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For Warfield Teague,

who loves science as much

as he loves storytelling





A Plain Boy, Ideally

There was one thing Henry Cicada wanted more than anything else in the world. More than he wanted to change history with an outrageously brilliant scientific discovery (which his mother, Melissa, had come pretty close to doing, sort of, according to some people). More than he wanted to save a school bus full of children from plunging into a lake, more than he wanted to rescue courageous explorers trapped amid unknown dimensions of space and time, more than he wanted to defend the president from kidnappers and become a hero, yes, a hero, with freeways named after him.

What Henry wanted more than any of that, at precisely 8:00 a.m. on the first Tuesday after Labor Day, was to turn the knob on the front door of his house and sneak out to launch a quest for something of truly monumental importance: He wanted to be ordinary. Innocuous. Inconspicuous. Just plain plain.

Time for Henry to be going.

But first, he checked over his shoulder.

For you see, if Henry’s dad caught him before he cleared out of 339 Bill Street for the day, ordinariness was not what he’d achieve. It’d be the opposite: notoriety. And burdened by notoriety, Henry would never fulfill his dream, which was to become an entirely new person, a plain one, so plain that he’d never stick out, never attract attention, never do anything remarkable or noteworthy ever again.

So intent on his quest was Henry that he stumbled over a small mound of his father’s discarded, outmoded, obsolete, derelict, and downright ill-advised inventions, which scattered with a dull racket. Yikes! Had his dad heard?

Useless devices like these, every one made of Elktonium, an extremely rare and strangely glimmering metal, were stowed all over the house. They lurked in the closets, the spare shower, the garage, the attic, you name it. Now they had overflowed into the hall. Henry and his dad tripped over the contraptions all day long, and dodged them as they plunged off high shelves, and never once considered taking them to the dump, where they belonged.

As the clatter of falling Elktonium died away, Henry cringed, really, really hoping his dad had already gotten busy working in the basement and become, as usual, totally oblivious to everything else. He waited. He listened. The sound of faintly humming machinery emanated from beneath the floorboards. Nothing more.

Henry pushed the front door open six inches, holding his breath as it groaned, and he eased into the yard, lugging his book bag by the straps. Birds sang. The sun shone. A fresh breeze blew. Henry checked over his shoulder one last time. All clear. He’d made it! Heaving a sigh of relief, Henry turned to greet the brand-new day. And ran smack into his father’s navel. Henry’s dad was six foot five. “Henry!” said Henry’s father, whose name was Phil. “I made a present for you! Out of Elktonium! To celebrate the first day at your new school!”

“Oh,” said Henry to himself, “no.”

But Phil had brought up an excellent point: it was the first day at Henry’s new school. So if he intended to achieve glorious ordinariness, avoid notoriety, attain the dream, and all that, this was basically his only chance. Which was why he’d wanted to get out of the house undetected. Because the last thing Henry wanted to drag to sixth grade was another of his father’s crackpot Elktonium gadgets, something he’d inevitably have to unveil at lunch, like his Elktonium lunch box; uncrate in the band room, like his Elktonium trumpet; use to calculate the hypotenuse in geometry, like his Elktonium triangulator; wear on his nose, like his Elktonium eyeglasses; or otherwise deploy embarrassingly.

Henry said, “Oh. Dad. Well . . .” He didn’t want to hurt his father’s feelings. But he was on a quest. To be plain. So he had to say it. “Maybe I could have my present after school?”

Completely ignoring Henry’s suggestion and what it implied (namely, that Henry wasn’t exactly crazy about his presents), Henry’s father shouted, “Shoes!” whereupon he produced the aforementioned articles from behind his back. Henry had never seen such ugly footgear in his life. “I made them myself, by staying up late at night in the basement,” said his father. He beamed at his monstrous creations, which kind of shimmered in the morning sunlight. “They’re made of one hundred percent, highest quality, unadulterated—”

“Elktonium,” said Henry glumly.

“Did I already mention that?” asked his dad.

“Yes,” said Henry.

Now, in Henry’s eyes, Elktonium was the emblem of every misfortune to have befallen him in his young life. Elktonium was the spring from which the trouble flowed. Elktonium, if you asked Henry, was the root of all evil.

Elktonium was a new metal, the first new metal in many years, an element on the periodic table down at the end where most scientists are scared to go. Henry’s mother had ingeniously synthesized it and cleverly stabilized it to quash any pesky radioactivity and named it after her hometown: Elkton, Maryland. The fact was, Henry’s mother had been something of a bold genius. She’d been Professor of Phenomenal Phenomenology at the prestigious Lookings Institute of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, the most important scientific laboratory in the country. Unfortunately, because of Elktonium, Melissa’s legacy as a brilliant scientist was now in decline, because apart from being the first new metal in many years, Elktonium had turned out to be pretty much worthless. It was three times heavier than lead, had an odd odor (kind of like tropical Mr. Clean), and was about as strong as heavy-duty Saran Wrap. It dissolved in lemonade, and dogs were slightly afraid of it. The one nice attribute of Elktonium was that it sometimes shimmered the same iridescent green as the lid of an old lady’s pillbox. But that’s not exactly useful, is it?

So what if Elktonium was a bust, was Henry’s opinion. His mother had still been a great scientist, a great lady, and a great mom, and she’d worked hard every day on her last creation, Elktonium, even when she was so tired she could barely stand up in the lab. Why not leave it at that?

Because now the problem was, even though Elktonium had turned out to be basically no good to anybody, Henry’s father, Phil, wouldn’t admit it. He claimed that people just didn’t understand Elktonium. He maintained that if Melissa had created it, then Elktonium must be good for something. The only problem was, no one had yet discovered what that something was. So Phil Cicada took it upon himself to uncover Elktonium’s true purpose. He started inventing new devices made of Elktonium. The Elktonium Bootjack. The Elktonium Spatula. The Elktonium Wok. Phil began neglecting his job at the Free Library of Philadelphia, requests for old volumes of Walt Whitman’s poetry began to pile up, and eventually Phil got himself fired. He and Henry had to move to Texas so Phil could operate the cash register in a 7-Eleven in a small desert town called Pumpjack, which, he told Henry, was the nearest location he could find employment, given his highly specialized work experience. Plus, Phil added, Texas was a spectacular place, with deserts, mountains, stars in the sky, and, some people claimed, on certain moonless nights, ghostly blue lights that traveled mysteriously to and fro in the distance. On the drive out from Philly, Phil had told Henry they should go look at the lights sometime, but so far they hadn’t managed to get around to it.

Overall, Henry also got the idea his dad just wanted to get far away from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and the memories associated with it. And although the memories persisted, Phil had definitely succeeded in leaving Philly behind. Pumpjack was located just this side of Nowhere.

For the record, “Nowhere” is a point of reference Texans use because Texas is extremely large and easy to get lost in, as in the aforementioned “just this side of Nowhere.” There is also “halfway to Nowhere,” “the other side of Nowhere,” “due south of Nowhere,” and “not exactly Nowhere, but you can see it from there.”

At the 7-Eleven, Phil’s boss was seventeen years old, but very understanding about arranging a flexible work schedule, giving Phil plenty of spare time to take care of Henry as well as to tinker with Elktonium. Hence the shoes.

“The kids will certainly sit up and take notice of you in these puppies!” Phil exclaimed, brandishing the extremely large, shiny shoes. For some reason, even though Henry was only five foot four, he had size fourteen-and-a-half feet, which made each Elktonium shoe about a foot and a half long.

A first-grader could almost use it for a canoe, thought Henry. As long as he or she doesn’t try to paddle it through a lake filled with lemonade, of course, which will dissolve it immediately.

“I wanted your first day of school to be special!” continued Phil.

“I’m sure ‘special’ won’t even begin to describe the kind of day I’m going to have, Dad,” replied Henry, as all the things he should say to his father raced through his mind, things like, “There’s no way in the world I’m wearing those shoes to school, because if I do, my dream of a brand-new, gloriously un-notorious start will go belly-up quicker than the class goldfish. These are the shoes Bigfoot would wear to the disco.”

What Henry really said was, “They’re, um, well—” He struggled to think of a word. “—unprecedented, Dad.” Henry was pretty good at coming up with adjectives that seemed complimentary, even if, upon further inspection, maybe they weren’t. Adjectives, for instance, like “unprecedented,” which could mean something was so great there’d never been anything like it in history, or, on the other hand, could mean something was so gosh-awful there’d never been anything like it in history. This strategy kept Henry from having to lie to his dad all the time.

Henry’s father handed him the glittering high-top moon-boot-like footwear he’d crafted secretly, late at night, out of love for Henry and a misguided desire to make the first day at his new school special. Henry closed his eyes and took a brief moment to silently bid his dream farewell: Good-bye, dream.

“Good-bye, Dad,” said Henry out loud.

“Good-bye, son,” said his dad.

Henry laced up his new shoes, put on his Philadelphia Phillies baseball cap, and headed for the bus stop.





First Name Jurgen, Last Name Mintfarm 


Henry trudged past his neighbor’s house (the name on the mailbox read “General G. G. P. Hedgerow,” but neither Henry nor his dad had ever met the man). He turned left at Sheila Street and made for the bus stop. Every twenty-three seconds, his Elktonium-rimmed glasses oozed down the bridge of his nose and had to be pushed back up, raising Henry’s dork factor another notch each time.

Suddenly, a little golden-brown dog ran up carrying a bone, dropped it on the sidewalk, and showed his pointy teeth in what Henry figured was a smile, since the pooch was wagging his whole body in greeting (probably because his tail was so stubby that another good name for it would’ve been “nonexistent”). The puppy was missing his front right paw, but was also short one ear, which put him even again, since three paws plus one ear equals four.

The dog sniffed suspiciously at all the Elktonium associated with Henry and shivered. He backed up two steps, sat down, and, when he was a safe distance away, barked in a sociable tone. Henry knew making friends with a dog as far out of the ordinary as this one could put a kink in his quest for plainness, but he also felt pretty sure that bark would be the kindest sound he’d hear all day. So he took three seconds off his single-minded pursuit of plainness to pat the little guy’s head. “What’s your name, fella?” he asked. The dog shook its collar, and Henry noticed a tag on it that read “Pim Pom.”

Henry didn’t quite know what to do about the fact that Pim Pom was missing his front right paw. He wondered if he should say something about it, like, “Sorry about your leg, little fella,” but since Pim Pom didn’t act worried, Henry didn’t worry, either.

“Wanna play fetch, Pim Pom?” Henry asked.

Pim Pom said, “Arf.”

Henry picked up the bone and threw it down the sidewalk. Pim Pom looked at him funny and scuttled off to hide in a nearby bush, yelping hysterically. Unfortunately, the last time Pim had played fetch, it had ended terribly, though Henry had no way of knowing this.

“Gee whiz,” Henry said sadly, gazing at the spot in the hedge where Pim Pom had disappeared. It seemed like Pim Pom had actually liked him there for a few seconds.

Henry shrugged and kept walking. He tried to tell himself it didn’t matter. He tried to tell himself he didn’t care. He tried to tell himself disappointment was no big deal. It happened to people all the time. After a few steps, Henry, who was staring off into space pretending nothing was the matter, tripped over Pim Pom’s bone. He picked the bone up and put it in his lunch box, hoping maybe he’d run into old Pim later and have a chance to get their misunderstanding ironed out, even though Henry was also careful to tell himself it didn’t matter much one way or the other, because, after all, ordinariness was his true objective, not making friends with little dogs.

Henry was the first person at the bus stop, so he sat on his trumpet case and waited. His new shoes, which emanated a pungent aroma of mango, coconut, and disinfectant, already felt like they were giving him a blister on the left heel. While he loosened his laces, a very small kid appeared, dragging a colossal trombone case behind him. The kid hunched over like he was afraid somebody might punch him in the belly any moment, and he glanced obsessively over his shoulder, as if he were a hunted fawn.

While Henry watched, this kid proceeded to set his trombone case on the ground, open it, climb in, and somehow lock it from the inside. Then he unlocked the case, stuck his head out, and said to Henry, “Knock three times when you see the bus.”

“OK,” said Henry. The kid disappeared back inside his horn case, which seemed to be made of fake alligator hide. Henry noticed several little holes drilled in one end to admit fresh air. At the other end was a label that read “Property of.” Underneath “Property of” someone had written, in shaky green Sharpie, “Mintfarm, Jurgen.”

“Say,” Henry shouted into the air holes, “is that really your name? Mintfarm?”

“Yes!” hissed Mintfarm very loudly. “Go away!”

“Jurgen Mintfarm?” continued Henry.

“Yes!” hissed Jurgen Mintfarm.

“I’m Henry,” said Henry. “Henry Cicada.”

“Go away, Henry Cicada!” demanded Jurgen.

Well, Henry thought, looking at his ludicrous shoes, I guess things could be worse. I could be four feet tall, stuffed in a fake-alligator-hide trombone case, and named “Mintfarm.” He figured that, all in all, it’d probably be better for everyone if he just dropped this conversation and set his sights back on ordinariness. But pretty soon, his curiosity got the better of him.

“Why are you hiding in your trombone case, Jurgen?” asked Henry.

Jurgen twitched like the worm in a jumping bean. “Shhh!” he hissed.

Fine, thought Henry. Actually, oppressive silence, now that he thought about it, could aid his quest to achieve plainness quite a bit. No talking, no outrageousness. So he sat and basked in the quiet.

For ten seconds. Then Henry saw what Jurgen was hiding from. Actually, who Jurgen was hiding from. A very large boy, very blond, very—well, “belligerent,” “hostile,” and “truculent” were words that came to mind. Plus, you could tell just by looking at him that this joker thought he was handsome, that he was the kind of kid to whom nearsighted school librarians, ditzy aunts, and drive-up-window cashiers would say, “Aren’t you handsome?” And then, of course, he would have no choice but to agree, mostly because of the “charming” lock of blond hair that stuck up three-quarters of an inch from his forehead.

“Hey,” said the allegedly handsome boy to Henry. “Isn’t that, uh, Jurgen’s trombone case?”

Henry shrugged. In his mind, he named this guy “Mr. Handsome.”

“Listen,” said Mr. Handsome, “don’t get me started on those pathetic shoes you’re wearing. Just tell me if you saw a little shrimpy scaredy-cat come by here.”

Henry heaved a sigh, hoping to seem regretful because he couldn’t answer this question, even though he wasn’t regretful in the least.

Mr. Handsome said, “You’re new. I know because I’ve never seen you here before, and now I see you.” Henry couldn’t argue with Mr. Handsome’s logic (if “logic” was the name Mr. Handsome’s thought process deserved), so he nodded very slightly.

Mr. Handsome, his brain still in overdrive, said, “So if you’re new, it, uh, means you haven’t been to school yet, and if you haven’t been to school yet, it means you haven’t worn those shoes to school yet, and if you haven’t worn those shoes to school yet, then people don’t realize you’re a megadweeb.”

“Listen,” said Henry, because he was afraid he might actually call Mr. Handsome “Mr. Handsome” out loud if he kept thinking the name in his head, “could you tell me your name?”

“Theotis T. Otis the Third,” said Mr. Handsome.

Ordinarily, Henry might’ve felt sorry for the average bonehead whose parents had given him a name like that. But Theotis T. Otis the Third was clearly no average bonehead, so Henry didn’t.

On the other hand, Henry thought maybe he could strike a deal with this Theotis. “You know what, Theotis? You’ve got a point,” Henry admitted. “Nobody around here thinks I’m a megadweeb yet. So?”

“So, if you tell me where the scaredy-cat is, his name is Jurgen, I’ll let you have my gym shoes, which are in my backpack,” said Theotis.

It occurred to Henry that maybe Theotis was smarter than he looked. This deal could really put Henry’s quest to be plain back on track. “Sure,” he said to himself. “I could borrow Theotis’s shoes, and hide these Elktonium monstrosities in the roadside weeds or in a hollow tree. Theotis’s shoes would be a little painful, because Theotis appears to wear size thirteen, not fourteen and a half, but physical pain will be minor compared to the psychological torture the kids at school are sure to inflict on me if I show up in what I’m wearing now, not to mention that reporting for gym class in Elktonium shoes would be very unordinary. Plus, after school, I could change back into the Elktonium shoes when I get off the bus and wear them home, and Dad would be none the wiser!”

Henry took a deep breath. He glanced at the trombone case. “Well,” he said to himself, hating to think what he was about to think. “Theotis is going to figure out where Jurgen is sooner or later, so I might as well tell him what he wants to know, and that way at least one of us gets some good out of this situation—”

“The thing is,” Theotis was saying, “I like to yank Jurgen’s underpants up and, uh, hang them over his ears every morning before school. Gets me in the right frame of mind to, uh, you know, uh, kick off my day.”

Henry rubbed his eyes tiredly and said, “Oh, man.” Because he really didn’t like bullies. In fact, one of the things he used to do back in the old, unordinary days, when he still wore Batman and Robin boxer shorts and green shoes with red wheels in the heels, was thwart them. Using intelligence, wit, and sometimes, when the struggle grew especially vicious, poetry.

Theotis scowled impatiently. To amuse himself, he stepped on Henry’s shoe. Even through the Elktonium absorbed much of the pressure, this still hurt. Theotis was one beefy Texan. Henry knew that if he strayed any further from his quest to be just plain plain by standing up to Theotis, the mashed foot could be just the beginning of the suffering.

Theotis snickered. He found mashing Henry’s toes fun! But before he could enjoy any more yuk-yuks at Henry’s expense, a small squeak of fear emerged from the trombone case. Evidently, Jurgen had been watching through the air holes, and had seen what was about to happen to Henry.

“I’ve got issues with you, New Kid,” Theotis warned Henry as he turned away and began to pick the lock on the trombone case. “But right now I’ve got smaller fish to fry.”

Theotis got one of the latches open. Jurgen moaned in fright.

“This is a real conundrum,” muttered Henry to himself.

“A real what?” snapped Theotis.

Henry tried frantically to think of a way to do what he was about to do without wrecking his quest for plainness. “I—” said Henry.

“Yeah?” asked Theotis.

“I was talking to your girlfriend,” Henry said. He had no idea why he’d brought up Theotis’s girlfriend. He didn’t even know if Theotis had a girlfriend. Henry was flying by the seat of his pants.

“You were talking to Shirley?” Theotis said, scratching his perfectly round head.

“Yeah,” said Henry quickly. “Shirley. And Shirley said . . .”

“What did Shirley, uh, say?” asked Theotis. His attention was starting to wander back toward the trombone case, which rocked to and fro and groaned softly.

“Shirley said, well, she said she really likes that charming lock of blond hair that sticks up three-quarters of an inch from your forehead,” declared Henry.

“I know that,” said Theotis. “Everybody likes the lock of hair.” He stroked it smugly.

“But you know what she likes even more?” said Henry.

“No, what?” said Theotis.

Now, Henry didn’t know Theotis’s girlfriend, Shirley. He’d just moved to town. He’d never seen Shirley, or spoken to her, and the only reason he knew her name was that Theotis had just told it to him. For all Henry knew, Shirley was nine feet tall, green, walked on all fours, and had an enormous horn growing out of her forehead. But he didn’t let that stop him. No, Henry went right ahead and said, “Shirley told me she likes you because, uh . . . when you send her a text, you call her . . .”

A gaggle of kids flocked up to the bus stop at that moment and gathered to watch.

Theotis turned red as a fire truck and all the air seemed to leak out of him. He forgot about extracting Jurgen from the trombone case for whatever nefarious purposes he had in mind. “She. Didn’t. Tell. You. That?” Theotis croaked, glancing in horror at the crowd of onlookers surrounding him.

“Uh-huh,” said Henry smugly. “She did. Shirley told me about . . .”

“Snookums?” wailed Theotis in horror.

“Snookums,” repeated Henry.

“Snookums!” cried the mob of kids in glee.

Giggles came out of the gaggle, and a snort even came from the trombone case. Theotis ran away red-faced and hid in the nearest shrubbery he could find.

The bus roared up. Henry rapped on the alligator hide. It scraped his knuckles.

Jurgen leaped out of his trombone case, threw it over his shoulder, ran up the steps, sat right behind the driver where the security camera would catch anybody who tried to smack him, and made himself small.

Henry sat across the aisle, jamming his feet underneath the seat so nobody could see his shoes.

The driver pulled into traffic.

As each block slid past outside the window, Jurgen sat up just a smidgen straighter. Finally, two bus stops later, he called across the aisle to Henry, “I’m starting fifth grade.”

“I’m starting sixth,” said Henry over his shoulder, and made a point of staring out the window. But as he peered at each of the eleven 7-Elevens lining the road from his house to his new school, trying to remember exactly which one his dad worked at, he kept seeing the reflection of Jurgen sitting across the aisle gazing at the back of his head.

Finally, Jurgen blurted out, “Wow. Oh, man. Did you ever fix him! How do you know his girlfriend, Shirley?”

Henry turned to face Jurgen.

“I don’t,” said Henry. “I just waited until Theotis let her name slip, and then I acted like I already knew it.”

“Good thinking,” Jurgen said.

“Thanks,” said Henry.

“But how’d you know about ‘Snookums’?” asked Jurgen.

“I didn’t know about that, either,” said Henry. “But usually, when you get somebody as mean, egotistical, and self-centered as Theotis T. Otis the Third talking, he’ll embarrass himself. The trick is to pay attention and make sure that when he does, he embarrasses himself a lot.”

“Immensely,” said Jurgen.

“Enormously,” said Henry.

“Magnificently,” said Jurgen.

“Majestically,” said Henry.

“Colossally!” said Jurgen. “Phew!” Jurgen glanced over at Henry with a big grin on his face.

Henry could feel tendrils of friendship reaching out from Jurgen. He thought about sending a tendril or two back. Jurgen Mintfarm was definitely an oddball, but he seemed like Henry’s type of oddball.

Or, rather, Jurgen would have been Henry’s type of oddball, if Henry weren’t currently on a mission to achieve plainness. A mission that called for zero oddballs. Weirdness, differentness, or strangeness of any kind could very quickly wreck a quest like Henry’s. No, this was a road Henry felt pretty sure he’d be better off traveling without Jurgen Mintfarm.

And so, as the bus sat at a traffic light, Henry focused his attention on a guy beside the road setting up traffic cones for no apparent reason other than keeping cars from running over the guy setting up traffic cones, who was him: the guy setting up traffic cones. Now that, thought Henry, looks like a good way to achieve plainness. As well as being entirely futile.

After a while, Jurgen quit looking at Henry. He scrunched up like a potato bug in its segmented shell and stared at the floor as they rode the rest of the way to school in silence, and Henry felt a small kernel of loneliness lodge firmly in his throat. He told himself it was a small price to pay for glorious ordinariness.





The History of a Terrible Haircut

About Henry’s quest to be just plain plain: He wasn’t undertaking it because he admired the Amish (often known as “the Plain People”). He wasn’t planning to turn in all his zippers, grow a beard with no mustache to go with it, wear a big straw hat, and begin riding a buggy to the horse-feed store. In fact, for most of his life, Henry had been pretty much the opposite of plain. Outrageous. Audacious. Disputatious. When he got excited, which he did quite often, his giant black eyes glittered so enthusiastically that you couldn’t help liking him, even if he was telling some far-fetched story that had almost no basis in reality, which was another thing he did frequently.

Strange as it may sound, Henry looked a lot like his mother, Melissa, who’d also had size fourteen-and-a-half feet (although she’d been a foot taller than he was—six-four). Their eyes were alike, and they’d both been bald as cue balls. His mother because she was sick. Henry because he had shaved his skull after a particularly awful rainy day in Philadelphia. A storm had driven him off the basketball court at Starr Garden, and Henry had come home dripping wet to find his mother vacuuming the carpet in the dark—all the lights off, all the blinds drawn. Needless to say, her vacuuming wasn’t going too well. In the dark, she kept running into the furniture.

Henry tried to sneak past her in the dimness and make for the stairs to his room before he got roped into doing chores. But somehow his mother heard him over the noise of the Bissell. “Henry?” she called. “Can you help me?”

His father was off at the Free Library looking things up for a living. So Henry really had no choice but to help. Which made him a little mad. Because, come on! Like most people, he had his own stuff to do. But the tone of his mother’s question, a bit timid, a bit scared, even maybe a bit ashamed, so very different from her usual audacious and loquacious voice, made him absolutely furious, which baffled him.

“Just turn on a light, Mom!” Henry shouted.

“I can’t,” she whispered.

“Then I will,” said Henry.

“Oh, Henry,” said his mother.

But by then, Henry had turned the light on. And he saw why she wanted to work in the dark. Her treatments had made her hair fall out overnight. She was completely bald.

“Just one of life’s little surprises,” his mother said nonchalantly, her glittering black eyes now sad and downcast.

Henry couldn’t look at her. He muttered, “Maybe you’ll get one of those vacuum cleaners with a headlight in it for Christmas.” And he ran upstairs.

But Henry’s mom didn’t get a vacuum cleaner with a headlight in it for Christmas, because she died before Christmas, before Henry could tell her he was sorry for what he’d said, or to help her vacuum. The one thing he did do in time was go to Pietro’s Barber Shop and get his cranium shaved, hoping that his mother would guess why: because he was sorry for how he’d acted on that rainy afternoon and was too sad to think of any way to tell her.

All this had taken place eight months before, in Philadelphia, which was full of old trees with millions of green leaves and important brick buildings, before Henry moved to Pumpjack, Texas, which was flat, hot, dusty, and smelled like baking telephone poles.

Henry was still bald, and a bald kid is not exactly a plain kid, but apart from that, he was doing his best to cut out all the other audacious, outrageous, disputatious nonsense left over from the old days.

Why?

Because he wanted mealtimes to be more cheerful. Day after day, as Henry and his dad sat across the kitchen table from each other in Pumpjack, eating Frosted Mini-Wheats for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, he saw sadness steal over Phil’s face each time their eyes met, because he reminded his dad of Melissa. Henry sometimes felt like an electronic billboard flashing: “She’s gone! She’s gone! She’s gone!”

He hoped that if he stuck to his quest, avoiding anything nutty, kooky, outrageous, audacious, or pugnacious, and instead became boring, then at least his personality wouldn’t resemble his mother’s so much, so maybe the sad looks on his father’s face would fade. Henry’s mom used to be a handful, always discovering new metals and performing wild experiments with the time-space continuum, coming up with crazy ideas, imagining things that’d never been imagined before, and Henry used to be a handful, too, like for instance the time he’d convinced a girl at Fairmount Park that the three pinto beans he happened to have in his pocket were actually his adenoids, and sold them to her for six dollars apiece. How was he supposed to know her dad was the new vice principal?

Well, that sort of behavior was officially a thing of the past. Now Henry and Phil lived together in their new house, making three meals a day of breakfast cereal supplemented by simple snack pastries from the wire rack by the 7-Eleven counter, along with the occasional strip of beef jerky. When they weren’t eating, they tripped over Elktonium inventions all day long, and they never, ever vacuumed, and neither one knew what to say to the other.





About a Bone

As soon as Henry stepped down from the bus at school, people began noticing his Elktonium shoes. The first kid to say anything was a girl with eleven earrings and a voice like a hyena with its nose caught in a vise. Henry could tell she was stuck-up just by the way she carried her head on her neck—she looked like, so far in her life, her parents had dropped about fifteen thousand bucks taking her to El Paso for ballet lessons and she wasn’t going to let anybody forget it.

In his mind, Henry named her “the Arrogant Queen.”

“Yaaaah!” the Arrogant Queen said. “What’s wrong with your feet?” In the school yard, about ninety pairs of eyes turned to see what was wrong with Henry’s feet.

How? Henry asked himself. How can I explain these shoes without seeming outrageous, audacious, or ostentatious? How can I just be—plain boring? But then his mouth opened, and Henry started talking, and these questions faded into the scenery. He said to the Arrogant Queen: “It’s not my feet. It’s my legs.”

“What’s wrong with your legs?” asked the Arrogant Queen.

“My legs have no bones,” blurted Henry. Oof, he scolded himself. Not plain. Try again.

“Why not?” the Arrogant Queen asked.

Henry looked around. People were gathering.

“Because my father removed them,” Henry exclaimed. Yikes. Not ordinary. Do over! Do over!

“What?” shrieked the Arrogant Queen. But she sounded intrigued.

“My father removed my leg bones, because my leg bones had become quite painful,” burst out Henry. Henry, he told himself, you just exited the realm of the inconspicuous. But he didn’t know how to turn himself back.

“No way!” said the Arrogant Queen with something like esteem in her voice.

“Actually, he’s been removing them one by one for the past four months,” Henry said, “and replacing them with an indestructible space-age material developed for Kuala Lumpur’s secret astronauts.” Regretfully looking back on all this later, Henry figured right about here was where he got so wrapped up in his story that he completely forgot about being unremarkable.

“I’ve never heard of any astronauts from Kuala Lumpur,” said the Arrogant Queen.

“Because they’re secret!” shot back Henry.

“Oh, right,” murmured the Arrogant Queen.

“Besides,” continued Henry, “have you ever heard of Kuala Lumpur?”

“Well,” said the Arrogant Queen, who generally spent geography class surfing fashionable shoes on her iPhone, “no.”

Henry nodded wisely.

“Hold it! Wait! Not so fast!” the Arrogant Queen shouted. “I don’t believe your dad removed your leg bones.”

“I don’t expect you to believe my dad removed my leg bones,” said Henry. “I don’t expect anybody to believe my dad removed my leg bones. That’s why I brought one for show-and-tell.”

“You did not!” whispered the Arrogant Queen.

Slowly, coolly, calmly, collectedly, Henry reached into his Elktonium lunch box and, smiling his widest smile, extracted Pim Pom’s bone. The
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