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 An Introduction by Lemony Snicket


Is there any author more mysterious than Harris Burdick?

Modesty prevents me from answering this rhetorical question, but the fact remains that Harris Burdick has cast a long and strange shadow across the reading world, not unlike a man, lit by the moon, hiding in the branches of a tree, staring through a window and holding a rare and sinister object, who cast a long and strange shadow across your bedroom wall just last night.

The story of Harris Burdick is a story everybody knows, though there is hardly anything to be known about him. More than twenty-five years ago, a man named Peter Wenders was visited by a stranger who introduced himself as Harris Burdick and who left behind fourteen fascinating drawings with equally if not more fascinating captions, promising to return the next day with more illustrations and the stories to match. Mr. Wenders never saw him again, and for years readers have pored breathlessly over Mr. Burdick's oeuvre, a phrase that here means "looked at the drawings, read the captions, and tried to think what the stories might be like." The result has been an enormous collection of stories, produced by readers all over the globe, imagining worlds of which Mr. Burdick gave us only a glimpse.

I always had a theory regarding Mr. Burdick's disappearance, however, that I have lacked the courage to share until today. It seemed to me that the mysterious author was hiding—but not in the places people usually hide, such as underneath the bed or behind the coats in the closet or in the middle of a field covered in a blanket that looks like grass. Mr. Burdick likely hid among his cohorts, a word that here means "other people in his line of work." Rather than give any more of his work to Mr. Wenders, Mr. Burdick might have distributed his stories, over a period of many years, among his comrades in literature. Perhaps he gave them as gifts in acknowledgment of their allowing him to hide in their homes. Perhaps he hid them in their guest rooms in the hopes that they would never be found. In any case, it was always my hope that the rest of Mr. Burdick's work would surface, even if the mysteries of Mr. Burdick—who by now is either very old, quite dead, or both—remained unsolved.


 This book, then, is suspicious. The stories you find here may have been written, as so many Burdick stories have been written, as the guesswork of authors drawn to Mr. Burdick's striking images and captions. But I believe these are the actual stories written by Harris Burdick, given by Burdick to the various authors who are now pretending to have written them. I have no proof of this theory, but when I questioned the authors involved, their answers did nothing to change my mind. Sherman Alexie told me it was none of my business. Jules Feiffer told me it was none of my concern. Lois Lowry told me she'd never heard anything so ridiculous in all her life. Louis Sachar told me he'd heard something equally ridiculous but that it was a very long time ago. Kate DiCamillo told me to talk to her lawyer. M. T. Anderson told me to talk to his doctor. Tabitha King told me to talk to her husband. Stephen King told me to talk to his wife. Cory Doctorow told me I should ask Walter Dean Myers, who told me to go bother Linda Sue Park, who directed me to Gregory Maguire, who told me that he had a special message from Chris Van Allsburg, which was to go away and leave him alone and stop talking about Harris Burdick. Finally, Jon Scieszka told me that he would be happy to answer my questions, and to please come in and have some ice cream, and then after a long pause he fled through the window and left me alone and it turned out to be sherbet.



Perhaps it doesn't matter. Perhaps these stories were written by Harris Burdick and perhaps they were not. Either way, the mysteries of Harris Burdick continue, and if you open this book, you will likely be mystified yourself. As you reread the stories, stare at the images, and ponder the mysteries of Harris Burdick, you will find yourself in a mystery that joins so many authors and readers together in breathless wonder.



 Archie Smith, Boy Wonder

A tiny voice asked, "Is he the one?"
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 ARCHIE SMITH, BOY WONDER

TABITHA KING


Archie squinted into the glare of the sun as he choked the neck of the bat. He pulled his helmet down to get what little shade the visor gave. With his bad luck, the ball would be coming straight out of the sun, which seemed to sit on the runty little pitcher's shoulder. His palms were wet and gritty against the smooth ash of the slugger. His scalp, itchy and sweaty under the helmet.

The pitcher was shorter than he was. All the pitchers were. His bad luck again, he was the biggest kid in the league. It was a weird kind of leverage for them; if they sank the ball enough, it would come in at the low edge of his strike zone.

He thought about Luke in Star Wars, wielding his Jedi lightsaber against a tiny sphere of light. He took a deep breath and waited.

Behind him, the catcher tensed.

Not yet, thought Archie, his grip tightening, and then he thought, Now and his arm drew back just as a tiny sphere of light broke out of the sun. The ball met his bat with a glorious CRACK! and spun away back into the glare.

He stared after it even as the bat fell from his hand and he pushed off, the toes of his Converse All Stars digging into the dirt. There was no following it; that baby was gone. He reached first base, looking to make sure his foot touched it, but then he couldn't help looking up toward where the ball had disappeared as he ran all the way around the bases. He was running hard enough to make his chest tight, and he could hear people yelling to slow down—he could stroll if he wanted—but you don't do it that way, you always play all out, so he kept on running, tagging each base carefully and finally throwing himself down across home, so no one could ever dispute that he owned it.

 Coach, who was kind of a goof, grabbed him and hugged him and pounded his back, screaming, "You put that one over the moon!" He screamed it three or four times as if nobody had heard him the first time.

Archie didn't need Coach to tell him what he had done. He was Archie Smith, Boy Wonder. Just like his mom said. There she was, jumping up and down and celebrating for him. He knew he was grinning too much and looked stupid, so he tried not to, but he couldn't help it. So what if people laughed at him because they thought he looked funny. So what, his mom always said. So what! When Archie wondered why she said it so often, in so many different ways, turning it into a joke, she said she got it from Metallica, this metal band his dad used to like.

Later that night, punching up his pillow, he replayed the homer in his head. He could just hear the baseball game in the park two blocks west. The moon was full; they hardly needed the lights. There was something really cool and magic about the idea: baseball by moonlight.

It was a grownups' game, guys from the bottling plant versus off-duty cops. Archie's mom had let him watch three innings and then he had had to come home and go to bed, on account of he had summer school tomorrow. His bad luck, special ed kids, him and a bunch of other dorks who had to go to school all year round because they were extra stupid. At least he could walk to school and didn't have to ride the short bus or wear a helmet all the time like a couple of the eds. His mom said that he wasn't stupid, that he was in special ed because he was dickslektic. He knew the correct spelling now but always thought of it the way he first heard it.

 He had a desk calendar that had a big word to learn every day, and it was really cool, but he pretended he hated it, just to fool his mom because she was tough to fool.

He liked to watch the grownups play ball. They swore and yelled at each other and there was a yeasty smell of beer in the air. He wondered if the huge moon would ever sink into the pitcher's shoulder so that the ball would seem to come out of the moon. It was cool white, not hot yellow like the sun, so maybe the ball would move slow and smooth like cream when his mom was whipping it. Maybe it would be frosty cold to the touch, coming all the way from the moon through the night of outer space without the sun's heat pushing it like a fiery bat.

Impossible. Of course the moon was rising, so it was already higher than the pitcher's shoulder. The game would have to go on into tomorrow morning before the moon got low enough to sit on anybody's shoulder. It would probably sink to the top of some trees and sit there like a stuck balloon. The thought made him snicker. In his mind he moved the stars around into a baseball diamond.

Somewhere beyond the moon, a bat stopped a baseball with that beautiful CRACK! and Archie was back at the plate, feeling the force of the ball meeting the counterforce of the bat, the jolt starting in his wrist and moving along his arm back to where his shoulders were still swinging the bat. His whole body twisted as he threw himself against the driving force of the ball, his All Stars digging for leverage in the dirt and losing it; he was lifted right off the ground and hung there an instant while his heart stood still, like a big hand stopping the ball right there in midair. He hoped his mom didn't know about his heart stopping. The ball reversed itself, the bat busted thin air, and he came down on top of the catcher. He scrambled up, trying to see the ball, but it was gone or had burst into flame and become the sun. He closed his eyes against the coruscating light, but he could still see it through his shut-tight eyelids.

 A tiny voice asked, "Is he the one?"

He pretended to be asleep; it was easy to do, just breathe long and slow so his mom would think he was conked right out like you had been hit by a foul ball.

"Who else?" a second tiny voice replied. "There's your Archie Smith, Boy Wonder, all right."

This voice had a different, well, range of colors to it, so he could tell it from the first voice.

The first tiny voice seemed to laugh; actually it sort of went incandescent, like a cap sparking off under a blow from a rock; pop and fizz.

"Why's he such a Wonder?" the second voice asked in its own crackly burst of color.

"His mom says so," said the first tiny voice.

They laughed together, so all the colors spilled and mingled like inks in a bowl.

He could see them through his lids, popping and fizzing and floating just over his head.

"It's because I always say 'I wonder' all the time," he wanted to tell them, but his throat and tongue were as numb as when the dentist gave him a shot in his gums.

 "What does he mean: 'I always say "I wonder" '?" the second voice asked.

Archie thought: They can read my mind.

"Oh," said the first tiny voice, "he says, 'I wonder if I should wear my Boston Red Sox T-shirt today,' or 'I wonder if Miss Loomis will call on me to do my five-times,' or 'I wonder why regular kids have edges on their faces and big starey eyes,' or 'I wonder where baseballs go when they get slammed out of Fenway. I wonder if some lucky kid ever finds them.'"

Sometimes when Archie was pretending to be asleep for his mom and she looked too close when she bent over to kiss him, he would start laughing. His mom would laugh too, at his attempt to fool her. That was what happened now; his throat and tongue were all of a sudden okay. But he didn't open his eyes; the more he wanted to laugh, the tighter he squeezed his eyes closed.

"Bottom of the ninth," the second tiny voice fizzed, and he thought he heard a whole crowd of tiny voices popping and sparking and scintillating. Not very far away, either, maybe just outside his bedroom window, in the warm early summer night.

"Oh," said the first tiny voice, and he felt its fizzing and popping suddenly very close to his ear, almost inside it. "You should always wear your Red Sox T-shirt, if it's clean; Miss Loomis certainly will call on you to do your five-times, so you better work hard on them; regular kids don't have any choice about being regular, they just are, and every single one of them secretly thinks they look funny too; and once in a while, some lucky kid finds a ball that's been knocked out of Fenway, unless the moon's caught it and hurled it back, trying to tag the runner."


 "Play ball!" cried the second tiny voice.

CRACK! And a ripple of CRACK!s like ice breaking up on the river in spring; cheers erupt from the park. Sparklers bursting into every crystal color in the universe.

Opening his eyes, Archie sat up and stared out the window, watching moonlets streak like shooting stars across the sky, headed for the moon, laughing on the billows of the summer trees. Slowly, one hand behind his head, he let himself down onto his pillow. Looking at the shadowy ceiling over his bed, he wondered. He wondered if his mom might let him go to the park tomorrow to look in the bushes for a baseball, maybe one the moon dropped, trying for the tag.


 Under the Rug

Two weeks passed and it happened again.
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 UNDER THE RUG

JON SCIESZKA


You should always listen to your grandma. It might save a life.

Grandmas say a lot of crazy things. Things like...

 


Look before you leap.

 If the shoe fits, wear it.

Sit up straight.


 


So you never know what is really good advice and what is just crazy-talk. But grandmas know a lot. You should listen to them.
 
I should have listened to my grandma.

***

It started on Wednesday, five Wednesdays ago. I know it was Wednesday because Wednesday is sweeping day. Every Wednesday we sweep the house. Grandma and I. Grandma sweeps the kitchen. I sweep the living room.
 At breakfast that morning, five Wednesdays ago, Grandma told me:

 


Hunger is the best sauce.

 Let sleeping dogs lie.

 That sweater and bow tie make you look like an old man.


 



 I was sweeping and thinking that I like my sweater, I like my bow tie. Which is probably why I forgot the other thing Grandma always says:

 


Never sweep a problem under the rug.


 


I finished sweeping the living room. I put away the dustpan. I was just walking into the kitchen ... when I saw the dust bunny under the couch. I swept the dust bunny under the rug.

And I didn't give it another thought until the next Wednesday. That morning Grandma said:

 


Never say never.

Don't count your chickens before they hatch.

 What happened to that cake that was on the table?


 


In the living room, I swept up a trail of cake crumbs that disappeared under the rug. I lifted up the rug. The trail led straight to a clump of hair and crumbs and dust and two glowing red eyes that looked very angry.
 
The dust bunny had grown into a Dust Tiger!
 
I dropped the rug.

I couldn't tell Grandma, so I put the end table over the lump in the rug.

***

That worked sort of okay for about a week. Then the cat food started to disappear. Something got into the garbage under the sink.
 
I tiptoed into the living room. I peeked under the rug.
 
I saw a huge twisted knot of hair, dirt, liver-flavored Kibbles 'n Bits pieces, coffee grounds, orange peels, two chicken bone horns ... and those angry red eyes staring hungrily at me.

The Dust Tiger had grown into a Dust Devil!


 I dropped the rug in a panic.

The lump I had swept under the rug heaved. The lump growled.
 
I knew I had to take the bull by the horns. I had to strike while the iron was hot. I had to make hay while the sun was shining.

I dragged the bookcase over and dropped it on the bulge in the rug. Something squeaked. Something groaned. Then it was quiet.

The bookcase leaned against the wall a bit crooked, but everything was fine. Everything was fine.

***

I went back to sweeping every Wednesday.
 
Grandma went back to saying:

 


All that glitters is not gold.

 Beware the calm before the storm.

 Those pants make you look fat.


 


***

A week passed. Nothing happened. I might have dropped a few eggshells, a bag of stale cookies, and a turkey neck or two in a certain corner of the living room to keep things calm. There were no more outbursts, no more attacks.

Everything was fine.

***

Two weeks passed and it happened again.
 
That morning, Grandma said:

 


Silence is golden.

An empty barrel makes the most noise.

 Where did that cat disappear to?


 



 I followed a trail of cat hairs out of the kitchen.

I knew where this trail was leading, but I followed it anyway. I followed the trail into the living room. I followed the trail to the edge of the rug.

I slowly ... carefully ... lifted up one corner of the rug with the end of my broom. Nothing. A smudge of dirt, a single small tuft of red cat fur, a dusty copper penny.

Then it attacked.

A mad tangle of dust, dirt, fur, yellow hardened cake crumbs, moldy bones, eggshells, turkey necks, liver-flavored Kibbles 'n Bits, fingernail clippings, cat pieces, hair, fangs, and those two red eyes lunged for my leg.

The Dust Devil had turned into a Dust Demon!

I stopped the hungry monster's charge with the bristles of my broom. I flattened the awful thing with the smack of a chair. It heaved. It snarled. I swept it back under the rug.

I should have listened to Grandma. It could have saved a life.

But the Dust Demon needed more. And there was only one thing to do.

I remembered something else Grandma said:

 


Don't put off until tomorrow what you can do today.


 


I figured it was the least I could do, listen to her one last time.

I called, "Grandma? Could you come into the living room?"


 A Strange Day in July

He threw with all his might, but the

third stone came skipping back.
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 A STRANGE DAY IN JULY

SHERMAN ALEXIE


Because it was summer and it was hot and Timmy and Tina were ten years old, they sat on the park bench and slurped chocolate ice cream cones.

"When you get to the middle of your ice cream," Timmy said to Tina, "you're going to find a big white spider."

"When you get to the middle of your ice cream," Tina said to Timmy, "you're going to find a swarm of bees."

"Ha," Timmy said. "A swarm of bees couldn't fit inside an ice cream cone."

"They're the smallest bees in the world," Tina said. "And there's three million of them inside your ice cream."

"Well," Timmy said, "after you eat the spider in your ice cream, it's going to build a web in your stomach and catch all the food you eat, and you're going to starve to death."

"That's so gross," Tina said, and she just kept eating her ice cream. Timmy kept eating, too. They were brother and sister and they loved chocolate ice cream more than they loved each other. Heck, if they had discovered severed thumbs in the middle of their ice cream, Timmy and Tina would have just licked them clean and dropped them into a fish tank.


 Okay, that's not true.

If Timmy and Tina had discovered severed thumbs in their ice cream, they would have screamed, thrown cones into the air, and run crying for home.

Or maybe not.

Timmy and Tina were very strange children. And maybe, just maybe, they might have been the kind of kids who enjoy finding severed thumbs in their ice cream. Yes, Timmy and Tina were exactly that strange. Everybody said so. Even their mother and father said so.

"My children," their father often said. "You are mine, and I love you, and you are so very cute and pretty, but you are aliens from a planet called Weirdatron."

When Timmy and Tina walked in the woods, the birds would shake their tail feathers and flutter their wings and sing, strange kids, strange kids, strange kids.

Okay, that's not true, either.

But Timmy and Tina scared birds. And they scared dogs. Heck, the lions at the zoo would cover their faces with their paws whenever Timmy and Tina came to visit.

Okay, that's not true at all.

But Timmy and Tina were the strangest kids in town. They might have been the strangest kids in the state. In the country. Maybe in the whole world. And they were strange in exactly the same way. And with chocolate smeared all over their faces, and all over his blue shirt and her blue dress, they looked exactly alike, too. Well, except for the fact that one of them was a boy and the other was a girl.

"Oh, look at you two," an old woman said to Timmy and Tina as she stopped near them. "I don't think I've ever seen a cuter set of twins in my whole life."

 "We're not twins," Timmy said.

"We're triplets," Tina said.

"There's three of you," the old woman said. "How wonderful! Where's the other one?"

"She died," Timmy said.

"Oh, I'm so sorry," the old woman said. "Your little hearts must be broken."

"She was killed in a car wreck," Tina said.

"When we were five years old," Timmy said.

With tears in her eyes, the old woman pulled the kids close and hugged them. She wanted to squeeze the sadness out of their bodies. But she only managed to squeeze the ice cream cones out of their hands. And there's nothing more irritating than an ice cream cone dropped in the dirt. Well, except for two ice cream cones dropped in the dirt.

Timmy and Tina were very angry about the wasted ice cream. They were angrier than they'd ever been. You might think that Timmy and Tina would have been angrier when their sister died. But here's the thing: Timmy and Tina didn't have a sister, alive or dead. Timmy and Tina weren't triplets. They were only twins, which is still pretty cool, but not nearly as cool as being triplets.

"But why are you here in the park by yourself ?" the old woman asked. "Where are your parents?"

"They died in the car wreck, too," Tina said.

"We're orphans," Timmy said.


 They were lying, of course. Their mother and father, exhausted by their children's strangeness, were napping on a picnic blanket only twenty feet away.

"But who takes care of you?" the old woman asked.

Timmy and Tina looked at each other. They read each other's minds. They knew exactly what lie they wanted to tell. And they wanted to tell it together.

"We were adopted by an old woman," they said. "And we lived in a trailer house with one hundred cats. And the old woman fed the cats but she didn't feed us. And she whipped us, too. And sometimes she would pick up a cat, shake it until it was spitting mad, and then throw it on us."

"Oh, my Lord," the old woman said. "That's the most horrible thing I've ever heard."

"That's not even the worst part," Timmy and Tina said. "You know what's really horrible?"

"What? What?" the old woman asked.

"That old woman looked exactly like you!" Tina and Timmy screamed. They chanted: "She looked like you! Exactly like you! She looked like you! Exactly like you! She looked like you! Exactly like you!"

As they chanted, the old woman let them go and stumbled backwards.

"Exactly like you! Exactly like you! Exactly like you!"

The old woman turned and ran. Well, she was old, and so she really just walked as fast as she could. And her fast was slow, so Timmy and Tina were able to follow her easily.

"Exactly like you! Exactly like you! Exactly like you!"

So, yes, Timmy and Tina were strange. And they were cruel. They were strangely cruel. And they might have chased the old woman for a hundred miles. But it so happens that strangely cruel children get bored quickly. So Timmy and Tina let the old woman go. And they laughed.

 "That was fun," Timmy said.

"It was sad, too," Tina said.

"Why was it sad?" he asked.

"Because I really wish we were triplets," she said.

"Yeah, that would be cool."

"You know what?"

"What?" he asked.

"We should pretend we're triplets," Tina said.

"Okay," Timmy said. "But how long should we do that?"

"We should pretend it," she said, "until everybody thinks we're crazy."

"No," he said, "we should pretend until everybody else goes crazy."

And so, later that night, after they got home, Timmy and Tina pulled an old dress out of her closet and took it with them to dinner. Timmy held on to the left sleeve and Tina held on to the right sleeve, and they skipped down the stairs with their imaginary sister, over to the dinner table, and gently draped her over a chair.

"Who is that supposed to be?" their father asked.

"That's our sister," Tina said.

"We're triplets," Timmy said.

Their father looked at the dress, at the imaginary sister, then at his wife. She shrugged her shoulders, as if to say, This is just one more strange night in a lifetime of strange nights.

"Well," their father said, "your sister looks rather skinny. She should eat something."


 And so their mother filled five plates with chicken and potatoes and green peas, and four people ate well, but the fifth wouldn't eat a thing. She just stared at her food.

"Why isn't your sister eating?" their mother asked.

"Because she's mad," Tina said.

"Why is she mad?" their father asked.

"Because she doesn't want to go to school tomorrow," Timmy said.

Because they were weird kids and because weird kids were often punished, Timmy and Tina had to spend their summer going to school.

"Oh," their mother said. "I know that at least two of you have to go to school in the morning."

"If she doesn't go to school," Tina said, and pointed at the dress draped over the chair, "then I don't have to go to school."

"If you make us go to school and let her stay home," Timmy said as he also pointed at the dress, "then I will scream at the teacher until she cries."

Timmy was telling the truth. Three times in the last school year, he had screamed at his teacher until she cried. So what would be worse? A teacher weeping in the adult bathroom or two strange kids carrying around an empty dress at school?

"Okay," their father said. "Your sister has to go to school tomorrow."

"Don't tell us," Tina said.

"Tell her," Timmy said.

Their father sighed. He put his head in his hands. He wondered why he hadn't become an astronaut. He could be orbiting the earth, thousands of miles away from his strange life. But he loved his children. He did. And he loved his wife. He did. And he wanted to make all of them happy, so he did his best.


 "Okay, young lady," he said, and pointed at the dress, "you are going to school tomorrow."

"Daddy," Tina said, "she's not going to listen unless you say her full name"

"Yeah," Timmy said. "Parents always use kids' full names when they're mad."

"Okay," their father said. "What's her name?"

Timmy and Tina laughed.

"She's your daughter," Tina said.

"We didn't name her," Timmy said. "You did."

"You and Mommy," Tina said.

Their parents looked at each other. What should they do? They read each other's minds.

"Okay, Mary Elizabeth St. Pierre," their father said to the empty dress. "You are going to school tomorrow. And I don't want to hear another word about it."

So, early the next morning, Timmy brushed his imaginary sister's imaginary teeth, and Tina combed her imaginary sister's imaginary hair, and they poured her a bowl of cereal she wouldn't eat and a glass of orange juice she wouldn't drink, and all three of them put on their shoes and raced to catch the bus.

On any other school bus in the world, it would have been strange to see a brother and sister carry an empty dress down the aisle. But this was Timmy and Tina's regular bus. They'd been riding this bus since kindergarten. So nobody was surprised by the strange behavior. In fact, most of the kids didn't even notice it.

But Timmy and Tina, being who they were, would not be ignored.


 "Everybody, listen!" Timmy shouted. "This is our sister, Mary Elizabeth."

"Mary Elizabeth St. Pierre," Tina added.

The kids all stared at the empty dress. Then they went back to their books and video games and cell phones.

"Okay," Timmy said. "If you don't all say hello to our sister, I am going to stand outside your bedroom windows and stare at you as you sleep."

Timmy had never done such a thing, but all of the kids figured he was fully capable of it, so they took him seriously.

"Hello!" all of the kids said to the empty dress.

"Say her name!" Tina shouted.

"Hello, Mary! " the kids shouted.

"Her full name!" Timmy shouted.

"Hello, Mary Elizabeth! " the kids shouted.

"Her fullest full name!" Tina and Timmy shouted together.

"Hello, Mary Elizabeth St. Pierre!" the kids shouted.

Timmy and Tina were very pleased. Mary Elizabeth St. Pierre was also pleased. She spun left and right and bowed. She was obviously a very proper and polite empty dress.

Soon enough, the bus pulled up next to the school, and Timmy and Tina and Mary Elizabeth hurried to their classroom. It's a well-known fact that empty dresses hate to be late for class. So Timmy and Tina rushed to their desks. They sat across the aisle from each other and held the dress like a flag between them. A blue flag covered with yellow flowers.

"Timmy and Tina," their teacher said, "what are you two up to now?"

"Three," Timmy said.

"Three?" their teacher asked.


 "Three," Tina said.

"Three what?" their teacher asked.

"There's not two of us," Timmy said.

"There's three of us," Tina said.

"We're triplets," they said together.

Because of Timmy and Tina, their teacher had often cried in the classroom. She'd also cried during her drive to school. And she'd cried when she woke and realized that she had to drive to school. And she'd cried before she'd fallen asleep at night when she realized she'd have to wake and go to school again.

That's a lot of crying. That's a lot of tears. Ten million tears, to be exact. The teacher had counted them.

Their teacher's lips trembled. Her hands shook. Her heart was a radio blasting rock-and-roll at maximum volume. But she wasn't going to cry this time! No way! She would not let these strange kids make her weep in public ever again!

So she calmly walked up to the chalkboard and wrote the three hardest math problems she could think of. They were geometry questions, about squares and triangles and circles and three dimensions and a number that started out as 3.14 but kept going and going and going like an endless snake. These kids were only ten years old. She'd never taught them a thing about geometry. Not really. And certainly not about any math this complicated.

"Okay," the teacher said. "I would like three volunteers to come up and solve these problems."

All of the kids, even Tina and Timmy, froze. They knew they couldn't solve those problems. They couldn't figure out why their teacher expected them to know the answers.


 "Timmy and Tina," their teacher said. "Would you, and your sister, please come up and work the board?"

Timmy and Tina groaned. They didn't want to do it. They were mad. But their sister was even angrier. Empty dresses hate geometry. Timmy and Tina looked at each other. They read each other's minds. They knew what to do. So they walked up to the chalkboard. Tina held a piece of chalk in her left hand and another piece in her right hand, which also held the empty dress's left sleeve. Timmy held a piece of chalk in his right hand and another piece in his left hand, which also held the empty dress's right sleeve.

Two kids and an empty dress! Triplets! With four pieces of chalk! And all four of them wrote the same thing in big block letters:

 


THIS IS NOT FAIR!


 


And it wasn't fair! Not at all! Timmy and Tina and Mary Elizabeth St. Pierre weren't bad kids, were they? No, they were rebels! They were fighting against an evil teacher!

"This is not fair!" Tina shouted.

"This is not fair!" Timmy shouted.

They shook the empty dress as if she were dancing. As if she were leading a parade.

"This is not fair! This is not fair! This is not fair!" Tina and Timmy chanted. And soon enough, the other kids joined with them. They all stood at their desks, pumped their fists in the air, and joined the protest.

"This is not fair! This is not fair! This is not fair!"

With the empty dress leading them, Timmy and Tina and the other kids marched out of the classroom. But because they were only ten years old, most of the kids stopped marching at the school doors, but Timmy and Tina kept marching. And chanting. And marching. And chanting.

 They marched and chanted their way along the highway and out of town, down the dirt path, past a red barn, and to the shore of Lake Green. With Mary Elizabeth St. Pierre swinging between them, Timmy and Tina danced in the sand. It was a strange dance, of course. They jumped high in the air. They clapped their hands and clicked their heels. They made sand angels. They spun in circles and spat like sprinklers. They howled like wolves at the bright sun and the moon barely visible on the horizon.

"We are magic!" Timmy shouted.

"We are magicians!" Tina shouted.

"We can make anything come true!" they shouted together.

And then a strong and clever wind ripped Mary Elizabeth St. Pierre out of their hands and sent her drifting ten, twenty, thirty feet over and into the water, where she floated like a dress-shaped boat.

Timmy and Tina silently stared at the blue and yellow dress floating on the black water. It floated away from them.

"Don't you hate it when she does that?" Tina asked.

"Yeah, she thinks she's so much better than us," Timmy said.

"Hey," Tina shouted at the dress, "you're so stuck up! I hate you!"

"She's our sister," he said. "You shouldn't say that"

"But I do hate her," she said. "She always gets more attention than we do."

"Yeah, you're right," he said.

The dress kept floating away from them. It was going to float out of the lake and down a river and into and across the ocean and discover a new country. That dress was going to have adventures that Timmy and Tina would never be able to share.


 Timmy and Tina were so jealous of their sister. They were furious with her.

"Throw a rock at her," Tina said.
 
"What?" Timmy asked.

"Hit her with a rock," she said. "And sink her."

So Timmy found a flat rock and skipped it once, twice, three times across the water and tore a hole in the dress.
 
"Good shot!" Tina shouted.

They watched the dress sink beneath the surface of the lake.

"Good," Timmy said. "She's gone"

But then the dress popped back up to the surface.

"No!" Timmy screamed.

"Throw another rock at her!" Tina screamed.

So Timmy found a bigger, flatter rock and skipped it once, twice, three, four, five times and tore a bigger hole in the dress. "Yes!" Tina shouted. "I got it that time!" Timmy shouted.

They watched the dress sink again beneath the surface of the lake.
 
"It's not coming back this time," Tina said. "No way," Timmy said.

But, sure enough, that dress popped to the surface again. It almost seemed to float above the water.

"Timmy," Tina said, "I want you to kill that dress."
 
So Timmy found the best skipping rock anybody has ever found, and he skipped it twelve times and tore a fatal hole in the dress.
 
Or so he thought.


 The dress didn't sink at all this time. In fact, it was now definitely floating above the surface of the lake. That dress was hovering above the water.

Timmy and Tina gasped in fear once, and then gasped again when the best skipping stone in the world came flying back to them, bounced off Timmy's chest, and landed on the beach at his feet.

"Did that dress just throw that rock back at us?" Tina asked.

"Back at me," Timmy said.

And then both kids screamed when that empty dress, when Mary Elizabeth St. Pierre, straightened her sleeves and hem and came floating back toward them.

"Stop her! Stop her!" Tina yelled. "She's going to get us!"

Timmy picked up the rock at his feet. He ignored Tina's panicked screams and took careful aim at their fast-approaching triplet. He knew they were in terrible danger if he missed. He threw with all his might, but the third stone came skipping back.
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