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  Good.


  Now I know I can trust you.


  Youre curious. Youre brave. And youre not afraid to lead a life of crime.


  But lets get something straight: if, despite my warning, you insist on reading this book, you cant hold me responsible for the consequences.


  And, make no bones about it, this is a very dangerous book.


  No, it wont blow up in your face. Or bite your head off. Or tear you limb from limb.


  It probably wont injure you at all. Unless somebody throws it at you, which is a possibility that should never be discounted.


  Generally speaking, books dont cause much harm. Except when you read them, that is. Then they cause all kinds of problems.


  Books can, for example, give you ideas. I dont know if youve ever had an idea before, but, if you have, you know how much trouble an idea can get you into.


  Books can also provoke emotions. And emotions sometimes are even more troublesome than ideas. Emotions have led people to do all sorts of things they later regret  like, oh, throwing a
  book at someone else.


  But the main reason this book is so dangerous is that it concerns a secret.


  A big secret.


  Its funny the way secrets work. If you dont know about a secret, it doesnt bother you. You go about your business without a care in the world.


  La la la, you sing. Everythings fine and dandy. (Maybe you dont actually sing la la la, but you know what I mean.)


  But as soon as you hear about the secret, it starts to nag at you. What is this secret? you wonder. Why am I not supposed to know about it? Why is it so important?


  Suddenly, youre dying to know what the secret is.


  You beg. You plead. You threaten. You cajole. You promise never to tell anyone else. You try anything and everything. You dig into the secret-keepers belongings. You pull his or her hair.
  And when that doesnt work, you pull your own.


  Not knowing a secret is just about the worst thing in the world.


  No, I can think of one thing worse.


  Knowing a secret.


  Read on, if you must.


  
  


  But, remember, I warned you.
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  Xxxx xxxx x xxxx, xxxxx xxx x xxx xxx x xxxx. Xxxx xxxx xxxx x xxxxx xxxx xx Xxxxxxx. Xxxx xxxxx xxxxx Xxxxxxxxx xxx Xxx-Xxxxxx. Xxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx
  xxxxx xxx. Xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxx, xx x xxxxxxxxx.


  Xxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx x Xxxx xx xxxxxx xxx. Xxxx x xxxxxxx. Xxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xx Xxxxxx Xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx? Xxxxxxxxxxxxx. Xxxxxxxxxxx. X xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxx xx xxxxx. Xxxxxxx xxxxxx,
  xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx x xxxxxxxxxx. Xxxx xxxxx. Xxxxx.


  Xxxxxxx xx, xxxx xxxxx, xxxxx xx xxx.


  Xxxxx?, xxx xxx.


  Xxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx... Xxxxx xxxxxxx Xxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxxx xx, xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx x xxxxxxxxxxx... Xxxxx xxxxxxxxx xx xxxxx
  xxx xxxx xxxx xxx Xxxx.


  Xxxx, Xxxxxxxxx xxxxx, Xxx xxxxxx?


  Xx! Xxx-Xxxxxx xxxx.


  Xxxx x xxxxxxx. Xxxxxx xxxxxxxx Xxxxxx xx xxxxxx, xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx? Xxxx xxxxxxxxx. Xxxxxxx. (Xxxxxx xxx xxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxx.) Xxxx, Xxx-Xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxx xx x x xxxxxx xx
  xxxx. Xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx x xxxxxxxxxx. Xxxxx xxxxx, Xxxxx. Xxxxx x xxxx, xxxxx.


  Xxxxxxx, xx xxxxxxxx xxxxx. Xxxxx xx xxxxx, xxxx xxxx x xxxxx xxx xxxx. Xxxxxxxxx, Xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxx, xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx x xxxxx
  xxxxxx...


  XxxxxxxxxxxxxxXxxxxxxxxxxx, xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx? Xxxx xxxxxxxxx. Xxxxxxxxxxx? Xxx xxxx xxx xxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxx. Xxxx, xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxx xx x x xxxxxx xx xxxx. (Xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx x
  xxxxxxxxxx.) X xxxxxx xxxx Xxxxx xx xxxxx xxx x xxxxxxxx.


  Xxxx, Xxxx xxxx, Xxxxxxxx!!!!


  Xxxxxxx xx x xxxxxxx x Xxx-Xxxxxx xxx, xxxxx xxx xxxx x xxxxxx xxx xxxxx xx xxxxxxxxxxxx.


  Xxxx, xxxx, xxx xxxxxx, xxxx xxxx xxxxxxx.


  Xxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx x xxxx xx Xxxxxx xxx. Xxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx? Xxxxxxxxxxxxx. X xxxxxxxxxx. X xxxxxx xxxxxx, Xxx-Xxxxxx xxxxxxxx x xxxxxxxxxx. Xxxxx xxxxx!
  Xxxxx!


  Xxxx Xxxxx xxxxxx x xxxxxxxx.


  X xxxxx xxx x xxxxxxx x xxxx, Xxxxxxxxx xxx Xxx-Xxxxxx xxxx x xxxxxx xxx x xxxxx xx xxxx xxxxxxxx.


  Xxx xxx xxxxx.


  X xxxxx.


  Xxxx?


  Xxx, Xxxx.


  Xxx xx xxxxxx xxx xxxxx...
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  [BOSCH: AN APOLOGIA, IF YOURE WONDERING, IS NOT A VARIETY OF INSECT. NEITHER IS IT A TYPE OF TROPICAL DISEASE.
  ITS AN APOLOGY. IN OTHER WORDS, ITS NOT WORTH THE PAPER ITS WRITTEN ON.]


  Im sorry I couldnt let you read Chapter One.


  That was where you would have learned the names of the characters in this story. You also would have learned where it takes place. And when. You would have learned all the things you usually
  learn at the beginning of a book.


  Unfortunately, I cant tell you any of those things.


  Yes, this is a story about a secret. But its also a secret story.


  I shouldnt even be telling you that I shouldnt be telling you the story. Thats how much of a secret it is.


  Not only cant I tell you the names of the people involved, I cant even tell you what theyve done or why.


  I cant tell you what kind of pets they have. Or how many annoying little brothers. Or how many bossy big sisters. Or whether they like their ice cream plain or with sprinkles.


  I cant tell you about their schools or their friends or their favourite television shows. Or if they ride skateboards. Or if they are champion chess players. Or if they compete in fencing
  competitions. Or even if they wear braces.


  In short, I cant tell you anything that would help you identify the people involved in this story if you were to meet them at your orthodontists office. (Teeth, as you may know
  from watching television, are very useful when detectives are identifying cadavers.)


  This is for your own protection as well as mine. And for the protection of your friends. And even of your enemies. (You know, those ones you say you want to kill but in the end youd
  rather keep alive.)


  Still, you must find my silence very frustrating.


  How can you follow a story if you dont know whom its about? Somebody has got to be getting lost in the woods, or slaying dragons, or travelling in time, or whatever it is
  that happens in the story.


  Ill tell you what  Ill make you a deal.


  To help you follow my story, Im going to break my own rule  already!  and Im going to give my characters names and faces. But remember these arent their
  real names and faces. Theyre more like code names or cover identities, like a spy or a criminal would have.


  If you dont like a name I choose, change it. If I write Tim loved to pick his nose, and you prefer the name Tom to Tim, then read the line as Tom loved
  to pick his nose. I wont take offence. You can do that with all the names in this book if you like.


  Or keep my names. Its up to you.


  Now, just as its hard to read a story without knowing whom the storys about, its also hard to read a story without knowing where the story takes place. Even if you were
  reading about extraterrestrials from another dimension, youd want to imagine something about their surroundings. Like that they lived in a murky green miasma. Or in some place really
  hot.


  Although the real location of this story will have to remain a mystery, to make it easier for all of us, why dont we say the story takes place in a place you know very well?


  Well call it Your Hometown.


  When you read about the town the characters live in, just think of the town you live in. Is the town big or little? By the sea or by a lake? Or is your town all asphalt and shopping malls? You
  tell me.


  When you read about the characters school, think of Your School. Is it in an old one-room schoolhouse or in a bunch of double wide mobile homes? You decide.


  When they go home, imagine they live on Your Street, maybe even in a house right across from yours.


  Who knows, maybe Your Street is where the story really takes place. I wouldnt tell you if it was. But I couldnt tell you for certain that its not.


  In return for all the freedom Im giving you, I ask only one favour: if I ever slip and reveal something that I shouldnt  and I will!  please forget what Ive
  said as soon as possible.


  In fact, when youre reading this book, its a good idea to forget everything you read as soon as you read it. If youre one of those people who can read with their eyes
  closed, I urge you to do so. And, if youre blind and reading this in braille, keep your hands off the page!


  Why do I write under such awful circumstances? Wouldnt it be better to scrap this book altogether and do something else?


  Oh, I could give you all kinds of reasons.


  I could tell you that I write this book so you will learn from the mistakes of others. I could tell you that, as dangerous as writing this book is, it would be even more dangerous not to write
  it.


  But the real reason is nothing so glorious. Its very simple.


  I cant keep a secret. Never could.


  I hope you have better luck.
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  True, I cannot tell you the year this story begins, or even the month. But I see no harm in telling you the day.


  It was a Wednesday.


  A humble, unremarkable day. The middle child in the weekday family. A Wednesday has to work hard to be noticed. Most people let each one pass without comment.


  But not the heroine of our story. She is the kind of girl who notices things that others dont.


  Meet Cassandra.


  Wednesday is her favourite day. She believes its just when you least expect something earth-shattering to happen that it does.


  According to Greek myth, the original Cassandra was a princess of ancient Troy. She was very beautiful, and Apollo, god of the sun, fell in love with her.


  When she rejected him, Apollo became so angry he placed a curse on her: he gave her the power to predict the future, but he also ensured that nobody would believe her predictions. Imagine
  knowing that your whole world was about to be destroyed by a tornado or typhoon, and then having nobody believe you when you told them. What misery!


  Unlike the Cassandra of myth, the girl who figures in our story is not a prophet. She cannot see into the future. Nor has she been cursed by a god, at least not to my knowledge. But she
  resembles a prophet in that she is always predicting disaster. Earthquakes, hurricanes, plagues  she is an expert in all things terrible and she sees evidence of them everywhere.


  That is why I am calling her Cassandra  or Cass, for short.


  As you know, I cannot describe Cass in detail. But this much I will tell you: from the outside, Cass looks like a typical eleven-year-old. Her major distinguishing feature is that she has rather
  large, pointy ears. And before you tell me that I shouldnt have told you about the ears, let me explain that she almost always covers her ears with her hair or with a hat. So chances are you
  will never see them.


  While she may look like other girls, Cass is in other respects a very un-average sort of person. She doesnt play games involving fortune-telling or skipping ropes or strings of any kind.
  She doesnt even watch television very often. She doesnt own a single pair of soft suede boots lined with fleece. She wouldnt even want a pair, unless they were waterproof and
  could protect her in a snowstorm.


  As you can tell, Cass is very practical; she has no time for trivial matters.


  Her motto: Be Prepared.


  Her mission: to make sure that she and her friends and family survive all the disasters that befall them.


  Cass is a survivalist.


  These are things Cass carries in her backpack every day:


  
    Flashlight

  


  Compass


  Silver Mylar space blanket  surprisingly warm if you havent tried one; also has useful reflective properties


  Box of juice  usually grape, doubles as ink in a pinch


  Bubble gum  for its sticking value, and because chewing helps her concentrate


  Casss patented super-chip trail mix  chocolate chips, peanut-butter chips, banana chips, potato chips (and no raisins, ever!)


  Topographic maps  of all the closest desert and mountain areas, as well as of Micronesia and the Galpagos Islands


  Rope


  Tool kit


  First-aid kit


  Dust mask


  Extra pair of socks and shoes  in case of flash floods and other wet conditions


  Matches  technically not allowed at school


  Plastic knife  because a jackknife is really not allowed


  School books and homework  when she remembers, which is not very often (she keeps forgetting to put schoolwork on her supplies checklist)


  
    On the evidence of the items in her backpack, you might guess that Cass had led a very adventurous life. But you would be wrong. The truth is, up until the time this story begins, none of the
    disasters she predicted had befallen her. Thered been no earthquakes at school  none strong enough to shatter a window, anyway. The mildew in her mothers shower turned out to
    be just that  not the killer mould Cass predicted. And that child spinning around on the grass did not have mad cow disease  he was just having a good time.

  


  Cass didnt exactly mind that her predictions hadnt come true. After all, she didnt wish for disaster. But she couldnt help wishing people took her concerns
  more seriously.


  Instead, everyone was always reminding her about the boy who cried wolf. Naturally, they took that story to mean the boy shouldnt have cried wolf when there werent any. But
  Cass knew the true moral of the story: that the boy was right, there really were wolves around, and theyd get you in the end if you didnt watch out.


  Better to cry wolf over and over than never to cry wolf at all.


  Of all the people in the world, only two paid attention to Casss predictions: Grandpa Larry and Grandpa Wayne.


  Larry and Wayne werent Casss original, biological grandfathers. They were her substitute grandfathers. Larry had been Casss mothers history teacher in high
  school, and theyd remained friends ever since. Since neither of Casss original grandfathers were around, Casss mother asked Larry and Wayne to fill in.


  Larry and Wayne lived around the corner from Cass in an old abandoned fire station. The bottom floor, where the fire engines had been kept, they had converted into an antiques store and
  warehouse. Their living quarters were upstairs, where in the old days the firemen had slept between fires.


  Every Wednesday after school, Cass was supposed to work in their shop until her mother called to say dinner was ready. But, in truth, very little work ever got done at the fire station.


  Youre just in time for tea, Grandpa Larry would say whenever she visited.


  Grandpa Larry had spent time in England when he was in the army and hed developed a serious tea habit. Cass thought Larrys elaborate tea rituals were a little silly, but she loved
  the cookies Larry made (he called them biscuits) and the stories he told while their tea was brewing. By now, Cass suspected that most of his stories were exaggerated, if not entirely
  made up, but they always included useful information  like how to put up a tent in a sandstorm or how to milk a camel.


  On the particular Wednesday that this story begins, Larry was showing Cass how to make a compass by placing a cork in a bowl of water. [BOSCH: FOR GRANDPA
  LARRYS COMPASS RECIPE, GO TO THE APPENDIX. THATS AT THE END OF THE BOOK, BY THE WAY, NOT IN YOUR BODY.] The compass was almost complete, and the cork just about to point
  north, when her grandfathers basset hound, Sebastian, started barking so noisily that the water shook out of the edge of the bowl.


  Sebastian was blind, and now that he was growing old he was very nearly deaf as well. But he had the keenest sense of smell in town  everyone called him Sebastian, the Seeing-Nose
  Dog  and he always knew when visitors were about to enter the shop.


  Fire drill! called Grandpa Wayne from down below, which was their code for when a customer had arrived.


  Guess the compass will have to wait, grumbled Grandpa Larry. Now get down. Smoke rises, so the best way to keep breathing is to stay low to the ground.


  He and Cass crouched down and pulled their shirts over their noses, as if the room were filling with smoke. Larry pointed to the stations old brass fire pole: Ladies
  first.


  Cass eagerly grabbed the pole and stepped out into the opening in the floor.


  Wait, said Larry. Promise not to tell your mother?


  Promise, said Cass, already starting to slide.


  Despite the fact that it was their job, Casss grandfathers couldnt bear to sell anything; they loved all their things too much.


  As a result, their store was crammed so tight it was like a huge maze with walls of furniture. Every surface was covered with stuff theyd collected  from old clown paintings to
  mechanical monkeys to broken typewriters to things you couldnt describe if you tried.


  By the time Larry and Cass had navigated their way through, the front door was opening to reveal a short pair of legs staggering under the weight of an enormous cardboard box.


  As soon as he saw the box, Larry rushed to the doorway and threw his arms across it, barring the way.


  No, no, no! Bad Gloria! he said sternly, as if he were addressing a dog and not a person under a box. I told you last time, no more things. Look around. Were stuffed
  to the gills.


  At least let me put this down for a minute, complained the voice of the unseen woman.


  Taking pity on her, Larry grabbed hold of the box and placed it on the threshold. A small round woman in a bright yellow suit scowled at him. This was Gloria Fortune.


  Dont you even want to hear where it comes from? she asked, still red-faced and breathing hard under her tall beehive hairdo. Such fascinating things... Well, never
  mind! she said brightly. Is there a dumpster in back?


  Larry almost choked. No! I mean, yes, theres a dumpster, but...youre not...you wouldnt...throw the box away? he asked, as if Gloria were threatening
  murder.


  Gloria smiled slyly as she twisted a curl of hair that had sprung loose. Sorry, Larry. Youre my last resort. I certainly dont have any room.


  Larry hesitated. In that case  why dont you come inside for a cup of tea, and Ill just take a peek, before you do anything rash


  Gloria grinned victoriously. You wont regret it, she said, entering the store.


  Sheepishly, Larry picked up the box and followed her back inside.


  Sorry, he whispered to Cass. This should only take a second, er, minute, er, five, er, ten...twenty minutes at the most...


  Gloria, as Cass learned over her third  or was it her fourth?  cup of tea, was an estate agent, a probate specialist, meaning that she sold houses
  after their owners passed away. She was, in effect, an estate agent for the dead.


  Gloria loved to gossip, and Larry was always ready to listen to ghoulish tales about her dead clients. (Wayne, who was a retired mechanic, always left to go fix something when Gloria was
  around.) As for the box of stuff she had just brought, it came from the home of a strange and reclusive man  some kind of magician or something. What I call a real old coot,
  Gloria said.


  Watch it, Gloria, said Grandpa Larry. Some of us are pretty cootish ourselves!


  The magician, Gloria continued obliviously, had died very suddenly several months earlier in a kitchen fire, the source of which was never determined. He had no known relations or survivors.
  Not a single friend left, poor man.


  Because the magicians house was so off the beaten path his death might never have been discovered had not his gardener investigated the terrible smell emanating from the
  kitchen.


  Cass nodded knowingly at this bit of information. The smell of decomposing flesh can be very strong, she said, trying to show she was familiar with cases of this kind (although, I
  hasten to point out, her knowledge of corpses was not yet first hand).


  True, sniffed Gloria. But actually what the gardener was smelling was something else. Sulphurous, he described it. Like huevos podridos.


  That means rotten eggs in Spanish, said Cass, who was studying the language at school.


  I thought it meant Talky Girls, said Gloria pointedly.


  Cass considered it wise not to say anything more, and she excused herself to do some homework, pretending she was no longer interested in the story of the dead magician. But she continued to
  listen, or, as you might call it, eavesdrop, while Gloria finished telling her story.


  In fact, almost nothing of the magicians body was left  smelly or otherwise. The fire had been so intense that only a few of his teeth remained. (See, I warned you about teeth.)
  Curiously, while the magicians entire kitchen was incinerated, the rest of the house was left unscathed, as if the fire had gone out as quickly as it had started.


  According to Gloria, the source of the noxious aroma was never found, and traces of it still lingered. She hoped it wouldnt hamper the sale of the house, which was going to be difficult
  enough thanks to the houses quirky and offbeat character.


  Gloria pronounced these words as if they were slightly distasteful, but Cass, not knowing precisely what they meant, thought they sounded just grand. She decided if she ever bought a house she
  would want to buy one just like the magicians.


  After Gloria left, Wayne rejoined the others to rifle through the magicians belongings. Mostly, the contents of the box were disappointing. What Gloria had described as
  a contraption for mixing potions turned out to be an ordinary kitchen mixer. And what she had guessed was something to make objects disappear was in fact a piece of
  exercise equipment.


  They thought theyd extracted everything they could, when Sebastian started barking excitedly. The blind dog circled the box, sniffing it, like there was something inside he really wanted.
  Or something inside he was really scared of. Or both.


  Cass pushed aside the last remaining bits of newspaper at the bottom and saw something theyd missed earlier: another box. Sebastians barks grew louder as she pulled it out.


  The box was flat, about the size and shape of a briefcase, and fitted with brass hinges and fastenings. It was made of a darkish, reddish, stripy type of wood, and it was carved with a design of
  swirling vines and flowers surrounding an uplifted face. The face was shown in profile inhaling what looked like curling smoke.


  Rosewood, Wayne said, taking the box from Cass so that he could examine it more closely. Too large for a cigar box... Maybe a cutlery case?


  Larry nodded. Probably...Art Nouveau design. About a hundred years old. French? [BOSCH: ART NOUVEAU MEANS NEW ART IN FRENCH, BUT AS YOU CAN
  SEE FROM THE BOX ITS ACTUALLY A VERY OLD STYLE. IF YOU EVER GO TO PARIS, AND I HOPE YOU DO, YOU WILL NOTICE THAT SOME OF THE METRO ENTRANCES ARE MADE TO LOOK LIKE VINES GROWING OUT OF THE
  SIDEWALK  AN ART NOUVEAU JUNGLE.] He took the box from Wayne and held it up to look at the bottom. No markings. Looks like one of a kind.


  Can I open it? Cass asked. She knew from experience they could go on for hours if she didnt stop them.


  Wayne nudged Larry, and Larry handed her the box. Go ahead, he said, although, no doubt, he would have liked to open it himself.


  With a substitute grandfather peering over each shoulder, Cass carefully sprang the latch and raised the lid. From their gasps, Cass could tell theyd never seen anything like it before.
  She certainly hadnt.


  The interior of the box was upholstered in lustrous purple velvet. Nestled in the velvet, and arranged in four concentric semicircles, were dozens of sparkling crystal vials. Most of these vials
  (Cass later counted ninety-nine of them) contained liquids in a variety of colours: lavender water, amber oil, alcohol in an alarming shade of green. Other vials were filled with powders of various
  degrees of fineness; others with flower petals, leaves, herbs and spices, shards of wood and bark, even dirt. One vial held a single strand of hair.


  What is this, some kind of chemistry set? Cass wondered aloud.


  Hmm, could be, said Larry.


  Touching the velvet for the first time, Cass noticed something that had been hidden by a fold: a small brass plaque on which someone had engraved the words:


  THE SYMPHONY OF SMELLS


  The Symphony of Smells?


  Maybe its a perfume-making kit, suggested Wayne.


  Cass pulled out a vial and opened it. A sharp citrus aroma was released into the air.


  Lemon? she guessed.


  She handed the vial to Wayne and pulled out another. They spent the next few minutes opening vials, and guessing the scents they contained: mint, lime, root beer (sassafras, Larry
  called it), wet wool, old socks, freshly mown grass.


  I think its a kind of smelling game, said Cass, who was enjoying herself immensely. To train your nose. Like if you were a detective. So you would know what you were
  smelling in an emergency. Or at the scene of a crime.


  Whatever it is, my nose is getting very tired, said Larry.


  Just one more, said Cass, picking up a vial from the end of the second row. There was a hairline crack in the vial, and it was nearly empty, save for a light dusting of yellow
  powder. She opened it  and recognized the smell immediately.


  It was the smell of huevos podridos. Rotten eggs.


  


  [image: ]


  
  


  QUESTION: WHAT IS NOT ENOUGH FOR ONE, JUST RIGHT FOR TWO, AND TOO MUCH FOR
  THREE?


  ANSWER: A SECRET.


  Max-Ernest, eleven-year-old aspiring stand-up comedian, had read the joke  really a riddle, if you want to get technical  in one of his seventeen joke books, and
  now he was trying it on each of his twenty-six classmates in turn.


  None of his classmates laughed. Or even smiled.


  Most of them were so tired of his jokes that they didnt bother to respond at all. Those who did said things on the order of Uh huh and Whatever and
  Thats stupid and No more jokes  its so annoying, Max-Ernest! and Why cant you just have one name like a normal person?


  You or I would probably burst into tears if our jokes met with such negative reactions, but Max-Ernest was used to it. He never let what other people said upset him.


  He was going to be the funniest and best stand-up comedian of all time. He just needed to practise.


  Max-Ernest looked around the school yard for a student who hadnt heard his joke yet. There was only one. She was squatting by the edge of the soccer field, a baseball cap on the ground
  beside her.


  He didnt know her personally because they didnt have any classes together. But he recognized her on the basis of a certain physical feature: her big, pointy ears.


  Since Ive already made the mistake of describing Casss most identifiable trait (yes, her ears! I thought she never exposed them, but I guess I was wrong), I may as well describe
  our other hero, Max-Ernest, for you. But remember what I said about forgetting what I said? Try to erase the image of Max-Ernest from your head as fast as you can  for your own safety.


  Aside from his small size, the first thing you would have noticed about Max-Ernest was his hair. Each strand stood on end, as though he were a cartoon character who had just stuck his finger in
  an electrical socket.


  His hairstyle was not a fashion choice; it was a philosophical one. Max-Ernest cut every hair on his head the exact same length because he didnt like to favour one hair over another.
  Hairs may be made of dead cells, he reasoned, but theyre still growing things, and each one deserves to be treated fairly. (If you think this point of view is a bit odd or eccentric, well,
  Id have to agree.)


  That hair is dead but still growing is what is known as a paradox: something that seems impossible but is nonetheless true. Max-Ernest was very fond of paradoxes, as he was of all kinds of
  riddles and puzzles and word games.


  Max-Ernest also liked maths. And history. And science. And just about any subject you can think of.


  Despite his diminutive stature, Max-Ernest attracted attention wherever he went. He couldnt help it. As you will soon discover yourself, Max-Ernest was a talker. A big talker. He talked
  all the time. Even in his sleep.


  His condition, as his parents called it, was so extreme that theyd taken him to numerous experts in hopes of finding a diagnosis.


  The first expert said he had attention deficit disorder. The second expert said the first was out of order. One expert said he was autistic, another that he was artistic. One said he had
  Tourettes syndrome. One said he had Aspergers syndrome. And one said the problem was that his parents had Munchausen syndrome.


  Still another said all he needed was a good old-fashioned spanking.


  They gave him pills to take and exercises to practise. But the more ways people tried to cure him, the worse the problem got. Instead of stopping his talking, each cure gave him a new thing to
  talk about.


  In the end, the experts werent able to agree on a name for Max-Ernests condition any more than his parents had been able to agree on a name for him.


  HOW MAX-ERNEST BECAME MAX-ERNEST


  A Short Story


  
    
      Max-Ernest was a preemie. That is, he was born prematurely  about six weeks earlier than expected.


      Prior to his entering the world, his parents hadnt done anything to prepare for his arrival. They had no pram, no crib, no annoying musical toys, no baby wipes, no box of diapers.
      There were still plenty of pointy, dangerous things around the house.


      And they had no name for their baby.


      As the lump of shrivelled pink flesh that would become Max-Ernest lay in the hospital incubator, like a small chicken (or maybe rabbit?) roasting in a glass oven, his parents argued about
      what to call him.


      His mother wanted to name him after her father, Max, but his father wanted to name him after his father, Ernest. Neither parent would budge. Max-Ernests mother declared she
      would rather her child have no name at all than have a crusty old name like Ernest. His father swore that hed rather have no child at all than that his child have a meagre, mini little
      name like Max.


      Being only a few days old, Max-Ernest was unable to tell his parents which name he preferred. But that didnt stop them. When he cried, Max-Ernests mother took it as evidence
      that he hated the name Ernest and wanted the name Max. When he was sick down his chin, his father said it was a sign that he hated the name Max and wanted the name Ernest.


      Finally, a nurse threatened to put their child up for adoption if they didnt reach a decision. So Max-Ernests parents decided to split the difference and put both names on
      his birth certificate. But the argument left them so bitter and angry that they got a divorce as soon as they left the hospital with their baby.


      Now eleven years old, Max-Ernest has been able to speak quite clearly for a long time. But whenever his parents ask him which name he prefers, as they do every year on his birthday, he
      goes mute. He knows that to choose one name over the other is actually to choose one parent over the other, and, like most children, hed rather do anything than do
      that.


      Thus Max-Ernest has two names to this very day and very likely will keep them for the rest of his life. The End.

    

  


  At the exact moment Max-Ernest eyed her from across the school yard, Cassandra was digging in the mud with her bare hands. Dirt kept getting under her fingernails, and she
  muttered to herself that she should be wearing protective gloves. It wasnt like her to be so unprepared.


  She glanced a couple of metres away to a spot under a bench, where a small grey furry thing was lying in the grass: a dead mouse.


  Sure, maybe the mouse had died of natural causes, Cass thought. But then why was she smelling rotten eggs again? What if the mouse had died from the same thing as the magician? What if the whole
  town were built over a toxic waste dump? If she didnt do something about it, everybody she knew would perish!


  Or should she let them? Maybe they didnt deserve to live.


  If you havent guessed already, Cass was having a bad day.


  That morning, she had told her schools principal, Mrs. Johnson, that she had reason to suspect their school was built on top of a toxic waste site. Cass made the sensible suggestion that
  Mrs. Johnson evacuate the school and order an excavation of the grounds.


  Mrs. Johnson, who was a real stickler (a principal with principles, she called herself), gave Cass a stern look. Whats the magic word, Cassandra? Whether youre
  asking for an evacuation or a glass of water?


  Please evacuate the school, said Cass impatiently.


  Thats better. But the answer is still No. What did I tell you about the boy who cried wolf?


  From there, the day only got worse:


  You look like you need a Smoochie.


  Amber caught Cass on her way out of the principals office and there was no escape. There was never any escape from Amber.


  Amber was the nicest girl in school, and the third prettiest. [BOSCH: NOBODY KNEW HOW THESE RATINGS HAD BEEN ESTABLISHED; THEY WERE SIMPLY FACTS, LIKE GRAVITY OR MRS.
  JOHNSONS HATS.]


  Ambers only fault, and it was more like a charming habit, was that she was totally addicted, as she put it, to a particular brand of lip balm called Sweet n
  Sassy Lip Smoochies by Romi and Montana. (Romi and Montana Skelton, otherwise known as the Skelton Sisters, were teen heiresses and television stars who controlled their own cosmetics empire; Amber
  totally worshipped them.) Every week, Amber got a new, differently flavoured Smoochie, and she gave the previous weeks away. Most kids in school considered it a great honour to
  receive Ambers half-used Smoochies, and they dangled them from their necks like Olympic medals. Cass, on the other hand, knew the only reason Amber gave her so many was that Amber felt sorry
  for her.


  Cass hated people feeling sorry for her.


  Each time she accepted a Smoochie, she promised herself she would refuse the next one, but Amber always managed to catch Cass when her guard was down. Before she knew it, Cass would find herself
  mumbling her thanks and shoving another Smoochie deep into her pocket.


  That morning, Amber was accompanied by Veronica, the second prettiest girl in school (and not even the fourth or fifth nicest). After Veronica gushed about how sweet Amber was for giving Cass
  her Watermelon-Superburst Smoochie (as if it were an extra-good good deed to give it to Cass as opposed to someone else), Cass tried to enlist their support in uncovering the toxic waste. She
  figured if she got Amber and Veronica on her side, the whole school would rally to the cause.


  Cass told them she knew there was toxic waste because the grass on the soccer field had turned yellow. And because all the dogs in the neighbourhood acted nervous and pricked up their ears when
  they came near the school.


  But all Amber said was, Wow, youre really smart, Cass. And she left with Veronica, never bothering to answer Casss plea for help.


  When they thought Cass was out of earshot, Veronica started giggling. Thats why she has those ears. To pick up danger sounds. Like a dog.


  Dont be so mean, V, Cass heard Amber say.


  But she heard Amber giggling, too.


  Covering her mouth with her shirt collar, and her hands with her cuffs, Cass started digging with renewed vigour. She wasnt going to let Mrs. Johnson or Amber or anyone
  else stop her. And, later, when they all thanked her for saving their lives and begged her forgiveness  well, shed decide what to do then.


  Suddenly, she heard a voice behind her head.


  Hi, youre Cassandra. Im Max-Ernest. We dont know each other. But I know who you are and you probably know who I am. Well, you definitely do now. But I mean you
  probably knew before because everybody here knows who everybody is. Even if theyve never met. Isnt that weird how you can know somebody and not know somebody at the same time? How
  bout that?


  Cass looked up to see a short  a mean person might say puny  kid looking down at her. It was true, she did know his name was Max-Ernest  but only because
  shed heard other kids complaining about him. She could already see why he irritated them so much.


  So, you wanna hear a joke? Max-Ernest asked.


  Cass put her hat back on her head. If its about my ears, Ive heard them all before, she said in a not very encouraging tone.


  Max-Ernest swallowed nervously. Actually, I think your ears are cool. They make you look like an elf. I mean, in a good way. Well, I think its good because elves are my favourite
  fictional humanoids. Well, favourite after orcs. Not that I would want to meet an orc. Besides, you dont look anything like an orc. Or maybe I should quit while Im ahead,
  right?


  He paused for a quick breath. When she didnt take the opportunity to yell at him, he continued, Hey, do you think I talk too much? Everybody does. I dont mean everybody
  talks too much, I mean everybody thinks I talk too much. Even my parents. They think I have a condition. My parents are psychologists. That means theyre doctors who cure people by talking.
  But my problem is talking and they dont know how to cure me! How bout that?


  Cass didnt know what to say, so she asked, What was your joke?


  Oh, I almost forgot! What is not enough for one, just right for two, and too much for three?


  What?


  A secret.


  She didnt laugh any more than anyone else had.


  I dont get it.


  Well, Max-Ernest explained patiently, you cant have a secret between yourself and yourself. You need someone else to have a secret with. Thats two people. But
  its not really a secret any more if three people know it.


  Cass thought about this. But that doesnt make any sense. One person can have a secret. Three people can have a secret. It doesnt matter how many people have a secret, as
  long as they dont tell anybody else.


  Max-Ernest stared at her in surprise.


  He was used to being ridiculed and teased and spat at and having his lunch stolen. But never before had anyone told him he didnt make sense. He prided himself on his logical mind.


  No, no, youre wrong! he sputtered. If you have a secret from somebody, theyre still two people!


  Cass shrugged. Well, anyways, it doesnt matter, because its not funny if you have to explain it.


  What do you mean? Why?


  I dont know, because you just have to get a joke. Its not like a logical thing.


  So then how do you know if a joke is funny? Max-Ernest asked, extremely confused.


  You just do. Maybe you just dont have a very good sense of humour, Cass said helpfully.


  Oh.


  For the first time since shed met him, Max-Ernest seemed at a loss for words. He looked so sad and defeated that Cass took pity on him.


  Or maybe you just havent found the right joke yet, she added.


  Yeah, maybe.


  She didnt know he had been trying out a new joke every day for months.


  He was silent for another second. But only a second. Then he pointed to the hole in the ground.


  So, what are you looking for? Buried treasure? Because buried treasure isnt just in books, you know. Theres real buried treasure. Like in shipwrecks. Did you know the
  Titanic was


  Im looking for toxic waste, Cass said, cutting him off before he could go off on a tangent about the Titanic.


  Max-Ernest nodded knowingly. Yeah, I heard they always put schools over toxic waste dumps. Because the land is really cheap. And then they dont tell anyone. And then everyone gets
  sick. You want help? Hey, they have rubber gloves in the science lab. Maybe we should get some. Exposure to toxic waste might give us a skin rash.


  Cass smiled. Maybe Max-Ernest wasnt so bad after all.


  


  [image: ]
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