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1.
Delivery
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It was a quiet morning in Mud Flat. Gordon was digging in his vegetable garden. Enid was watering her flowers, and Mark was swinging gently in his hammock.
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Suddenly, there was a strange sound:
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“What in the world is that?” said Enid.

“It’s getting nearer,” said Gordon.

Hobart, the delivery man, came down the path.

He was wheeling a large cardboard box on his squeaky handcart.
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“That’s a very big box, Hobart,” said Gordon.

“Sure is,” said Hobart.

“What’s in it?” asked Enid.

“I don’t open them,” said Hobart. “I just deliver them.”

“Where are you delivering it to?” said Mark. “It’s not for me, is it?”

“Or me?” said Enid.
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“It’s going to Duncan’s house,” said Hobart.

“Duncan is away on vacation,” said Gordon.

“Then I’ll leave it on his porch,” said Hobart.

They all watched as Hobart went down the path to Duncan’s house and pulled the handcart up the steps. He left the box on the porch.
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“That looked awfully heavy,” said Enid as Hobart came back.

“Heavier than some,” said Hobart. “Not as heavy as others.”

He went up the path.
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Gordon put down his trowel. Enid stopped watering her flowers, and Mark climbed out of his hammock.
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They strolled down to Duncan’s house.


2.
Wondering
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By the time they reached Duncan’s house, there was already a small crowd standing at the steps, staring at Duncan’s box.

“I wonder what’s in that box?” said Eugene.

“I wonder, too,” said Albert.

“So do I,” said Ruth.

“We’ll find out when Duncan gets back,” said Carl.

“What if Duncan has moved away without telling anybody?” said Ferdie. “Then the box will never get opened.”

“In that case,” said Norris, “maybe we should—”
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“No, we shouldn’t,” interrupted Enid.

“For all we know,” said Ralph, “Duncan could be on his way home this minute.”

Everybody turned around.

But there was no sign of Duncan.
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3
Exploring
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“You know what we need?” said Gordon. “We need somebody who can crawl inside the box, look around, and tell us what they see.”

“Estelle would be good,” said Ralph.

“Where’s Estelle?”

“Down here,” said Estelle, “by your foot.”

“Would you like to crawl into the box?” said Ferdie.
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“Can’t do it,” said Estelle. “It’s my nap time.” She gave a tiny yawn.

“Just a quick tour?” said Ralph.

“All right,” said Estelle.

Estelle wriggled up the steps of the porch.
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When she reached the box, she found a small crack where the cardboard was folded. “Here I go,” said Estelle, and she crawled inside.

“What’s in there, Estelle?” called Grover.

“Darkness,” said Estelle. “Very dark darkness.”

“Is that all?” said Carl.

“Give me a little time,” said Estelle.

Everyone was quiet.

At last Estelle wriggled out.

“What was it like, Estelle?” asked Enid.

“Some of it was round,” said Estelle.

“Some of it was round,” said Gordon to Janet.

“Some of it was flat,” said Estelle.
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“Some of it was flat,” said Gordon to Janet.

“Some of it was thick, and some of it was thin,” said Estelle.

“Thick and thin,” said Gordon.

“Will you stop that?” said Janet. “I can hear perfectly well.”

“Can you tell us what it was, Estelle?” said Carl.

“I don’t know the name for it,” said Estelle. She slithered off the porch and wriggled toward home.
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4.
Smelling
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“I’m worried,” said Guthrie. “Whatever is in that box could go bad before Duncan gets back.”

“How do you know it’s food?” said Stuart.

“How do you know it’s not?” said Guthrie.

“Why doesn’t somebody go and smell it?” said Vicky.

“Good idea,” said Stuart. “Who’s the best smeller?”

“I’m an excellent smeller,” said Gordon.

He sniffed the air. “I can smell Naomi’s cabbage soup all the way over by the mangrove swamp.”

“I can smell that, too,” said Guthrie.

“We can all smell that,” said Stuart.
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“You know what I can smell?” said Janet. “I can smell the roses in Dorothy’s garden up on the hill.”

“Everybody knows that Dorothy has roses,” said Enid. “It doesn’t mean you can smell them from here.”

“Let’s not argue,” said Carl. “I can smell the garbage over at Guthrie’s house.”

“That’s not garbage!” said Guthrie. “I happen to be cooking a stew.”

“My mistake,” said Carl. “Sorry.”
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5.
Chelsea
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Just then Chelsea came walking by.

“Here’s Chelsea,” said Stuart. “She’s the best smeller in Mud Flat.”

“Why, thank you,” said Chelsea.

“Would you mind going up on Duncan’s porch and smelling that big box?” said Janet.

“I suppose I could,” said Chelsea.

“That would be wonderful,” said Guthrie. “We’d all be very grateful.”

Chelsea trotted up the steps.
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She smelled the box.
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She smelled the bottom of the box.
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She smelled all around the box…
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and up the sides.
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Chelsea came down the steps.

“What did you smell, Chelsea?” said Vicky.

“Tell us, Chelsea,” said Guthrie.

“We all want to know,” said Stuart.

“Cardboard,” said Chelsea.

“Cardboard?” said Carl.

“Cardboard,” said Chelsea.


6.
Guarding
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By noon most people had left and gone about their business.

But Ferdie and Norris were still there.

“You know what?” said Norris. “Somebody might come along and steal that box.”
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“Nobody from Mud Flat,” said Ferdie.

“Of course not,” said Norris. “A stranger.”

“Two strangers,” said Ferdie.

“Or one stranger with a handcart,” said Norris.
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“Somebody should guard that box,” said Ferdie.

“That’s right,” said Norris, “but who?”

“Well, I could guard it in the daytime,” said Ferdie, “and you could guard it at night.”
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“I guard better in the daylight,” said Norris. “Much better.”

“So do I,” said Ferdie. “We can look for a night guard later on.”
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Norris and Ferdie went up onto the porch and stood on either side of the box.
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“My side is okay,” said Ferdie. “How’s yours?”

“All quiet,” said Norris.

[image: ]


7.
Dent
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Half an hour later Ferdie said, “I wonder what we’re guarding?”

“Me, too,” said Norris.

“I don’t want to be wasting my time guarding nothing,” said Ferdie. “Let’s give it a shake.”

They tried to shake the box. It hardly moved.

“Harder,” said Ferdie.

The box began to tip.
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“It’s going to fall over!” said Norris.

“Look out!”

They jumped away as the box toppled and went tumbling down the stairs. It landed on the ground with a clatter.
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“Oh, my goodness,” said Ferdie.

“Look at that big dent in the box,” said Norris.

“We’ve got to get that dent out before Duncan gets home,” said Ferdie.

“How?” said Norris.
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“We’ll open the box, I’ll crawl in and push the dent out,” said Ferdie. “Then I’ll crawl out, and we’ll glue the box shut.”

“How come you get to crawl in?” said Norris. “I want to see what’s in there just as much as you do.”

“I’m not going in to see what’s in there,” said Ferdie. “I’m going in to push the dent. If I happen to see anything while I’m in there, that’s extra.”

“Oh,” said Norris. After a minute he said, “I can push dents just as well as you can, Ferdie.”

“Okay, okay—we’ll both go in,” said Ferdie.

They tore open one end of the box.
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Just then they heard somebody coming down the path.

“Quick!” said Ferdie. “Get
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