-cream cones, and it was hissing and had such bad breath that the rest of the sewer smelled like a flower bed in comparison.


It was so frightening that Attila quite simply squeezed its eyes shut.


When the vole opened them again, something was dripping and dripping all around. And it was excessively dark. Just as if Attila weren’t sitting in a sewer pipe but inside something that was even darker. And it was as if the walls were moving, pulling in closer and slithering. As if the water vole were already inside the stomach of … of …


Attila screamed at least as loud as that fat little boy he had bitten so long ago.
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Nilly Does Simple Math


WHEN LISA WALKED out the door the next morning, Nilly was standing across the street with his backpack on, kicking rocks.


“What are you waiting for?” Lisa asked.


Nilly shrugged and said, “To see if anyone walks by who’s going the same way as me.”


“No one’s going to come by,” Lisa said. “This is a dead-end street and we live at the end of it.”


“Well then,” Nilly said, and they started walking down Cannon Avenue together.


“Proctor invited us to come over after school for the Last Big Powder Test,” Nilly said. “Are you coming?”


“Of course,” Lisa said. “Are you excited?”


“As excited as a little kid,” said Nilly.


When they’d made it almost all the way down to the main road, Lisa stopped and pointed at the house at the bottom of Cannon Avenue.


“That’s where Truls and Trym live,” she said. “If I see them come out, I usually wait here until they’re gone. If I don’t see them, I run quickly past. Come on …”


Lisa took Nilly’s hand and was about to run, but Nilly held her back.


“I don’t want to run,” he said. “And I don’t want to wait, either.”


“But …,” Lisa began.


“Remember, there’s two of us,” Nilly said. “There’s just as many of us as Truls and Trym. At least. It’s simple math.”


So they walked past Truls and Trym’s house. Nilly was walking really, really slowly, Lisa thought. She could still tell that he was a little scared, though, because he was constantly looking over at the house. But luckily neither Truls nor Trym came out, and Lisa looked at her watch and realized they must have gone to school already.


“Do you know what time it is?” she exclaimed in alarm, because she was a good girl and wasn’t used to being late.


“I don’t have a watch,” Nilly said.


“Mrs. Strobe is going to be super pissed. Hurry!”


“Aye, aye, boss,” Nilly said.


And they ran so fast that they got there in the time it took you to read from the beginning of this chapter to here.


UNFORTUNATELY, TIME DIDN’T pass as quickly the rest of the day. Nilly was so impatient to get home for the Last Big Powder Test that he sat there in the classroom counting the seconds as he watched Mrs. Strobe’s mouth moving. He wasn’t paying attention, so when he suddenly realized that Mrs. Strobe was pointing at him and that everyone else in class was looking at him, Nilly figured that Mrs. Strobe had probably asked him a question.


“Two thousand six hundred and eighty-one,” Nilly said.


Mrs. Strobe wrinkled her brow and asked, “Is that supposed to be the answer to my question?”


“Not necessarily,” Nilly said. “But that’s how many seconds have passed during this class. Well, now four more have gone by, so now two thousand six hundred and eighty-five seconds have passed. It’s simple math.”


“I understand that,” Mrs. Strobe started. “But Nilly …”


“Excuse me. That isn’t the right answer anymore,” Nilly said. “The right answer is now two thousand six hundred and eighty-nine.”


“To me, it sounds like you’re trying to talk your way out of what I asked you about,” Mrs. Strobe said. “Because you heard what I asked you, right, Nilly?”


“Of course,” Nilly said. “Two thousand six hundred ninety-two.”


“Get to the point,” Mrs. Strobe said, sounding a little irritated now.


“The point,” Nilly said, “is that since there are sixty seconds in a minute and forty-five minutes in each class, I won’t have time to answer your question, since sixty seconds times forty-five is two thousand seven hundred seconds, and that means the bell is going to ring right …”


No one heard the rest of what Nilly said, because the bell started ringing right then, loud and shrill. Mrs. Strobe tried looking sternly at Nilly, but when she yelled, “All right, everyone out!” he could see that she couldn’t quite help but smile anyway.


AFTER LISA AND Nilly had spent sixteen thousand and two hundred seconds together in the classroom and two thousand seven hundred seconds on the playground, they ran away from the school as quickly as they had run toward it. They parted on Cannon Avenue, each opening their own gate, each running up their own front steps, and each flinging their backpack in their own hallway. Then they met again in front of Doctor Proctor’s gate.


“I’m almost dreading it a little,” Lisa said.


“I’m almost looking forward to it a little,” Nilly said.


Then they stormed into the yard and through the tall grass.


“There you guys are!” called the doctor joyfully in his remarkable accent. He was sitting at the picnic table under the pear tree. In front of him lay three tablespoons and a teaspoon, an ice hockey helmet, two knee pads, a mason jar full of powder, a pair of motorcycle pants, and a two-foot-long, rectangular, homemade Jell-O bathed in caramel sauce. “Are you guys ready for the Last Big Powder Test?” he asked.


“Yes!” Lisa and Nilly shouted in unison.


“But first, Jell-O,” said the doctor.


They sat down around the table and each grabbed a spoon.


“On your mark, get set …,” Doctor Proctor said.
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“Go!” Nilly yelled, and they flung themselves at the Jell-O. If Nilly had been counting, he wouldn’t have gotten any further than thirty seconds before the two-foot-long Jell-O had vanished completely.


“Good,” Nilly said, patting his stomach.


“Good,” Lisa said, patting her stomach.


“I’ve made a few tiny adjustments to the powder mixture,” Doctor Proctor said.


“I’m ready,” Nilly said, taking the lid off the mason jar.


“Hold on!” the professor said. “I don’t want you to ruin your pants again, so I made these.”


He held up the motorcycle pants. They were very normal, aside from the fact that the seat of the pants had a Velcro flap.


“So the air can pass through unobstructed,” the doctor explained. “I remodeled my old motorcycle gear.”


“Niiice,” Nilly said once he’d put on the pants, which were way too big for him. Lisa just shook her head.


“These, too,” the doctor said, and passed Nilly the hockey helmet and the knee pads. “In case you get knocked over again.”


Nilly put everything on, then crawled up onto the table and over to the mason jar.


“Only one teaspoon!” Doctor Proctor yelled.


“Yeah, yeah!” Nilly said, filling the spoon he was holding in his hand and sticking it into his mouth.


“Okay,” the doctor said, looking at his watch. “We’ll start the countdown then. Seven. Six.”


“Doctor Proctor … ,” Lisa said warily.


“Not now, Lisa. Nilly, hop down from the table and stand over there so you don’t ruin anything. Four. Three,” the doctor continued.


“He didn’t use the teaspoon,” Lisa practically whispered.


“Two,” the doctor said. “What did you say, Lisa?”


“Nilly used that big tablespoon he ate his Jell-O with,” Lisa said.


The doctor stared at Lisa with big, horrified eyes. “One,” he said. “Tablespoon?”


Lisa nodded.


“Oh no,” Doctor Proctor said, running toward Nilly.


“What now?” Lisa whispered.


“Simple math,” Nilly yelled happily. “Zero.”


And then came the bang. And if the earlier bangs had been loud, they were nothing compared to this. This was as if the whole world had exploded. And the air pressure! Lisa felt how her eyelids and lips distorted as she was peppered with dirt and pebbles.


When her eyes settled back into place, the first thing Lisa noticed was that the birds had stopped singing. Then she noticed Doctor Proctor, who was sitting in the grass with a confused look on his face. The leaves from the big pear tree wafted down around him as if it were suddenly fall. But she didn’t see Nilly. She looked to the right, to the left, and behind her. And finally she looked up. But Nilly was nowhere to be seen. Then the first bird cautiously started singing again. And that’s when it occurred to Lisa that she might never, ever see Nilly again and that that would actually be almost as sad as Anna having moved to Sarpsborg.
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The Fartonaut


WHEN NILLY SAID “zero,” he felt an absolutely wonderful tickle in his stomach. It was as if the fart was a giant, burbling laugh that just had to get out. Sure, he had seen Lisa’s worried expression and Doctor Proctor coming running toward him, but he was so excited that it hadn’t occurred to him that something might be wrong. And when the bang came, it was so delightfully liberating that Nilly automatically shut his eyes. The previous farts had been short explosions, but this one was more drawn out, like when you let the air out of a balloon. Nilly laughed out loud because it felt just like he’d blasted off from the ground, like he was an astronaut who’d been shot up and propelled into space. He could feel the air rushing past his face and hair and it was as if his arms were being pressed in against his body. It felt totally real. And when Nilly finally opened his eyes, he discovered that it was very real in reality too. He blinked twice and then he understood that not only was it very real, it was utterly, incredibly real. It was as if he were sitting on a chair of air that was shooting upward. The blue sky arched above him, and below him he saw a big cloud of dust in what looked like a tiny copy of Doctor Proctor’s garden. The fart howled like a whole pack of wolves, and Nilly realized he was still going up, because the landscape down below was starting to look like a smaller and smaller version of Legoland.


[image: image]


Then the fart turned into a low rumbling, the chair of air disappeared from underneath him, and for just a second Nilly felt like he was totally weightless. A crow turned its head as it flew by, staring at him with astonished crow eyes.


Nilly tipped forward and then felt the descent begin. Headfirst. Slowly at first, then faster.


Uh-oh, Nilly thought, no longer finding any reason to smile. Hockey helmet or not, I’m never going to survive this.


Legoland got bigger and bigger, and with perilous speed it started to resemble the Cannon Avenue that Nilly had just left. And things very surely would have gone really badly for our friend Nilly if he hadn’t been such a quick-witted little guy and remembered what it was that had sent him up in the first place. Because although the fart was no longer howling like a pack of wolves and was now just a tame sputtering, it was still going. And remember that when I say sputtering, that’s compared to an enormous bang and not compared to one of your farts. Because even if you’ve been eating unripe apples and think you just farted the loudest fart anyone has ever farted, it would be considered a gentle breeze compared to the tamest sputtering caused by Doctor Proctor’s Fart Powder. Once Nilly had thought about all this, he swung himself quickly back into the sitting position he’d been in when he’d flown up. And once the seat of his pants, with the open Velcro flap, was pointed straight at the ground, to his relief he immediately started slowing down, thanks to the air pressure of the fart. But he also knew that the fart was going to be over soon and there was still a ways to go until he was back on the ground. Nilly tried as hard as he could to keep it going, because even a twenty-five-foot fall is very high for such a small boy. And that’s exactly how high he was above the ground when the fart finally came to an end.


“NILLY!” LISA YELLED.


“Nilly!” Doctor Proctor yelled. They were still looking around for him like crazy.


“Do you think the powder exploded him into smithereens?” Lisa asked.


“If so, the pieces must be so small that we can’t see them,” Doctor Proctor said, adjusting his motorcycle glasses and studying the ground where Nilly had been standing when the fart happened. All of the grass was torn up and there was a little pit there.


“We’re never going to see him again,” Lisa said. “And it’s my fault. I should’ve noticed that he was holding the tablespoon.”


“No, no. It’s my fault,” Doctor Proctor said, getting up again. “I should never have tinkered with the formula.”


“Nilly!” Lisa yelled.


“Nilly!” Doctor Proctor yelled.


“What’s all the commotion?” someone complained from over by the fence along the road. “And what are you doing here, Lisa? Dinner’s on the table.”


It was Lisa’s father, the Commandant. He looked gruff.


Doctor Proctor stood up. “My good sir, the whole situation is hopeless—,” he started, but was interrupted by a voice barking from behind the fence at Nilly’s house.


“What’s all the commotion?” It was Nilly’s mother. She looked mad. “Dinner’s on the table. Has anyone seen Nilly?”


Doctor Proctor turned to face her. “My good ma’am, the whole situation is hopeless. You see, your son, Nilly, he … he …”


Then Doctor Proctor was interrupted for the third time, and this time by a high-pitched boy’s voice that came from above: “He’s sitting up here wondering what’s for dinner.”


All four of them looked up. And there, on top of Doctor Proctor’s roof, stood Nilly with his arms crossed, wearing a hockey helmet, knee pads, and leather pants with the bottom flapping around.


“Don’t move,” called Professor Proctor, running into the cellar.


“What in the world are you doing up there, Nilly?” his mother squealed.


“Playing hide-and-seek obviously,” Nilly said. “What’s for dinner?”


“Meatballs,” Nilly’s mother said to Nilly.


“Fish au gratin,” Lisa’s father told Lisa.


“Yippee!” said Nilly.


“Yippee!” said Lisa.


“You guys can go back to playing after dinner,” Lisa’s father growled.


“But not up there,” Nilly’s mother said. “Get down here right now.”


“Yes, Mom,” Nilly said.


The professor came running back out of the cellar with a ladder that he immediately leaned up against the wall of his house so that it was resting against the gutter. Nilly crawled to the ladder and then down the rungs, smiling and as proud as an astronaut climbing down from his spaceship after a successful landing following an expedition to somewhere in space where no one—or at least very few people—had ever been before him.


And three minutes later, which a little simple math can tell you is the same as a hundred and eighty seconds, Lisa was sitting with freshly washed, completely clean hands, eating fish au gratin, and Nilly, with pretty clean hands, was eating meatballs. Neither of them had ever eaten so fast before.


* * *


WHEN THEY GOT back to Doctor Proctor’s yard, the professor was sitting on the bench, reviewing everything as he jotted some things down and did some calculations on a piece of paper. Nilly looked at all the numbers and squiggles. This math wasn’t quite so simple.


“With the new formula the effect of the powder is seven times stronger,” Proctor said in his heavy accent. “That’s why I said you should use the teaspoon, not the tablespoon.”


Nilly shrugged. “It worked out fine. The fart ended when I was on my way down, just as I reached the roof of your house.”


“Hmm,” the professor said, looking at the numbers. “But I’m puzzled about why you took off like a rocket.”


“It was a looong fart,” Nilly said. “It was like sitting on a column of air that was pushing me up. And it was the same column that slowed me down on the way back down, too.”


“Hmm,” the doctor said, scratching his chin. “Because of the new formula, the powder seems to have a much longer reaction time. Interesting.”


“Maybe we should go back to the original formula,” Lisa suggested hesitantly.


“I suppose you’re right, Lisa,” the doctor said. “It would be dangerous to sell this powder mixture to children. Or adults, for that matter.”


“I’ve got it,” Nilly said. “We make two kinds of powder. A Doctor Proctor’s Fart Powder that we sell to all the kids for Independence Day. And a Doctor Proctor’s Rather Special Rocket Mixture that we don’t sell to anyone. That we just do some tiny little tests with here in the yard.”


Doctor Proctor didn’t look like he liked the last part of the idea that much.


“Just every once in a while, I mean,” Nilly said. “When we’re really super bored.”


Doctor Proctor still looked like he didn’t like the idea.


“Or,” Lisa said, “we could sell it to NASA.”


“NASA?” Nilly and Doctor Proctor asked in unison.


“The U.S. National Aeronautics and Space Administration,” Lisa said without tripping over a single syllable. “They’re the ones who send astronauts into space. My dad said it costs more to build one small spaceship than all of Akershus Fortress put together. Just think how happy they’ll be when they find out you can send astronauts up without a spaceship.”


“Hmm,” Doctor Proctor said. “Interesting.”


“And maybe we could do something about the name of the rocket powder too,” Lisa said. “What about Doctor Proctor’s Fartonaut Powder?”


“That’s it, Lisa!” Nilly yelled. “You’re a genius!”


“Excellent,” Doctor Proctor said. “This calls for a celebration ….”


And while Doctor Proctor shuffled into the house to get the other two-foot-long portion of the Jell-O he’d made, Lisa beamed. Because it’s always nice to be praised when you’ve been extra clever.
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Nilly Gets Tricked, and Juliette Margarine


THE NEXT DAY, rumors started flying on the playground. About a powder that makes you fart louder than you ever have before. And you didn’t even have to try hard. And best of all: There was absolutely no smell. Supposedly the bang was louder than thirteen firecrackers, three cherry bombs, and a half stick of dynamite put together, and cost less than a bottle of soda pop. Plus it was totally harmless and was totally legal. In short, the kids at school thought it was too good to be true.


But none of them knew where they could get ahold of this powder. They only knew that Lisa and Nilly, that new little fourth grader with the red hair, knew everything they didn’t know.


And Lisa and Nilly wouldn’t say anything.


The other kids nagged them between each class, but Lisa just smiled slyly while Nilly said things like “I wonder what the weather’s going to be like tomorrow.” Or, “I hear it’s going to be spaghetti and meatballs for lunch in the cafeteria today.”


During recess Truls and Trym came over to Nilly and Lisa, who were standing by the drinking fountain.


“Well, pip-squeaks,” Truls said, towering over them. “What’s all this we’re hearing about some new powder? Spit it out.”


Nilly raised his head and peered up at them, shielding his eyes: “I do believe I can just make out two specimens of Idiotus Colossus. Interesting.”


“What did you call us?” Truls asked, moving a step closer. Lisa automatically stepped back, but Nilly didn’t budge.


“Idiotus Colossus,” he said, smiling. “A dinosaur that lived in the seventeenth century. Very strong and very big. I wouldn’t be insulted if I were you.”


“Oh?” Truls said, squeezing one eye shut so that he looked like a one-eyed troll. “How strong, huh?”


“Unbelievably strong,” Nilly said. “Idiotus Colossus had so many tons of muscles that it was known to have the smallest brain in history in proportion to its body weight.”


“Hey!” Trym yelled at Truls. “That dwarf just said ‘small brain’!”


“Hey!” Truls yelled at Nilly, grabbing hold of his shirt collar. “You said ‘small brain.’”


Nilly sighed. “You guys need to listen more carefully. Idiotus Colossus actually had a brain that’s three times the size of your two brains combined. But that’s still a small brain in proportion to eighty tons of muscles. Get it? It’s simple math.”


Truls and Trym looked at each other uncertainly.


“Enough brain talk,” Truls said, letting go of Nilly’s collar. “Where’s the powder, Mr. Tinypants.”


Nilly looked around cautiously. “Okay,” he whispered. “Since we’re practically neighbors, you guys can find out what no one else knows.”


Truls and Trym moved in closer to hear what Nilly said.


“Tomorrow, here by the drinking fountain,” Nilly whispered. “Lisa and I are going to tell all the kids at school everything you guys need to know. But only you guys know this. Okay? Don’t tell anyone.”


“Cross my heart,” Trym said.


Truls looked at Nilly as if there was something he didn’t really like, but couldn’t quite put his finger on it. And luckily, before he managed to, the bell rang.


That afternoon, Lisa, Nilly, and Doctor Proctor planned and prepared until sundown. They made a sign to put on the gate so that everyone could find the sale, set up the table with a cash box and change, and got the fart powder ready. They filled little plastic bags with one tablespoon of powder from the mason jar of Doctor Proctor’s Totally Normal Fart Powder and decided to sell them for fifty cents apiece. Although Lisa and Nilly had said that Doctor Proctor should keep the money, the doctor had insisted that they should split what they earned three ways.


“Make sure you don’t take it from the wrong mason jar and put fartonaut powder into the bags instead,” Doctor Proctor chuckled.


“No way,” said Nilly, who was responsible for putting one teaspoon of the special-formula fartonaut powder into three different envelopes that just needed stamps, since Lisa had already written on them: To NASA. United States of America. Keep out of reach of children. Above the big pear tree they could see the swallows doing acrobatic dives and swoops to pick up insects for their supper before it got dark.


“What are you guys going to do with your share of the money?” Lisa asked.


“I’m going to buy myself a uniform so I can play in the school band,” Nilly said.


“I’m going to drive my motorcycle to Paris with the sidecar,” Doctor Proctor said. “What about you, Lisa?”


“I’m going to buy an airplane ticket to Sarpsborg and visit Anna,” she said. “If we get that much, I mean.”


Doctor Proctor laughed. “If not, you can have my third. There’s no hurry for my trip to Paris.”


“My third too,” Nilly said. “I’m sure my mom can sew a band uniform for me.”


“Thanks,” Lisa said, feeling so happy that her cheeks turned red. Not just because she realized that now she was sure to get enough money to visit Anna, but because she realized that Doctor Proctor and Nilly were so nice to her because they liked her. Lisa liked being liked. Most people do. But she noticed that she especially liked being liked by Nilly and Doctor Proctor.


“What are you going to do in Paris, Doctor?” Nilly asked as he carefully poured powder into one of the bags and then taped it shut.


“Oh, it’s a long story,” the doctor said, a distant look coming over his eyes. “A long, long story.”


“Does it have anything to do with that picture that’s hanging in the cellar?” Lisa asked. “The one with you and the girl on the motorcycle in front of the Eiffel Tower?”


“That’s right, Lisa,” Proctor said.


“Well, let’s hear it,” Lisa encouraged him.


“Oh, there’s not that much to tell,” Proctor said. “I had a girlfriend there. Her name was Juliette. We were going to get married.”


“Tell us,” Lisa whispered eagerly. “Tell us, Doctor Proctor.”


“It’s just a boring old story, I’m afraid,” Doctor Proctor said.


But Lisa didn’t back down, and in the end Doctor Proctor gave in. And this is how he told it.


“When I was studying chemistry in Paris many, many years ago, I met Juliette Margarine. She was studying chemistry too, and when we saw each other the first time, there was a … uh, ‘bang’! She was a brown-eyed beauty and I was … well, I was younger than I am now, anyway. And I must have had a certain charm, I guess, because Juliette and I started dating after just a short time. We were inseparable, like two oppositely charged particles in an atom.”


“Huh?” Lisa asked.


“Sorry. Like a magnet and a refrigerator door,” the professor explained.


“Oh, right,” Lisa said.


“Juliette and I were determined to get married when we finished school. But there was one problem. Juliette’s father, the Duke of Margarine, was a rich and powerful man who was on the board of regents for the university, and he had totally different plans for Juliette than her marrying a penniless Norwegian without a drop of blue blood in his veins. The day Juliette went to tell her dad that he couldn’t stop her from marrying me, she never came back. When I called, they told me that Juliette was sick and couldn’t talk to anyone. And especially not me. The next day, I got a letter from the board of the university saying that I’d been expelled from the university because of an experiment that went just a little bit wrong. Well, it’s not like it was any big deal or anything, just a nitroglycerine mixture that I happened to shake a little too hard, so it exploded and … well, caused a bit of damage. But that kind of thing happened all the time and it had been months since it happened, so I was very surprised. That night a phone call woke me up. It was Juliette. She whispered that she loved me and that she would wait for me. Then she hung up in a hurry. It wasn’t until a few days later when the police came to get me that I understood who was behind the whole thing. They gave me a letter that said that I couldn’t stay in France anymore, since I wasn’t going to school and didn’t have a job. Then they drove me to the airport, put me on the first flight back to Norway, and said I couldn’t come back until I was rich, noble, or famous. And since I’m not especially good with money and don’t have any aristocratic blood in my veins, I decided to become a famous inventor. Which isn’t that easy because so many things have been invented already, but I’ve been working day and night trying to invent something that is totally and completely new. So that I can go back and find my Juliette.”


“Oh,” Lisa said when Doctor Proctor was done telling the story. “How romantic.”


“You know what?” Nilly asked. “Doctor Proctor’s Fartonaut Powder will make you world famous. That’s for sure.”


“Well, we’ll see about that,” the doctor said.


They heard a grasshopper rubbing its legs together. It was the first one they’d heard that year, and it made them realize that summer wasn’t far off. Then they glanced up at the moon, which hung pale and almost transparent over the pear tree.
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The Big Fart Powder Sale


NILLY STOOD UP on the drinking fountain so that all the kids could see and hear him.


“Doctor Proctor’s Fart Powder will be for sale up at the top of Cannon Avenue. There’ll be a sign on the gate!” Nilly yelled, even though it was so quiet that he could have spoken in a totally normal voice. “We’ll start at six and keep going until seven! No pushing, let the little kids go first, and no farting until you’ve left. Understood?”


“Understood!” they all yelled.


“Any questions?” Nilly asked. He glanced out over the crowd and saw a hand sticking up in the air way in the back. “Yes?”


“Is it dangerous?” a small voice asked.


“Yes,” Nilly said seriously. “Unfortunately, there is one thing that is dangerous about using this powder.”


The faces before him got long, their mouths hanging open.


“You might laugh yourself to death,” Nilly said.


A sigh of relief ran through the crowd. The bell rang.


“See you this evening!” Nilly yelled, hopping down from the water fountain. Several people clapped and shouted “Hurray,” and a murmur of anticipation rose from the crowd, which slowly dissipated, heading toward the different doors back into the school.


“Do you think anyone’s going to come?” Lisa asked Nilly, who was whistling the national anthem to himself in satisfaction.


“You should be asking if there’s anyone who won’t come,” Nilly said. “Didn’t you see the gleam in their eyes? You might as well go ahead and book that plane ticket to Sarpsborg, Lisa.”


“Well, all right, then,” Lisa said, even though deep down she wasn’t so sure. But then Lisa was almost never totally sure about anything. That’s just the way she was.


“Absolutely positive,” Nilly said, raising his hands as if he were playing the trumpet. That’s just the way he was.


AFTER SCHOOL, LISA and Nilly ran home to complete the final preparations. After dinner they ran back to the doctor’s yard, where they found Proctor asleep on the bench. They let him sleep while they attached a sign to the gate. It said:
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They took the lids off the shoeboxes and cartons in which the bags of powder were neatly stacked and set them on the picnic table. Then they each sat down in a chair behind the table and started waiting.


“It’s ten to six,” Lisa stated.


“Excited?” Nilly asked, smiling.


Lisa nodded.


When it was five minutes before six, Lisa told Nilly that it was five minutes before six. The birds were singing in the pear tree. When it was six o’clock, Lisa told Nilly it was six o’clock. And when it was 6:02, Lisa looked at her watch for the ninth time since six o’clock.


“Where is everyone?” she asked, worried.


“Relax,” Nilly said. “We have to give them time to get here.” He’d crossed his arms and was dangling his legs contentedly.


“It’s five after,” Lisa said.


Nilly didn’t respond.


At ten after, they heard Doctor Proctor grunt from the bench. And saw him blinking his eyes. And then suddenly he leaped up, exclaiming, “Good heavens! Did I oversleep?”


“Actually, no,” Lisa said. “No one came.”


“Yet,” Nilly said. “No one has come yet. Just wait.”


At quarter past six, Doctor Proctor sighed almost inaudibly.


At 6:20, Nilly scratched the back of his head and mumbled something about how kids these days weren’t very punctual.


At 6:25, Lisa put her forehead down on the tabletop. “I knew it,” she whined.


At six thirty, they agreed to pack up.


“Well,” Doctor Proctor said, smiling sadly as they put the lid on the last box. “We’ll try again another day.”


“They’re never going to come,” Lisa said, sounding choked up. She was on the verge of tears.


“I don’t get it,” Nilly said, shaking his head.


“Chin up,” Proctor said. “I’ve been inventing things no one wants for years. It’s not the end of the world. The main thing is not to give up. Tomorrow I’ll invent something that’s even more fantastic than Doctor Proctor’s Fart Powder.”


“But there can’t be anything more fantastic than Doctor Proctor’s Fart Powder,” Nilly said.


“I’m going to go home and go to bed,” Lisa whispered, and started walking toward the gate in the front yard with her head down and her arms hanging at her sides.


“Good night,” Nilly and Doctor Proctor said.


They sat down on the bench.


“Well,” the doctor said.


“Well,” Nilly said.


“Maybe I should do a little more work on that time machine I started last year,” Proctor said, and looked up at the swallows.


“How hard do you think it would be to invent a machine that makes Jell-O out of air?” Nilly asked, and looked up at the swallows.


And that’s what they were doing when they heard Lisa’s voice from over by the gate.


“You guys …,” she said.


“Yeah?” the doctor and Nilly said in unison.


“Someone did come,” Lisa said.


“Who?”


“You kind of have to come see for yourselves,” Lisa said.


Nilly and the doctor got up and went over to the gate.


“Good heavens,” Doctor Proctor said, dumbfounded. “What do you say, Nilly?”
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But Nilly didn’t say anything, because something extremely rare had happened to Nilly. He was speechless. He couldn’t utter a single word. Outside the gate there was a line of children that reached as far as the eye could see. At any rate, as far as you could see on Cannon Avenue.
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