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  For Jennings – mentor and friend




  

    Thank you for laughing in all the right places.
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  IF MATT WAS A BETTER CARTOONIST AND CRAZ hadn’t been dropped on his head as a baby, the gym wouldn’t be a gigantic beehive. The student

  council would still be populated by humans. And a horde of pirates wouldn’t be sword-fighting with Mrs Bentz, a decent enough lady, but a terrible English teacher.




  Unfortunately, Matt’s no Picasso and Craz can’t stop making stuff up, which is why they’re both hiding inside a locker, desperately trying to come up with a plan to get Kilgore

  Junior High back to normal.




  On the plus side – they don’t have to hand in their English assignments.
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  “COME ON, TURKLE,” CRAZ SAID, WAVING THE rectangular sheet of paper like a flag he wanted to plant in the newspaper editor’s skull.

  “Don’t be such a jerk. It’s funny.”




  Skip Turkle didn’t have a funny bone in his body. He was 150 pounds of super-suck-up and made decisions based on what would look good on his college transcripts, something he’d been

  doing since second grade. “Funny is three panels with a punch line.” Turkle reached for the single-panel cartoon in Craz’s hand, which he crushed into a tight ball. “This .

  . . is a waste of paper.”
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  “And ink!” sprang the whiny voice of Diesel McKenzie, star cartoonist of the Kilgore Junior High Lantern, who just happened to be Skip Turkle’s best friend.




  “Yes,” replied Turkle, never one to miss the chance to make Craz feel even worse. “And ink. High-five!”




  Craz watched Turkle slap the mole-size palm that Diesel held up. At four-foot-eight, McKenzie was the shortest kid in the grade, which in a normal universe would’ve made him an easy target

  for every taller kid in the school. But Diesel Mckenzie was actually a pretty decent cartoonist, which gave him a boost where the lifts in his sneakers didn’t.




  “Better luck next time,” Diesel spat out at Craz. “And tell Matt his lines are droopy.”




  “Yeah, droopy,” added Turkle, trying unsuccessfully to hold in his snort of a laugh that made him look like a pig with indigestion.




  “How can a line be droopy?” Matt was halfway through the peanut butter and potato chip sandwich that was his Tuesday staple. Five days, five sandwiches. That was his lunchtime

  motto.




  

    

      

        

          MONDAY – tuna fish and pickles.




          TUESDAY – the already mentioned (and chewed) peanut butter and chips.




          WEDNESDAY – roast beef on a naked bun.




          THURSDAY – bacon and mayo with extra bacon.




          FRIDAY – sandwich surprise.


        


      


    


  




  Matt Worfle liked order. Socks had to match. Schedules needed to be made and met. Lunch had to be eaten in sequence. Predictable. Edible. It worked for his life and his stomach.
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  Craz, on the other hand, took pride in being all over the place. He could eat an entire box of Froot Loops for lunch one day and then snarf down a whole barbecue chicken the next. Out-of-order

  was his order, and it was something that he was actually really good at.
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  “I know Turkle is Lantern’s editor, but since when is it his job to judge our stuff?” Craz had rescued the balled-up cartoon he and Matt had made, and he now smoothed

  it out onto the cafeteria table, carefully avoiding the bomb of peanut butter that fell from Matt’s mouth.




  “Sorry to break it to you, Craz, but that’s what an editor does – hands out assignments and holds the hatchet for what lives and dies inside the paper.”




  “But ‘Kitty Litter’ is funny.” Craz loved the cartoons he and Matt came up with. Sure, they were gross and stupid. That was the whole point. “Who wouldn’t

  laugh at a lazy, poop-eating cat?”




  Matt took another bite of his sandwich. “You got me, bro,” he said. “Cat eating poop. Nothing funnier than that.”




  “Kitty Litter” was just one of the dozens of doomed comic strip ideas that sprang from Matt’s and Craz’s bizarro minds. “Melvin Gherkin – Pickle Boy,”

  “Seasick and Slaphappy,” “Butt-Ugly Bob,” and “The Adventures of Mary the Meatball Sub” were some of the other twisted ideas the two friends had tried

  unsuccessfully to get printed in the school paper.
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  “We’re ahead of our time,” Craz kept saying every time another cartoon was handed back with a bright red rejected stamped on the envelope.




  Matt was much more of a realist. “We’re not ahead of our time,” he told his friend. “We’re just weird.”




  “Weird is good.”




  “Not if we want to get printed in the Lantern. This is junior high, Craz. And weird . . . is just weird.”




  Matt drained his chocolate milk container, purposely leaving a milk moustache that he then licked off. “Oh, well,” he said as he smoothed the crinkled edges of the “Kitty

  Litter” cartoon before sliding it carefully into the growing “reject” folder inside his backpack. “Back to the drawing table.”




  “You don’t have a drawing table,” Craz said, wolfing down Matt’s last bite of sandwich.




  “Maybe that’s the problem.” Matt laughed. “I just don’t have the right supplies.”




  “If only!” Craz said, his crooked smile showing off the gob of peanut butter stuck to his gums. “That would make life way easier!”
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  The school bell rang, putting an end to lunch but not their hope. Craz and Matt weren’t giving up. They’d find a way to get their cartoons printed with or without Skip and

  Diesel’s help.
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  THE MUSIC WAS SO LOUD THAT MATT HEARD IT before stepping off the bus. He hesitated on the bottom stair, instantly wanting to run back to his seat and

  ride the number 23 all the way to the end of the line and just stay there. Forever. Unfortunately, the last time he tried hiding out on the bus, he got caught by the driver, who ended up making an

  angry phone call to his mother. And she was not happy that she had to drive all the way to the Rutland bus station to pick him up.




  Matt had no choice but to let the reverberating bass line and screeching lyrics reel him in towards his house.




  Judging by the decibel level of the music, his mother was still at work, which meant his older brother, Ricky, was home alone with five or twenty of his high school friends, eating whatever food

  was in the fridge and making a mess that no one would ever clean. In Matt’s house, chaos teetered between dirty laundry baskets, and the growing piles were glaciers that swallowed furniture

  and surfaces whole.




  It used to be that he’d come home from school to the smell of fresh-baked cookies and a hug from his mother, who’d only worked part-time at her banking job. Of course, now Matt was

  too big for hugs, but that didn’t stop him from wishing things hadn’t changed so much at home. Standing on the front steps, he could picture the scene inside, and he wished he could

  just use a big fat eraser to make it all go away.




  “Look who’s home,” yelled Foomer, Ricky’s best friend, who Matt thought looked like a colour-blind baboon that’d been let loose in a Gap store.




  A couch pillow smacked Matt in the chest, knocking his sketchbook to the floor. As usual, Foomer was on perfect form. “Look alive. You dropped the pass, doofus!”




  Matt pushed through the tangle of kids scattered throughout his living room, carefully avoiding the trainers that tried to trip him, and doing his best not to choke on the body-odour stink.




  “Where’s Ricky?” he asked Foomer, whose freakish shrug enforced the baboon image already in Matt’s brain. Matt made a mental note to draw Foomer as soon as he got to the

  safe haven of his room.




  Wading his way through the jungle of Ricky’s obnoxious friends, Matt worried that he had no way of escaping the curse that seemed to turn normal junior high kids into nasty high school

  jerks. Ricky used to be the best older brother in the world. Matt could always count on the fact that if he needed help in any way, his older bro would have his back. But as soon as Ricky hit ninth

  grade, everything changed. No more all-night slasher movie fests or bike rides to Dairy Queen for Oreo Blizzards. Ricky had torn off his Superman costume and tossed it and his younger brother under

  a bus.




  Sure, Ricky’s ninth grade was also the year their parents split up, and maybe that had something to do with the change. But if Mrs Petrone, Matt’s health teacher, was right,

  “growing up is a work in progress,” which meant the possibility still existed that Ricky could grow back into the brother that Matt missed.




  Being surrounded by Ricky’s gang of guys always made Matt even more aware that he didn’t have a “gang.” All he had was Craz. And even though Craz had the personality of

  ten kids, Matt sometimes wished his social circle wasn’t just a line.
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  “Incoming!” Foomer’s voice preceded the splat of cold spaghetti that landed on Matt’s head. Foomer’s ape paw came next, and he rubbed the tomato sauce wig into

  Matt’s scalp. “Nice fro, bro!”




  Matt fumed, wishing his brother would step in and stand up for him. But as usual Ricky just laughed at Foomer’s idiotic antics. “Foomer, you should go to art school. You sure can

  make a mess look good.”




  Matt wanted to say something but knew any attempt at retaliation would be a waste of time. And so he headed down the hallway, leaving strings of spaghetti in his wake until he got to the one

  place where no one could bother him: his desk.
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  WUZZUP?




  Zip. U?




  Ditto.




  Craz was at his computer, typing with one hand while the other clutched a frozen burrito, which he ate like a Popsicle. He loved how the cold layers melted slowly, creating a fiesta of flavours

  in his mouth.




  K where were we? Craz typed with his index finger. O yeah. Nano-Second Newton . . .




  He was just about to share his latest cartoon idea about a kid who could freeze time, when a tundra-size chunk of cheese fell out of the burrito and onto his keyboard.




  Ooops. brb . . .




  Unlike Matt, who didn’t dare allow food or drink within a five-foot radius of his computer, Craz’s desktop policy was more like an all-you-can-eat buffet. Cans of soda, hot soups,

  icy frozen entrees, were all fine by him. The worst that could happen had already happened too many times to count. Keyboard or motherboard, Craz was a technical whiz who could fix any of the

  food-related error messages he caused.




  And so a blob of burrito on his keyboard was nothing more than a slight detour in the conversation. With surgeonlike precision Craz rescued the melting jalapeño-cheddar cube from between

  the delete and + keys, then tossed it into his mouth.




  “Tasty,” he said as he wiped his fingers on his jeans, adding a new stain to compete with the others already there.




  U still on? Craz typed out, his fingers just slightly goopy.




  Here, Matt answered. Whatcha got?




  Excited, Craz shoved the whole burrito between his teeth, freeing up both hands to better type out the idea that had come to him while showering before school earlier that day.




  Craz’s best ideas always came to him in the shower. In a perfect world he would give up school and spend every day just dreaming up cartoons underneath a steady stream of hot, pulsating

  water.




  Unfortunately, bathroom time in the Crazinski home was a commodity not to be wasted, especially in the morning, when five kids competed for the attention of one groaning bathroom. Becca, his

  oldest sister, always got the first shower. Then came Hank, Craz’s sixteen-year-old brother. Pete and Meagan, his little brother and sister, fought to go next, which left Craz to take the

  last shower. Always last.




  It was such a logistical nightmare that Craz’s dad had to create an elaborate schedule that gave each kid a total of 3.5 showering minutes before the hot water tank quickly ran from hot to

  warm to freezing cold. This was why a white kitchen timer shared space with wedges of soap and bottles of shampoo. One sibling hogging even twenty extra seconds caused a domino effect, which made

  the last kid’s shower a frozen nightmare.




  It was in such a moment, when the shower had suddenly spat out an ice-cold spray, that Craz had instantly come up with the idea of Nano-Second Newton, a character who could freeze time and do

  anything he ever wanted. Like take a really, really long hot shower.




  Try this – Newton is just a regular kid who has too many things to do, Craz typed out. Then one day he gets this power . . .




  How? Something he eats? Matt typed back.




  No no no . . . It’s got to connect better. Like Peter Parker. He gets the spider bite and then – ZAP – dude is Spider-Man!




  Ok . . . So Newton gets time-stopping power from, I dunno . . . a cursed alarm clock? A bite from a radioactive stopwatch?




  ROFL! I like the stopwatch. . . Maybe he finds an antique stopwatch . . .




  Could it belong to his father? wrote Matt.




  Sounds good 2me. Maybe his dad hid it because he was about to be captured . . . By time gypsies!




  I like it! And it has powers . . . because it was built by . . .




  Chronos!! Greek god of time!




  Yes!!!!!!!!!!!!




  If they could’ve high-fived over the Internet, they would have. Instead Matt celebrated by grabbing a blank piece of paper and his favourite ballpoint pen, while Craz just popped the rest

  of the melting burrito into his smiling mouth. Sure, there was a better chance of them actually being able to freeze time than getting “Nano-Second Newton” printed in the school paper.

  But they didn’t care. They just loved making up new cartoons together.




  We rock!




  Totally!!!!




  Sheltered in his room, Matt was already doodling the character of Newton, a dorky kid with an overbite and a mysterious stopwatch, while halfway across town Craz paced the cramped room he shared

  with his two brothers, busy writing the story that would bring the new character to life.
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  It was the hardest part, the most exciting part, and for the two best friends who pushed aside their homework to do the work they loved, it was going to be a late night.
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  KILGORE JUNIOR HIGH HAD DEFINITELY SEEN better days. Bricks routinely fell from the facade, and windows that swelled in the heat remained stuck in

  whatever position they’d last been. The classrooms hadn’t seen a fresh coat of paint in decades and were cursed with the smell of ancient BO, while the auditorium had more broken chairs

  than working ones. Even the football field, home of the Kilgore Killer Bees, was a mess, dotted with ruts that seemed to swallow frail students whole.




  It was the oldest school in town, which was a source of pride for anyone who didn’t have to go there. Unfortunately, Matt and Craz did have to go there. And neither was doing particularly

  well. They were both C-average kinds of guys. Matt’s mom was always on him to bring his grades up, something he knew he could do if he only tried. But classroom time was doodling time, and

  Matt’s notebooks were more full of cartoons than actual notes. He couldn’t help himself. When he saw blank space on a sheet of paper, he had to fill it with whatever images floated into

  his brain. It was almost as if his pen had a mind of its own that made the squiggles and dots turn into his funny little doodles.
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  Craz, on the other hand, tried as hard as he could and still wound up with so-so grades. Luckily, being the middle kid in a large family meant his report cards slipped through the cracks

  unnoticed, and aside from the occasional “Oh, Larry, C minus again?” there were never any real consequences to suffer back at home.




  For Craz, maths was a disaster. Science – a black hole of learning. And Craz was doing so poorly in French that his teacher had given up and just made him read Dr Seuss’s Le Chat

  au Chapeau every day. But if Matt was wild about cartooning, Craz loved writing stories. Making stuff up was something he was good at, so English class should’ve been a no-brainer.




  Sadly, when you have an English teacher as dull and mean as Mrs Bentz, even your favourite subject can turn into prison time. Edna Bentz was shaped like an ostrich egg (something Matt had

  captured perfectly). Her wide eyes seemed to look in separate directions, and she had a voice that could grate potatoes.
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  “All the way in, Long John stood by the steersman and conned the ship. He knew the passage like the palm of his hand,” Mrs Bentz recited flatly. As usual she was reading from her

  favourite book, Treasure Island, by Robert Louis Stevenson. They’d been studying that book all year with painful page-by-page scrutiny, and to be honest, the whole class was sea-sick

  of it. It didn’t help that Mrs Bentz’s nasal, monotone voice made each word a painful experience, and since she insisted on being the only one to read aloud, it was all any of the kids

  could do to actually listen.




  “And what was Mr Stevenson implying with his imagery of the wide-open seas? Anyone? Someone?”




  But no one bothered to raise a hand. The kids all knew there was no point in trying to make a point. Mrs Bentz would shoot down any thoughtful or creative idea, making sure her students learned

  that learning, in her class, meant listening – not thinking. And so while each student did their best to avoid eye contact, Mrs Bentz waited in silence, took a deep breath and finally

  continued.




  “It’s not like I enjoy reading this,” she lied. And then, licking her plump finger to turn a page in the well-worn book, she said, “Well, I suppose if no one wants to

  join the discussion, I might as well continue.” The whole class groaned in response and did their best to block out her voice until the bell rang.
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  “AWESOME JOB, MATT,” CRAZ SAID AS HE LOOKED over the finished cartoon. “You did it again, my friend.”




  Matt stood by his locker, beaming. He’d been up until four in the morning creating the finished comic based on the idea that he and Craz had come up with. “I gotta admit I

  wasn’t sold at first. But I think this is the one, Craz. ‘Nano-Second Newton’ is going to blow Turkle away. He’ll have to print it, right?”




  “Yup,” Craz replied as he slid the comic strip back into the manila envelope that they would take down to the Lantern office. “This time we’re golden.”




  The school newspaper office was located in the basement, sandwiched between the janitor’s supply cupboard and the dark and stinky boys’ bathroom that only the desperate kids used.

  The Lantern logo was stencilled on the opaque glass door, an image of an old-time lantern with a beam of light shining out. Also stencilled in bold black letters was the editor’s

  name: Skip P. Turkle.
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  IT WAS WEDNESDAY LUNCHTIME, SO SKIP TURKLE was having his editorial meeting for Thursday’s Lantern edition. Since becoming editor at the

  beginning of the year, Turkle had actually done a great job. The school paper used to only come out once a month. It had been a two-page snore fest that pretty much listed whatever Principal Droon

  wanted the students to know – who made honour roll, what was for lunch, the lamest jokes ever. But thanks to Turkle, the Lantern now had actual sections like sports, entertainment,

  news, and of course comics. And it wasn’t just one issue a month. The Lantern now came out every Tuesday and Thursday and was staffed by a dozen kids who loved writing and reporting

  as much as they hated Skip Turkle. The truth was, Turkle was good with the paper – and bad with people. Really bad.




  “Come on, Skip. It’s a good story.” Debbie Dewey stood by the editor’s wide desk, waving a sheet of paper. Debbie was a nice enough eighth grader who liked writing

  human-interest stories. “Mrs Millman was voted Teacher of the Year.”




  “Get real, Dewey,” Skip said dismissively. “So she’s a good teacher. Bore me now. N.N.”




  Debbie sat back down in defeat. She knew that once Skip gave you the dreaded “double N,” you had zero chance of convincing him to run your story. “N.N.” stood for

  “not news,” and Skip handed it out like breath mints, which was something he could sure make good use of.




  Leaning back in his chair, Skip draped his feet on his desk and cracked his knuckles, knowing that at least half of his staff had repeatedly begged him not to. “Diesel, what do you have

  for tomorrow?”




  Staff cartoonist Diesel McKenzie rose from his seat and walked up to the editorial desk. Short and lean, McKenzie was a miniature version of a good-looking kid. With dark brown eyes and hair

  that knew exactly where to go, he had a killer smile and teeth worth every cent his orthodontist was paid. His physical shortage was helped by his confidence, which seemed to add at least two

  inches to his challenged height.




  “Here you go, boss,” McKenzie said as he tossed a horizontal sheet of paper across the desk. “How do you like my latest Little Big Shots?”




  Diesel did occasional editorial cartoons, but Little Big Shots was the comic strip that he’d been drawing for the Lantern since Skip Turkle had taken over as editor. It

  was a well-drawn three-panel comic featuring an oddball assortment of little kids who acted much older than they really were. It wasn’t particularly funny, and it was never shocking or mean.

  No one complained about it. No one raved about it. It was the kind of cartoon someone’s parents would clip out and put on the refrigerator, which made a kid like Diesel grin with the

  satisfaction of a job well done.
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  Turkle looked over the pen-and-ink comic and started nodding excitedly. “Good stuff, Diesel. Real good.”




  MATT AND CRAZ STOOD OUTSIDE THE LANTERN office door rehearsing what they wanted to say. Well, not exactly what they wanted to say,

  but what they thought they should say. What they wanted to say was, “Listen up, Turkle. Your gigantic ego is out of control, and it’s time you stopped keeping our

  funny cartoons out of your brain-dead rag of a paper.”




  Craz knew they couldn’t really say anything like that. What they should say would have to be much less – what was the word? – truthful!




  “Ready?” asked Craz.




  “Does it matter? Let’s just do this.” Matt gave his friend a thumbs-up.




  Craz nodded and then gripped the doorknob, took a deep breath, and plastered a big smile onto his face as he pushed the door open.




  “Look what seeped out of the janitor’s cupboard,” Turkle said before they could even step inside.




  The boys stood in the cramped newspaper office, uncomfortable and already on the spot.




  Diesel piped up like a tiny squirrel. “You two really are gluttons for punishment, aren’t you?” And then, seeing the manila envelope in Matt’s hand, he said “Look,

  Skip. He’s got another lame cartoon with him.”




  The envelope Matt was holding felt like it was starting to glow red-hot. Matt was seething on the inside, but he slid the envelope onto Skip Turkle’s desk. “Just a new idea we came

  up with. Hope you like it.” Matt smiled nervously and even laughed a little to make up for how uncomfortable he felt.




  Diesel bounced up and down on his tiptoes, watching Skip’s face to see what he would do. There’s only room for one cartoonist on the Lantern, he thought. And that cartoonist

  is me!




  Craz hummed a silent tune and Matt chewed a hangnail off his thumb while they waited for Skip Turkle to react.




  Turkle cracked his knuckles (again) and reached for the envelope. “New idea, huh?” He held the envelope in his open palm as if trying to guess what was inside. “We could always

  use some new ideas around here. Isn’t that right, guys?”




  The rest of the Lantern staff didn’t know what to say. They were used to just going along with Turkle, but they also knew Turkle hated anything that Matt and Craz came up

  with.




  Craz fidgeted some more. “Anyway, just wanted to see what you thought,” he said. “Take your time.”




  Turkle slid his nail under the envelope clasp. “Why take my time when we can all use a good laugh now?”




  Caught off guard, Matt said, “Now? Sure, now’s good. And this cartoon is funny. Really funny!”




  Diesel McKenzie’s eyes began to water, which only happened when he was nervous. The rest of the staff sat quietly watching, wondering what their boss was going to do.




  Skip Turkle reached into the envelope and slowly pulled out the crisp new drawing. Several writers leaned forward to try to get a peek but were stopped by Turkle’s mean glare.




  Turkle held the comic in front of him and looked down at it. A slow grin spread across his fat cheeks. It looked like he was enjoying the cartoon, thought Craz. But that thought was short-lived.

  Skip Turkle spun around in his swivel chair, flicked on the paper shredder, and chuckled loudly as the cartoon was turned to confetti.
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  “Like I said, we could all use a good laugh. Pretty funny, huh?”
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  THE MICROWAVE HUM MEANT THE PIZZA POCKETS were almost ready. It had been a long day, and Matt and Craz were both ready to drown their sorrows in hot

  snack food, and lots of it.




  “Why don’t they make these babies stuffed with chocolate?” Craz asked while he stared at the plate going round and round inside the microwave.




  “Beats me,” said Matt from his seat at the kitchen table. “Maybe that’s what we should do. Come up with new junk food ideas instead of wasting our time making stupid

  comics.”
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