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The Walking Corpse
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“I don’t want to go to school here,” Sarah yelled at her father. “You dragged me away from all my friends and plunked me down in this wilderness.”

Sarah’s dad, Donald Sachs, tried his best not to smile. “Ottawa isn’t a wilderness, darling. It’s a rather large city.”

Sarah scowled and tossed back a tangle of curls. “You call this a city. We’re out in the sticks. Look around. There’s only trees and mounds of snow.”

“Most kids like trees.” Her dad swept his hand through his raven-black hair and peered out the window of their new two-story house. Sarah followed his gaze.

They were on the last row of a new construction of the suburb, and their backyard opened up on a field. Corn stubble, laced with frost, extended between pockets of wooded land. The landscape shimmered like nothing ever did in slushy metropolitan Toronto.

Sarah blinked as the light seared her eyes. She still preferred the slush.

“Well, I don’t,” she said. “I hate it here.” She stamped so hard on the solid tiles in the foyer that pain jolted up her leg. Tears crowded the corners of her eyes.

“Like it or not, dear, we’re here for good.”

“I want to live with Mom.”

“Mom doesn’t . . .” He gritted his teeth. “Your mom is too busy right now, darling. I know it’s hard to move in the middle of the year, but we’ll just have to make a go of it, okay? You’ll make new friends and eventually you might come to like this place.”

Sarah swiped at her eyes. “Yeah, sure,” she said.

“Now you know you have to go to school.”

Sarah wanted to protest again, but it wouldn’t make any difference. She pulled on her snow pants, wrenched on her coat, zipped it over her chin, jammed on a hat, laced up some oversized boots, and yanked on her mittens. “I feel like a polar bear,” she growled.  

“You look like one, too,” he said.

She slammed out the door.

“Watch for cars,” her father called after her.

Sarah trudged through the deep snow, anger heavy as a bear on her shoulders. Her eyelashes were soon dusted with feathery flakes. The frigid blast of winter numbed her face in an instant. What a place to live. As she rubbed her mitts together to try to restore circulation to her hands, other kids emerged from the houses in the sprawling subdivision. They dashed past her, tossing snowballs at each other and rolling in the snow. If only she were back home, with her friends—Keith and Jamie, the basketball stars. Even the bully Bob would be a welcome sight compared to these strangers. How could they be having fun in this Arctic wilderness? She clutched her coat around her like a shield from the laughter that filled the air.

She could have tolerated this—the cold, the strangers—if only Mom had come with them. If only Mom hadn’t insisted on staying within the shadow of the monstrous highrise where she worked, and Dad hadn’t walked out on her. Sarah could have endured living in a cabin in the backwoods of Northern Ontario if they were all still together—a family.

It hadn’t worked out that way, though. Dad, as a politician, had to travel back and forth to Ottawa, and spend most of his time in this city. Mom, who was a successful fashion designer, wasn’t willing to sacrifice her own career for Dad’s convenience. She’d heard the arguments over and over. No one had asked Sarah what she wanted to do. Or where she wanted to live. So here she was, walking through a blizzard to get to a school in the middle of nowhere.

As Sarah walked, stewing over her miserable life, a flicker of movement across the street caught her eye. A boy was walking parallel to her with hunched shoulders and a twisted grimace on his face. He was kicking snow and punching shadows. He seemed oblivious to the frolicking kids, or to her. His eyes focused on the snow like it was an enemy.

Sarah looked away from him, but every now and then she’d look up and find they were keeping pace with each other. The boy seemed typical of kids from this northern town—bulky parka, Maple Leaf toque and a cold-flushed face under the snowflakes—yet he was different. He was distant from the others—an outsider, like her. She couldn’t stop watching him.

Finally they reached an intersection and he turned in her direction. It looked like he was about to cross the street. Yet he didn’t look up, didn’t pay attention to the traffic lights, didn’t even glance down the street; he just kept walking.

Sarah saw the red Explorer racing down the icy street. She cried, “Hey, kid. Look out!” Her stomach clenched and dropped as if weighted by heavy ball bearings. The SUV jammed its brakes, skidded from side to side on the slick asphalt and went right through the kid. The boy kept walking, untouched.

Sarah stood there in shock, immobile. The boy walked past her, meeting her eyes for a split second.

“Wh-who-what are you?” she asked.

He shrugged, smiled and kept walking.

Sarah sank down in the snow bank and watched him continue up the street and into the yard of the red brick school. She shook her head. Had she really seen what she had just seen? The Explorer slammed to a stop, twisted halfway across the road, and the driver jumped out of the car. He looked back at the intersection, one hand poised in midair and the other scratching his head.  

“He should be dead,” he muttered. “Thank goodness, thank goodness.”

Sarah blinked. Snowflakes whipped into her face and pasted to her eyelashes.  

“I must have missed him, hadn’t I?” he called over to her.

She nodded, but as she turned away from the driver she whispered, “You hit him dead on.”
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Conversation with the Corpse
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Sarah walked the half-block to Marshland Elementary School in a daze. She headed across the playground and in through the double doors at the back, the images of the car and the boy still flickering through her head. It only took her a few minutes to find her classroom at the end of the hall, since she’d been there last week for a meeting with her homeroom teacher that had included her father—the new divorcé. But she hadn’t met the students yet. It was a moment she dreaded.

So when she shuffled into the Grade Six classroom, where the desks were arranged in parallel lines like the bars of a prison cell, she was shocked again by the appearance of the boy. He’d shed his blue parka and toque and was leaning back in his desk, fingers laced behind his head, in a “nothing ever happens to me” attitude. Sarah was even more ruffled to find her desk was right in front of his.

She sank into it. “Hi,” she said.

He nodded, eyeing her from beneath hooded lids. He had tawny hair that drooped over his face and sleepy green eyes that made him look like a snoozing cat. Sarah wasn’t surprised when he yawned.

“Um,” she said, struggling for something to say.

“Name?” He saved her the trouble.

“Excuse me?”

“Do you have a name?” He flipped back a wisp of hair.

“Yeah. Sarah.”

“Good.”

“What?”

“Not a good name. Good that you have one. I’d hate to sit behind a ‘what’s her name.’”

Sarah frowned. “Smart aleck.”

“That’s me.” He smiled and it lit up his eyes.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Matt.”

“Good,” she said. “I’d hate to call you ‘that walking corpse.’”

Matt grinned. “Not bad.” He leaned forward, his pale face centimetres from her own. “Wait until you see my next trick.”

Sarah leaned back. “Can’t wait.”

They stared at each other as the rest of the class shuffled in. Sarah didn’t break eye contact with Matt until a tall boy with thick chestnut hair and a lopsided grin brushed past her.

“’Scuse me,” he said.

Sarah shrugged. “No skin off my nose.”

“Wouldn’t hurt none, though,” he chuckled.

Sarah’s hand flew to her nose. The hawkish protrusion was a sore point with her and it would figure that the first boy she met—well, second, considering the amazing Matt behind her—would make a nasty comment about its size. She looked around. Some students within earshot were smirking. She wondered how long it would be before they roasted her for the toasted tint of her skin or her coffee-coloured eyes. When she looked a little closer, though, she discovered that, just as in Toronto, the classroom was a mosaic of different cultures.

Matt startled her as he leaned forward again, even closer this time, and whispered, “Beaks add character. Do you see that scrawny thing across from us with the button nose? Boring. Nothing to tweak.”

Sarah nearly gaped at the boy. She didn’t know what to make of him. He was insulting, but somehow she thought the comment was supposed to make her feel better. She didn’t have time to ponder this, though, as Madame Leblanc entered the room.

First the teacher’s gaze swept over the students. Her eyes were twin olive beads set deep in her face between hilly cheeks, like the buttons of seat cushions. They settled on Matt, contracted, then flew past to land on her, and relaxed. The tension eased from Sarah’s shoulders. The teacher brushed her with a smile,  squeezed past a student the same height as her and ambled to the front on squeaky loafers. A puff of dust shot into the air as she leaned against the front of her desk.

“Les amis,” she began. “We have a new student. Welcome, Sarah Sachs.”

The class murmured, “Bonjour.” A few people snickered at her name. Matt continued to stare at the back of her head as she faced the front of the class. She could feel the pressure like a drill.

“Don’t mind him,” whispered the button-nosed girl opposite her. “He’s weird.”

“You’re telling me,” Sarah whispered back. She looked up to see Madame Leblanc’s smile wither and turn frosty.

“No talking, Sarah,” said the teacher.

“Ou-Oui, Madame.” Some students giggled in the back of the room. Normally she was quite fluent in French. She’d been taking French Immersion since kindergarten. Why did she have to stumble over her words now?

“Ah,” said Madame. “We will not make fun of her language. After all, she is from Toronto.”

More people snickered. Even a chortle erupted behind her. Sarah was instantly offended. “Toronto is the hub of Canada.”

“And Ottawa is her wheels, cherie.”

Sarah’s face flushed. “Toronto is the centre of—of—”

“The universe,” Matt finished for her. Everyone laughed.

Sarah’s eyes ached. “It’s a wonderful city.”

“With wonderful people,” said Matt. “If they weren’t all snobs.”

Now her head was pounding. “You are a walking corpse,” she rasped at him.

“That’s quite enough,” said Madame, which was a little strange since she’d started mocking Toronto in the first place. By the way she glared at Matt, though, Sarah could tell there was something more to it.

“Matthew Barnes, your father should hear about your behaviour.”

“Yes, he should.” Matt held up a slim black cell phone. “Why don’t you call him?”

The class erupted in giggles.

Madame Leblanc’s rosy cheeks blanched. Her face scrunched up into an angry mask and she spat out, “You’re heading for a detention, Monsieur Barnes.”

“I’ll dial the number for you,” Matt continued as if he hadn’t heard her. “But I’ll bet he’s on safari or something again and can’t be reached.”

“I’ll see you after school, Monsieur Barnes, and you’ll give me that phone now.”

She walked over to him with her hand outstretched. Sarah watched in astonishment as Matt defied her, sneering. Madame Leblanc grabbed the phone. For a second Sarah thought Matt was going to hold on to it, but he finally let go.

“Your father would not be proud,” she said.

Matt rolled his eyes. “He doesn’t care.”

Madame Leblanc marched back to the front of the class. She didn’t hear him whisper at her back. Nobody seemed to hear except Sarah. “He never cared.”

At recess, Sarah talked to a few students. Even fewer talked back to her. She stood in a corner of the yard, which was basically an island of ice and slush in an ocean of snow. Only a narrow strip of asphalt peered from the drifts, a half-buried basketball court where the nets slapped against their poles in the wind. Sarah scuffed her boots idly on the ice. What a typical winter playground this was; nothing to do but stand and watch. One boy drew her gaze more than any of the others.

Matthew Barnes gleefully tossed snowballs over a fort onto some younger kids’ heads. He went on to smooth the snow on an icy patch and watched while people slipped and fell. Then he ambled over to a tree and shook the snow off the branches to bury the kids underneath. No one joined him in his antics; he was a loner.

“Why are you watching him?” asked Chelsea, the button-nosed girl from her class. “He’s a jerk.”

“Who is he, really?” asked Sarah, shifting her gaze to Chelsea. The girl had an autumn blaze of red hair and a sprinkling of freckles all over her face. Her neck was long and slender, like a giraffe’s, and her green eyes sparkled with flecks of gold. She could have been pretty if she didn’t look down her tiny nose all the time.

“Nathan Barnes’s son,” said Chelsea. “Never know it, would you?”

“Nathan Barnes,” said Sarah. “The Nathan Barnes?”

“The one and only,” said Chelsea. “Explorer, scientist, archaeologist extraordinaire. And he’s cute, too. Ever seen his picture in Science Digest?”

“Science Digest? You read Science Digest?”

“Doesn’t everybody?”

“Not exactly,” said Sarah. “But I read other things. I’ve definitely heard of Nathan Barnes, but I never knew he had a son.”

“He probably doesn’t want to admit it. Look at how messed up his kid is.”

Sarah pondered Chelsea’s words as she watched Matt, a cross between class clown and class criminal. It didn’t seem possible that he was the son of such a brilliant man. “I see your point. But maybe there’s more to him than what we’re looking at right now. After all, Dr. Barnes has made some amazing discoveries.”

“Yes, he has,” said Chelsea. “New tombs in Egypt, undiscovered First Nations villages. Even some new evidence of Atlantis.”

Sarah turned back to Chelsea. “Have you ever met him?”

Chelsea shook her head. “He’s not around here much. His assistant looks after Matt. Sort of like a godmother, I guess. He hates her, too. I think he hates just about everyone and everything.”

“Chip on his shoulder,” said Sarah. “I can relate.”

“I wouldn’t bother relating,” said Chelsea. “It’s not worth it.”

Sarah took a deep breath. Should she pursue the subject of the incredible death-defying boy with a girl she’d just met? She’d probably look like an idiot, but curiosity was clawing at her, and besides, she didn’t really like this girl. She had to know. “Have you ever heard of anything weird about him?”

“What do you mean?” asked Chelsea. “The guy is totally weird.”

Sarah looked off over the grounds, avoiding Chelsea’s gaze. “I don’t know. Just different, unexplainable stuff.”

“Like what?”

“Oh, nothing,” said Sarah quickly. How could she explain the impossible? “I wonder if he’d introduce me to his dad.”

“Don’t bother,” said Chelsea. “He’d rather toss you in a snow bank than do something nice.”

“How do you know? Have you ever asked?”

Chelsea snorted. “Like I would even talk to the toad.”

“Then you don’t know,” said Sarah. She turned her back on Chelsea and marched in the direction of the Barnes boy.

“Don’t hold your breath,” Chelsea called after her.

As Sarah approached Matt, her courage seemed to fail. Her boots plodded through the thick snow; her breathing quickened until she was panting. She was almost ready to turn around and walk the other way when he looked up and saw her.

“Well, if it isn’t the new girl.”

“Sarah,” she said.

“That’s right. You have a name.” He winked and let a slight smirk escape.

At least he contained a glimmer of warmth. Maybe if she brought up his father, he would open up to her. “I heard your dad is Dr. Nathan Barnes, the explorer.”

Matt’s half-grin became a sneer. “Yeah, what of it?”

“That’s cool,” said Sarah. “Really cool . . .” She ran out of words.

“How would you know?” he asked

“I wouldn’t, really. But I would if I met him.”

Matt’s pale face flushed and darkened. Maybe she was being too pushy.

“Are you trying to get an invite? To see the great Houdini?”

Sarah frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“No, you wouldn’t.”

“Well, I just wondered . . . I’ve read so much about his adventures. Maybe you could tell me some stories.”

Matt’s eyes crimped and his lips pinched together. “Stories. I could tell stories all right.”

She smiled encouragingly, trying her best to ignore the spitting-cobra look. “I’d love to hear them. Maybe I could come over sometime. I moved into the new subdivision down Cattail Street.”

“I know where you live,” said Matt.

“How do you know?”

“Because I saw the moving truck. I saw them build your house. I live at the other end of your street.”

She beamed. “Wow, that’s great. We’re neighbours. Maybe we could hang out sometime.”

“Forget it.” Matt scowled. “I don’t want to hang out. I don’t want to be friends. And you’re not going to meet the great Dr. Barnes. So, get lost.”

Sarah felt as if he’d slapped her. Her hands curled into fists. “Chelsea’s right,” she said. “You are a jerk.”

Matt looked skyward and waved his hand as if to dismiss her just as the discordant clang of the school bell jolted through the yard. Sarah glanced at the cluster of kids lining up at the door to get in. She knew she had to go but her feet were locked. She looked Matt up and down. “Who would want to be friends with you?” she said.

He shrugged. “Should I care?”

“Yeah. You should.”

Sarah spun around and stormed off towards the school. Matt lingered, then eventually sauntered in the door behind her. She turned around once to scowl at him, but she stopped halfway between a grimace and a snarl. His body was suddenly hazy and blurred. An aura surrounded him like an explosion of northern lights. What was going on here?
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Truce
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Sarah plopped back in her chair, shocked, confused and a little frightened. What lingered the most, though, was a cloud of anger. Nor was she the only one with bitter feelings towards Matt. Several classmates aimed vicious stares at him after his pranks in the schoolyard.

Sarah hated having him seated right behind her. She dropped her pencil a few times just to cast a glance backward and ensure he wasn’t tying knots in her hair or snapping elastics at her back, or disappearing for that matter. The last time she dropped the HB, he snatched it up before she could and poked her in the back with it.

“Butterfingers,” he whispered.

“Corpse,” she snarled.

He actually grinned. “I like that one.”

“Good, ’cause from now on that’s all you are to me.”

“What was I before?”

She arched her eyebrows.

“Before you learned about my famous father?”

“Nothing,” she sneered. “Nothing before and nothing after.”

“A corpse is more than nothing. A dead man walking. A zombie without a brain.”

“You to a T. Especially the lack of brains.”

“Really?” He smirked.

Snap. She hadn’t seen the teacher sneak up on them. She hadn’t thought their whispers would carry to the front. The ruler on her desk woke her up in a hurry, and Madame Leblanc’s flushed face left her no doubt—she was in for it.

“You have work to do, have you not?” said Madame.

“Oui, Madame.” She kept her eyes downcast and tried to sound sufficiently humble, though Matt was still grinning—the creep.

“Since you don’t know how to be quiet, you will have to join Mr. Barnes in detention.”

Oh no. Not the first day. Dad’s going to kill me. “But, but–” She was about to say Matt had started it, but that was being a tattle-tale and she wasn’t about to be labelled. She clamped her mouth shut. Why was Madame Leblanc so angry all the time, anyway? She’d seemed so kind at the interview. Was it because of Matt’s attitude?

She glanced sideways and spied the woman nervously picking at her sleeve. Despite the detention, a seed of pity for Madame sprouted inside her. Sarah had only experienced one day of Matt and already she was fuming. 

At that moment the bell rang. Sarah stood and glared at Matt, but he only grinned. He actually seemed quite pleased. She couldn’t stand it.

Their next class was history. Now that they were in Grade Six, two of their classes were taught in English and this was one of them. The teacher—Mr. Fletcher—entered the room with a broad smile. He seemed the typical history teacher. He had sculpted grey hair—not a strand out of place—and the lines on his face suggested the ancient world. When he began to speak he sounded like a jet engine in mid-flight.

“I am Mr. Fletcher,” he introduced himself to Sarah. “And today we’ll be talking about Champlain.”

Sarah glanced behind her and saw Matt roll his eyes.

“Champlain was the first and greatest explorer,” continued Mr. Fletcher. With her knowledge of history, this statement disturbed Sarah. She put up her hand.

“Yes, Sarah?”

“I thought Cartier was the first French explorer to reach Canada. And the first ones, I think, were the Vikings. If you’re talking about the Americas, there was Christopher Columbus—”

Mr. Fletcher sighed. “I’ve only begun to explain, Sarah.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I only wanted to point out—”

“That you’re wrong,” said Matt.

Mr. Fletcher’s eyebrows drew together in a deep frown. He licked his lips and began again. “I was going to say, the first and greatest explorer to reach the Ottawa region.”

“Weren’t the aboriginal people here first?” asked Matt.

Mr. Fletcher puffed loudly through his nose. “Yes, the First Nations were here before Champlain; but Champlain discovered this region.”

“How could he discover it if there were people already here?”

“He discovered it for France,” Mr. Fletcher said through clenched teeth. “Now, Mr. Barnes, Miss Sachs, if you would let me continue . . .”

“Go right ahead,” said Matt.

“You’re bad,” whispered Sarah, trying her best not to snicker.

“Champlain sent one man, Étienne Brûlé, up the Ottawa River and on to Lake Huron with the Wendat people, also called the Hurons. The exchange of a European for a Wendat was a trick perpetrated by Iroquet, an Algonquin chief. He originally promised to exchange the young Frenchman for an Algonquin—the Algonquin lived in this region—but the Algonquin had no intention of letting the French have access to their land, so they offered Champlain a Wendat so he could learn their ways instead.”

“Champlain wasn’t very smart, was he?” said Matt.

Mr. Fletcher scowled. “Smart enough, Mr. Barnes, to exchange pots and kettles for valuable furs and knowledge of the land.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” said Sarah.

Matt looked at her curiously. “No, it wasn’t,” he muttered in an irritated tone. This seemed odd to Sarah for a boy who didn’t seem to care about anything or anyone.

“All’s fair in love and war, my dear,” said Mr. Fletcher. “Remember, the French were at odds with the British and every parcel of land, every advantage they could gain, would help them defeat the British.”

“Didn’t they lose?” asked Matt.

Mr. Fletcher slapped his head with his hand. “That doesn’t matter at this point. Now I suggest, Mr. Barnes, that you just listen from now on and refrain from making any more comments. You might learn something.”

“Okay,” said Matt, “but I’m warning you, if I can’t take part I sometimes . . . you know, nod off.” He yawned loudly, cracking his jaws.

Sarah scrunched up her face and watched him crookedly from her seat. He had the most outrageous gall she’d ever seen in anyone. Yet, despite the teacher’s obvious frustration, he got away with it. Why was that? Were the teachers afraid of him, or did he hold something over their heads?

Mr. Fletcher turned and wrote some names on the board. Of course Champlain was at the top, then Étienne Brûlé, Iroquet—the Algonquin chief—and a date—1610.  Sarah immediately started jotting everything down. But it wasn’t long before a desk-rattling snort broke her concentration. She glanced back at Matt in disbelief, but there was no mistake. His head was resting on his arms and his eyelids were fluttering.

Sarah shook her head and continued to copy down the facts. The Algonquin were at war with the Iroquois, her teacher explained, the Five Nations people who lived on the other side of the St. Lawrence River and Lake Ontario. The similarity of the names confused Sarah at first. “Iroquois—Five Nations people,” she wrote in her notebook. “Iroquet—Algonquin chief—Iroquois enemy.”

Mr. Fletcher continued his lesson until the bell rang. Sarah sighed. Finally. The last class of the day. At the sound of the bell, Matt jerked awake and stuffed his empty notebook back into his desk. He stood up, stretched and sauntered out the door. Sarah just caught his smirk when he looked her way. She lifted her full notebook off the desk, intent on throwing it in his face, but he just ducked and laughed as he walked into the hall.

The last class was Phys Ed—time for the jocks to judge everyone else’s fitness and skill, particularly the new kid, and jeer if they weren’t athletic stars. As Sarah entered the gym they all turned and stared. Whispers hissed among her peers. Matt looked up from where he was dribbling a basketball by the foul line. His eyes contracted as he followed her movements.

“Hey Sachs,” he yelled.

Sarah glared at him. She felt like flipping him a rude hand sign.

“Heads up!” The basketball came careening over the floor towards her head. Sarah snatched it out of midair and whipped it back at him with a snap of her wrist. Matt ducked, the ball shaving his head and bounding off the wall behind him. He looked at her, his face flushed, his mouth hanging open. It was the first time she’d seen him lose his intractable cool.

For the rest of the period it was her turn to smirk, show off, and even sneer, a little. She was in her element now, having spent long hours on the basketball court with her best friends in Toronto, Keith and Jamie. She remembered Keith’s jaw drop open the first time he’d seen her, lobbing a ball from the middle of the court right into the net. She’d never looked back—they’d made an instant connection. Too bad she couldn’t make any connections here.

She dribbled over the court, weaving in and out like a Harlem Globetrotter. Despite the solid body of Matt in her face, she managed to sidestep him with ease and come in for a sensational lay-up that sent the ball sailing through the mesh. She loved seeing the stunned expression on Matt’s face. It was now a contest between them. The rest of the players ceased to exist for them. They continued to square off until Matt was called for a third foul on her and the final bell rang. They each headed off to their respective dressing rooms, glaring at each other until they passed the archway.

Sarah dreaded spending the next hour in detention together. She had had just about enough of Matt for today. She trudged down the hall towards her homeroom, where Madame Leblanc was tapping her toes. She nodded at Sarah, then tore off some pages of French literature for her to copy on the board.

“You must complete it all,” she said.

Sarah sighed and picked up the piece of chalk. She’d just begun to scratch out the first words when Matt sauntered in.

“You’re late,” snapped Madame Leblanc.

“I’m here,” said Matt, as if that in itself was better than she could hope for.

“Humph.” She handed him the papers.

Matt squinted as he examined the words. “You really don’t expect me to write that I’m a sorry idiot in a world of prodigies.”

Sarah stopped writing and looked over his shoulder.

“If the shoe fits, Monsieur Barnes,” said Madame.

“I think the shoe’s on the wrong foot,” he replied. Much to Sarah’s surprise he did shuffle up beside her. He studied the chalk as if it were a worm, then jotted down the lines in enormous block letters that took up half the board.

“We are not amused,” said the teacher.

“We rarely are,” he quipped.

Sarah tensed as she caught Madame’s movement out of the corner of her eye. She’d raised her hand menacingly behind Matt, as if she wanted to swat him like a fly.

“Lawsuit,” he said calmly.

“You are a disgrace!” she screamed. “I’m calling your father.”

“Wait,” said Matt. He snatched the cell phone from her desk. “Here it is.” He smiled.

Sarah bit her lip. The altercation between the two felt like a twister at her back, swirling with angry force. In exasperation she turned to Matt and said, “Can’t you suck it in just this once?”

He looked at her curiously. “I suppose,” he said and turned back to the board. He began scratching obediently, in normal size this time. Sarah felt the winds die down, and sighed with relief.

As they continued their assignment in silence, Madame Leblanc watched every movement. A parade of goose bumps along with the odd prickling sensation travelled all over Sarah’s back. She wouldn’t be surprised if she looked sideways and saw a swarm of insects chewing on Matt. But he kept scribbling away with his chalk, oblivious. After a dreary, excruciating hour, they finished copying their five-page documents and the teacher released them.

They didn’t speak to each other as they dressed in their winter coats and boots. They pushed the double doors open together. They headed in the same direction. Sarah couldn’t stand the silence any longer.

“What is your problem, anyway?”

Matt looked her up and down, his cold gaze unnerving. “No problem. Life’s a circus, most of us are in the sideshow, and then . . . we die.”

Sarah shook her head in frustration, sending snowflakes careening off her hat in all directions. “You’re unbelievable.”

Matt wiped the fluff off his face without a crack in his calm, unruffled expression.

“I get it,” she said. “You’re miserable, so you want everyone else to be, too.” She stared at him until he looked away. “Am I right?”

Matt shrugged.

“So join the sorry miserable club. That doesn’t mean you have to make my life any worse than it already is.”

“Oh, your life is bad, is it?” said Matt, eyeing her expensive parka.

Sarah winced. She hadn’t failed to notice the cheap coat he wore, or the fraying fabric of his jeans. “Money doesn’t make everything peachy, believe me.”

“Really?” said Matt. “I suppose your dad beats you.”

“Are you telling me yours does?”

“The world famous Dr. Barnes? Oh, come on now. How could he ever do anything wrong?”

Sarah stopped walking and grabbed Matt by the arm, turning him towards her. “What are you saying, Matt? Are you abused? What?”

Matt chuckled. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

“You’d have to see it for yourself.”

“Just tell me.”

“Look,” he snapped, wrenching his arm from her grasp. “You can’t help me, all right? Not you, with your nice little family, the minivan, and the politician dad.”

“I don’t have a minivan,” she said. “And how did you know my dad was a politician?”

“He’s got the look,” said Matt.

Sarah’s face flushed. She bared her teeth. “Have you been spying on me?”

“Why would I do that? It’s not like you’re interesting or anything.”

“Gosh! You really are a piece of work. I’m trying to help you and you push me away.” She began walking, stamping deep impressions in the snow. Honestly, he wasn’t worth the trouble.

Matt hung back. “I’m sorry,” he finally called after her. He raced to catch up. “I guess I am a sorry idiot.”

“Madame Leblanc had you nailed,” she said.

“But don’t tell me there were any prodigies in that room.” Matt pointed back to the classroom. Madame Leblanc’s large frame was visible through the multiple panes of the window as she dusted off their laborious scribbling with her chalk brush.

Sarah raised her eyebrows. “What about Chelsea?” she asked.

“Ch-Chelsea!” Matt choked and sputtered.

Sarah let out a rip-roaring laugh. “Got ya,” she said.

“Sure did,” said Matt, heaving a tremendous sigh and then laughing along with her.

“So what do you say we have a truce?” suggested Sarah, holding out her hand.

He looked at the proffered hand, pausing. With a slow nod, as if he’d come to a difficult decision, he clasped it firmly and shook. “Agreed.”

“So?” she said.

“So what?”

“Are you going to invite me over?”

Matt’s eyes bulged in astonishment. “You really are a sucker for punishment.”

“That bad, eh?”

“I’ll let you judge for yourself.”

“Great,” she said, rubbing her mitts together. “And you’ll introduce me to your dad?”

“I knew there was a catch.”

“There always is,” said Sarah. “If you want a friend, you’ll have to let me in on all your secrets.”

“A friend?”

“That’s what I said. Does it sound that crazy to you?”

“It just never crossed my mind,” said Matt.

“Well, it hadn’t crossed my mind either, until just now. But it looks like we could both use one.”

Matt wrinkled his forehead as he considered her offer. “Okay,” he finally said. “We’ll give it a shot. Are you ready?”

“Ready for what?”

“To meet the infamous Dr. Barnes.”

“Don’t you mean famous?”

“Not for a second,” said Matt.  
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