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The big gray van pulled away from the curb, moved slowly down the street, and disappeared around the corner. Now it was quiet, and there he was, where he really didn’t want to be.
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Nobody had asked him about moving. They’d just told him.

“You’ll love it,” they’d said. That’s what they always said when they knew he wouldn’t love something.
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So now he had a new house where he’d never feel at home. And a new school where nobody knew him. “Now, class, here is the new boy I told you about,” he imagined the teacher saying. “He comes from the South Pole, and you can all make fun of him as much as you want.”

And, of course, there were no friends. That was the worst part, no friends.
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The boy sat quite still on the front steps. His mother was standing just inside the doorway. “I know it’s hard,” she said in her soft mother’s voice. “Just give it a chance. I think everything is going to be fine.”

He didn’t look up.
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She came down the four steps and sat next to him. “Maybe you’d like to take a little walk down the block. You might even meet someone.”
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“Yeah, sure,” he mumbled, “like you can make new friends just by walking down the block.”

But there wasn’t much else to do, so he pulled himself to his feet and slowly shuffled away.
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“Don’t go too far,” his mother cautioned.

“Yeah, sure.”
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“Watch out for cars if you cross.”

“Yeah, sure.”
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“Come back before it starts to get dark.”

“Yeah, sure.”
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He moved along, looking at the houses without much interest. When he had almost reached the end of the block, he stopped and stood perfectly still for a moment, as if he wasn’t sure what he was going to do.

Then he turned around slowly, put his head back, took a deep breath, and called out,
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Nothing happened.

He cupped both hands around his mouth, and now he shouted,
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“He probably can’t hear you. You have to shout louder,” came a voice from close by.

A boy just about his size was standing right next to him.

A little startled, he shouted again, even louder,
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“NO, NO, NO, still not good. Let’s try it together.”

They both shouted as loud as they could, but not very together,
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“That doesn’t sound right,” said a serious girl who had walked over from the other side of the street. “You have to do it at exactly the same time, or no one will understand you. Here, watch me.”

She raised her arms, counted to three and brought them down like a conductor. They all shouted together at exactly the same time,
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“Excellent!” said the girl, smiling brightly.
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There was still no reply, but more children came trotting up from every direction. It was quite a crowd, and some started shouting before they even got to the group.
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It was difficult for them to keep together, especially when several dogs joined in, howling, but everyone enjoyed trying.
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When they stopped to catch their breath, one of the children said, “Hey, I don’t know anyone named Neville who lives around here. Is he new?”

“I guess so,” the boy said uncertainly. “Everyone has to be new sometimes, don’t they?”

That sounded reasonable. They all nodded.

“Are you a friend of his?” they asked.

“His best friend, I guess,” said the boy.
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One of the girls said softly, “If Neville likes you so much, you must be special.”

“Well, I don’t know, maybe a little,” he had to admit.
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Now they gathered around, and their questions came from all sides. Everyone wanted to know more about Neville.
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The boy tried to answer the questions as best he could, and everyone seemed very excited to learn more.

“I like Neville already!” someone cried out.
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“Hey,” one of the kids said, “why don’t we try the next block and if we find him we can come back for you?”

A group of kids ran off, and the others stayed to help with the shouting right there. Some windows opened, and a few grown-ups looked out to see what the commotion was about.

But still no Neville.
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“I think I have to go,” said one of the girls after a while, “or my mother will get all bothered.”

“I guess I have to go too,” the boy said quietly.

“Can we come back tomorrow and help some more?” the kids asked. “Will you come?”

“Are you sure?”

“PROMISE!”

“Sure, if you want,” he agreed, and they all began to walk and skip away.
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For a few seconds the boy stood quietly watching and listening to what they were saying.
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The boy turned and started back toward his new house.
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The sun was getting low and the shadows long, and as he got close he looked up at the house.
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“Not so bad,” he had to admit. He went up the steps two at a time.
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The boy had his dinner right away. Nothing in the house was fixed up yet, but it didn’t bother him.
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He washed, got into his pajamas, and dove into bed.

[image: ]

His mom came to tuck him in.
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“Long day,” she sighed as she bent to kiss him good night. “I hope you’ll like it here.”

She turned off the light and walked toward the door.

[image: ]

“Good night, Neville, pleasant dreams,” she whispered.

“Good night, Mom,” he whispered back, and in a moment he was asleep.
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