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COLD CEREAL

ADAM REX
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PROLOGUE

In the busy airport, baggage turned slowly on a carousel. A crowd of people stood around it, arms crossed and waiting, some of them staring at a silent television bolted to the ceiling. The closed captioning at the bottom of the screen was seven seconds late and often misspelled, so though the newscasters were back and reporting on the death of billionaire Sir Peter Humphreys, the words still read:

BURLAP CRISP—ANOTHR GOOD CEREAL FROM

THE GOOD FILKS AT GOODCO//

THERES A LITTLE BIT OF MAGIC IN EVRY BOX.

The people were passed by an airport employee in a stiff airport shirt carrying a cage that couldn’t ride on the baggage carousel because there was something living inside. People stole glances at the pet carrier in his hand and said “Cute, a little dog” and “Look, somebody’s dog was on the plane.” Then he set the cage down by a cluster of unclaimed bags and went into an office for some paperwork.

A woman with a tight ponytail that hoisted her face into a permanent, painted grin bent in front of the cage.

“Aw, hewwo, widdle Chihuahua,” she said. “Hewwo.” Then she rose to go wherever it is people like that come from.

Next at the cage door was another woman, wearing a sweatshirt decorated with an appliqué hot dog.

“Oh, Martin!” she called over her shoulder. “It’s a dachshund! Just like the one I wanted at that pet store! Come see! Martin!”

When it became clear that Martin was not going to come see, she left, and immediately another face appeared. A man’s. He peered into the pet carrier, looked over his shoulder in disbelief at the hot dog woman, then back in the carrier again.

“You ain’t a dog,” he told the thing in the cage. “You a tiny little man.”

The tiny little man in the cage, the tiny old man in a red tracksuit with a face like a rotten apple, brightened and turned to the door.

“You see me, lad!” he said. “Don’t you? Lord, it’s been a while. Quick, now, an’ open the door.”
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“Not a dog,” the man muttered. “A little man in a box.”

“Quickly, lad! Let me out! She’ll come for me soon!”

The wide face only stared back.

“Thing is, see, you somebody else’s little man. You ain’t my little man. Maybe you supposed to be in that box.”

“Please, lad,” the little old man pleaded. “I’ve been kidnapped. I’ve been in this chicken coop for three days. I’ll… I’ll make it worth your while. Riches. Gold! Anything that’s in my power t’ give—”

But the man outside the cage was already getting up. As he stood he said, “None of my business,” and walked away.

The caged man pressed his face against the cold door and watched him go. Then a little fist clutching a Barbie doll struck him in the nose, and he withdrew to the back of the carrier.

“Puppy!” screeched the girl with the Barbie as her face filled the door. “PUPPY!”

“I must be in New York,” the little man said. “I always hated New York.”


CHAPTER 1

“Lucky,” said Polly at breakfast. Scott looked up from his cereal and frowned. It was just the two of them in the kitchen, but “lucky” seemed like such an unsuitable word that he was tempted to see if someone was standing behind him.

“Me? Lucky how?”

“You’re going on a field trip,” Polly reminded him. “On your first day of school. The girl down the street with the cool bike told me that my class is doing the president’s Physical Fitness Test.”

Scott understood. Privately he thought the president should mind his own business about how many chin-ups everyone could do, but his mom was always getting after him to set a better example for his sister.

“It’ll help you make a good first impression,” he told her, borrowing a phrase they’d been hearing from Mom a lot this past week. “Because you’re so good at sports.”

“Well …,” said Polly. “Well, you’ll probably impress everybody in dork class with your dorkness.”

“Shut up.”

“Hey,” said their mother as she entered the kitchen. “Don’t tell your sister to shut up.”

“But she called me a dork—”

“Maybe if you listened to her more she wouldn’t have to get your attention that way. And don’t call your brother a dork.”

Polly said, “Sorry are you going out with Daniel tonight? Are we having videos and scrambled eggs and—”

“I don’t need a sitter,” said Scott.

The look on Mom’s face brought them both up short. “I … won’t be seeing Mr. Trumbull anymore,” she said. “But we can still have video night. Yeah?”

So he was Mr. Trumbull again, thought Scott, and he knew his sister thought it too. He wasn’t to be called Daniel now. Soon Scott would forget the man’s name, just like what’s-his-face. A pall fell over the kitchen, an unscheduled Moment of Silence.

Polly broke the silence, but then she usually did. “Is it because we moved? It’s only ten miles.”

“No, no. Things had been building toward this for a while. Leaving Philadelphia was just the … last straw, you know?”

For a while it seemed impossible to say anything but the wrong thing. Leaving Philadelphia and their old school behind had been sort of a last straw for Scott, too. But it was a curious requirement of Mom’s new job at Goodco that she live in the company’s town of Goodborough, New Jersey, alongside all its other employees.

He raced his last few cereal puffs around in the milk with his spoon. “It’s not ‘dork class,” he said finally. “It’s called Project: Potential.”

“Yeah. That’s much better.”

Scott glanced at the clock. “I have to go,” he said, rising from the dinette.

“It’s kind of early still,” said Mom. “This school starts later than your last one.”

“I know. But I wanted to get there before the other kids to … meet my teacher and stuff.”

Polly dork-coughed into her hand.

“That’s a good idea,” Mom said, smiling. “See you tonight.”

Three schools in three years, thought Scott as he pedaled through the crisp November air. They should give me a punch card. Five schools and I get a free soda.

He steered toward the local park, down the storm drain shortcut he’d discovered yesterday, dodging broken glass and a man with a rabbit head, up the embankment toward the gap in the fence and was that a man with a rabbit head? Scott braked hard, grinding a black snaking skid behind him. The rabbit-man stopped, too, and looked back. His tweed pants and white dress shirt were creased and dirty. His necktie was askew. His rabbit head was a rabbit head.

Around the rabbit-man the air looked vivid and alive.

“Hey! Kid! Thtop! Thtay there!” He picked his way back through the garbage and glass on big rabbit feet and rushed toward Scott, who tensed and tried to stand up on his pedals to get away; but there was no time. In an instant he had a five-foot-tall rabbit-man all up in his face.

“You’ve got to help me!” said the rabbit-man in a throaty warble. “Hide me!”

“Um—”

“They’re coming! I don’t want to go back! I don’t want to go back!”

Scott dismounted and let his bike clatter to the ground. He stepped backward, stumbled, and fell against the grassy hillock behind him, and the rabbit-man pressed close.

“Okay, calm down,” he said. “Everybody calm down. Nothing to be afraid of. What I need…”

“Y-yes?”

“… ith for you to take me to your houth…”

“What?”
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“… and hide me … in your baythment.”

Scott was leaning back as far as he could without falling over, his chin against his chest, breathless. When he finally inhaled, he smelled sweater and cookies.

“You’re not real,” he said softly, closing his eyes. “You’re imaginary. You are a … neurological event.” And sure enough, when Scott opened his eyes, the rabbit-man was gone.

No, there he was. A little ways off now, running toward the drainpipe again on his swift, imaginary legs.

“THTUPID KID!” shouted the rabbit-man, and he disappeared into the pipe.

The things he passed shimmered and changed. The air itself seemed to flinch and shiver at his touch. Dead leaves uncurled and flushed with new life; broken glass appeared, for a moment, to be bright jewels; a stray cat was a unicat.

Scott blinked and looked again, but it was only a cat, of course. What had appeared fleetingly to be an animal with a single spiraling horn in the center of its forehead was merely a smoky gray housecat, thin and twitchy and watching Scott with blue-green eyes. Then it suddenly and theatrically began to clean itself in that way cats do when they want you to know what a big deal you aren’t. Scott whistled to get its attention, but the cat turned its back to him and licked its paw with such ferocious indifference that he soon gave up and pushed his bike into the park.

“Not today,” he whispered as he walked. “Come on. Please.”

A large white van was creeping through the soccer field, right over the grass, and the man in the passenger seat studied Scott through tinted goggles. Rose-colored glasses, actually. Scott kept his eyes on the horizon and breathed great mouthfuls of calm air.

Thirty minutes wasted, and now he fidgeted in his orange plastic chair. He hated the first day at a new school. Around him other kids were chattering, excited about the field trip maybe, staring at Scott like he was a brightly colored fish, describing their weekends. But Scott only watched the empty chair at the front of the room and nervously traced his fingertip through the grooves of a swear word carved into his desktop. Some former student had left it there, maybe years before, but it pretty well summed up his feelings. The word could have been a jittery neon sign buzzing inside his chest as he waited for the new teacher to arrive.

And now he was getting a headache, of course. Of course. Perfect.

Specifically, he got migraine headaches, which was a useful thing to know—the word didn’t mean much to most of the other kids, but from their parents it drew gasps and unexpected charity. Once at parent-teacher night the mother of a fifth grader had become so flustered by the word that she’d given Scott five dollars.

He’d get a pain behind his eye, another at the base of his skull and down his neck. And then there were the hallucinations, the seeing-things-that-weren’t-there.

“We call them auras,” a doctor had told him and Mom. “A lot of people get them before getting a migraine. Not all, but a lot. I understand they can be scary, but they’ll be a signal that it’s time to take one of these pills I’m going to prescribe for you.”

In the present, in class, Scott fished a small pill case out of his pocket and removed a white triangular pill. He took it without water and felt it draw a bitter chalk line down his throat.

“What happens to other people when they get these auras?” Mom had asked. Scott understood that what she’d really wanted to know was if anyone else claimed to see a mermaid in the community pool, like Scott had the week before.

Some people saw strange lights, the doctor had told them, or distorted shapes. Zigzagging lines. Some even smelled odd smells or heard things. It was different for everyone.

In the end Mom had left it alone.

The pills usually worked. Scott prayed they would work against the nauseating tendrils that were just now beginning to twist themselves through the back of his neck.

And now the door opened and there she was, a petite woman with a mess of papers in her hands and a pencil sticking out of the bun in her black hair. By the end of the day there would be three pencils in that bun and Scott would think she was pretty, but for now he only frowned and thought, Where were you? I got here a half hour ago to tell you about my name, so where were you?

“Sorry I’m late,” Ms. Egami said to the class. She dropped her papers, which scattered in that special way papers do when one is running late. She gathered them as the briefly quiet students began to stir as if someone were gradually raising the temperatures of their desk chairs. “Quiet down,” she said, and produced the class list to call roll.

This is it, thought Scott.

“Brett Adamson?” said Ms. Egami.

“Here.”

It’s not as if I’m at the end of the alphabet, Scott thought, chewing his lip. I get called almost right away, when everyone’s still paying attention.

“Jamie Cassanova?”

“Here.”

Probably next.

“David Christiana?”

Okay, next then.

“Here.”

“Sco—Scottish Doe?”

Kids all around him were snickering, looking his way, whispering comments to each other behind their hands.

“Here,” said Scott.

“Is that right?” asked Ms. Egami. “‘Scottish’?”

More snickering. Giggling, even.

“I prefer Scott,” he said. Not that it mattered. They’d been told that his real name was Scottish, and it would take them the whole rest of the year to forget it.

“Wow,” said Ms. Egami. “Scottish Doe. Scottish P. Doe.”

Scott flinched. There were middle initials on the roll?

Now she’s going to ask—

“What does the P stand for?”

Laughter was batted back and forth like a squeaky balloon as the kids shared their private thoughts about what the P did or should stand for.

“That’s enough,” Ms. Egami said to the class, but she was obviously new to teaching and hadn’t yet learned how to scold and make it stick. It was only a second before the balloon was in play again. This had to end.

“PAUL,” Scott said, a little too loud. “The P stands for Paul.”

The P might as well have stood for “pin” or “porcupine” the way it took the air right out of the balloon. The class was silent. There was nothing funny about the name Paul and never would be.

“Oh,” said Ms. Egami, and she sounded almost disappointed. “Paul. For a second I thought it might be … something else.”

“No.”

“Oh, well. Right. Allie Fabares?”

“Here.”

The roll call went on, and Scottish Doe, whose middle name was not Paul, exhaled slowly and sat back in his seat.

Three sixth-grade classes crammed into one big yellow bus for the field trip to the Goodco Cereal Factory, so when Scott stepped up and through the doorway, he found that most of the seats were occupied by kids who already had all the friends they needed or would ever need. Except for a seat right up front, on which sat one very small and delicately pale eggshell of a girl. And exactly no one else.

Scott glanced around the rest of the bus. He caught a few students looking his way and mouthing “Scottish” to their neighbors, as well as some shorter, sharper words that seemed just now like the clacks of locks or the clicks of closing doors. He could walk down the aisle of this bus like the stranger-come-to-town in a cowboy movie and watch all the locals hide behind shutters and rain barrels. Or he could just sit down next to the girl nobody liked and take his cooties like a man. He sat down next to the girl.

She flinched. Quickly made and then broke eye contact. In that moment Scott could see that her eyes (which, years later, her driver’s license would claim were brown) were really very nearly pink. Her hair was as thin and blond as corn silk. She was not short or skinny so much as small, tiny boned. Her head was wired with orthodontic headgear, such that she looked to Scott a little like a lab mouse caught in a trap. Which she was, in a way, but we’ll get to that.

“You must be new,” she whispered.

“Yeah. I’m Scott. Scott Doe.”

“Emily Utz.”

The bus cleared its throat and rumbled forward. Scott risked a look around the bus and found that everyone appeared to have forgotten him. He had a talent for being forgettable.

“You look familiar,” Scott told Emily. After he’d registered at Goode Junior High, the school administrators had sent a welcome packet that included the last issue of the school paper. He recalled a photograph of kids with eggs—eggs in old footballs, eggs with parachutes and little plastic hang gliders—and among these a pallid little girl holding a geodesic globe of balsa sticks like it was a live pigeon. It was topped with a blur of whizzing propellers, and if you looked closely you could see the white egg at its center. “You were in the newspaper,” he added, “holding this thing.”

“I called it the Ovothopter,” she told him. “It was for Egg Drop Day.” And when Scott stared back blankly, she explained that the eggs were all dropped from a local news helicopter over the baseball field. If your egg didn’t break, you won a prize. Emily’s didn’t.

Scott smiled. “What was your prize?”

“They didn’t give me one.”

“That’s not fair.”

Emily shrugged. “Technically my egg didn’t drop, so I was disqualified.”


CHAPTER 2

Scott’s first day of school happened to coincide with the arrival of a yellow scroll tied up with pink ribbon earlier that morning. It was just sitting there on the dining room table at Erno and Emily’s house, the first thing they saw when they came downstairs.

Erno was a lean and rumpled kid—his clothes, which looked fine on their hangers, always looked on Erno as if he’d found them in the road on the way to school. He had bronze skin and chocolate-brown curls. Emily had milky-white skin and pinkish eyes. Standing side by side, they looked like a box of Neapolitan ice cream.

Erno and Emily were twins, somehow.

Erno frowned at the pink ribbon. “Maybe it’s just a birthday present,” he said. Emily lifted the yellow roll from the table and tugged at its bow.

“Our birthday isn’t until the end of the month,” she said as the ribbon fell away and the pages unfurled in her hands.

Two flimsy, canary-yellow papers—one for each of them, probably. Both had the same verse printed in dull black:

WHERE DOTH THE CLAW OF ARCHIMEDES REST?

IN YELLOW PAGES START THY QUEST.

BY VETERANS DAY YOU SHOULD HAVE GUESSED

THE KEY TO THIS, THY CURRENT TEST.

“Oh boy,” said Erno.

Emily looked up from her page, tilted her head. It was like you could see her thinking. In point of fact, the lightbulb in the wall sconce above her actually flickered on just then. Bad wiring.

“That’s clever,” Emily whispered, smiling. Like she already knew the answer.

“Like you already know the answer,” Erno scoffed. He told himself she must be bluffing, despite all historical evidence to the contrary. She looked over at him with an apologetic half smile.

“I don’t know the answer. Not … not really.”

There was an awkward silence, and Emily plucked absentmindedly at a wire of her facebow. Hers was magnificent headgear, if you were into that sort of thing. Orthodontia had sort of been invented in Goodborough, and the intricate curves and veiny filigree of Emily’s hardware suggested that the practice had flowered here into a kind of art form. Dentists routinely stopped her in the street, often in tears, and demanded to know who had done such beautiful work. Some doctor at Goodco, she’d tell them. She didn’t know the woman’s name.

Erno watched Emily shrug and slip out of the room with her yellow page. He could hear her trying to sneak up the creaky stairs with it before Mr. Wilson came down for breakfast.

They didn’t used to be so secretive about the tests. Or games—Mr. Wilson usually called them games, when he called them anything at all. They used to talk about them a lot. They used to loudly announce that they had to go potty, too, but you get older and some things become more private. The games were one of those things—you worked on them in private; you solved them in private; if you had the right answer, you expected some acknowledgment from Mr. Wilson to come privately, possibly when he wasn’t even around.

Erno couldn’t remember the last time they’d played one of the games out in the open. Not during the Great Vocabulary Mix-up, and that had been five years ago. Not during the Prime Number Treasure Hunt. Nor the Geography Costume Contest. Nor Anagrammania.

It felt a little like shame. But why? Why did people feel shame over things that everyone did? thought Erno, and he counted the games among these things because he assumed other families played them too. He had no idea how alone he and Emily were.

Erno poured himself a bowl of Puftees and sat down with the curled yellow paper, the floor groaning under the weight of his chair. He wondered if he should Google the whole verse—their foster father didn’t usually write in old-timey language like this. Then the man himself walked through the dining room and into the kitchen, and Erno stuffed the poem into his lap.

“Puftees,” Mr. Wilson acknowledged in passing. “How are they?”

“Fine,” said Erno. “The same. Why, did you change them?”

Mr. Wilson called from the kitchen. “There’s slightly more xanthan gum in the puff meal this quarter. Only in northeastern markets. You can’t tell?”

“No. Should I … should I be able to tell?”

“Not consciously, no.”

Emily came back downstairs, poured herself a bowl of Puftees, and joined Erno at the table. “I’ll be a little late coming home from school, Dad,” she told Mr. Wilson. “I have an errand to run.”

Mr. Wilson grunted.

“Field trip today,” Erno reminded her. That morning the sixth-grade classes were visiting the Goodco factory—just as they had in the fifth grade, just as they had in the fourth and third.

“I remember,” said Emily. “I’m containing my excitement now so I can really go crazy when we get there.”

“Heh. Well, I just noticed you forgot to wear your Goodco Team sweatshirt.”

Emily smiled. “And my big foam finger.”

“I told Denton and Louis that I’d sit with them on the bus.”

Emily’s smile faded.

“They asked,” added Erno, “so…”

Disappointing Emily was another thing that everyone did. They sat in silence for a moment as Mr. Wilson clattered about the kitchen. Then Emily pushed back her chair.

“I just have to brush my teeth and take my eardrops,” she said, “and then I’m ready to go.” She was leaving without clearing her bowl. Erno supposed the least he could do was clear it for her.

“You didn’t finish your cereal,” he called.

“I don’t think I like Puftees anymore,” she answered. “Who can stand all that xanthan gum?”

The Goodco Cereal Factory was housed in a humorless brick of a building attached to three generations of grain elevators. You could tell they’d tried to jazz up the main entrance in the 1980s with mascots and marshmallow shapes and a pink dragon, but now that every surface of these was bristling with metal spikes to discourage pigeons, the whole thing came off as kind of unfriendly. The children filed inside under the flaking arched neck of the Goodco dragon. And it was here that Erno noticed that his class was joined by a boy he’d never seen before. A new boy. He supposed the kid must have been around all morning.

A field trip on his first day, thought Erno. That must be kind of confusing.

The kids and their teachers crowded into a tiled lobby and were met by a young blond woman with preternaturally white teeth. She beckoned them to come stand before a large television screen that was cycling through a slide show of breakfast tables and cartoon mascots.

“Hi, sixth graders! I’m Stephanie, and I get to be your tour guide today! Are you kids ready for a little bit of magic?”

Erno and Emily shared a wry smile. They already knew that the “magic” included a lot of not talking and keeping your hands to yourself and watching men in shower caps attend to slow, slow conveyor belts. Breakfast Technicians droning on about cocoa stock and ricemeal density. Listening to people tell you for two days afterward that your hair smells like corn. But it was worth it just to get the free admission coupon to Cereal Town that they handed you on the way out. Cereal Town was in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, and was staffed almost entirely by polite, sixteen-year-old Amish kids. It was like living inside a commercial—floating down a river of milk on an oat bran inner tube or screaming through the loops of the Cereal Killer Koaster—and it was also just about the only fun outing Mr. Wilson ever took them on.
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The slide show faded, and a photo of the factory filled the screen. “The Goode and Harmliss Toasted Cereal Company,” said Stephanie, “was founded in 1858 by Nathan Goode and Jack Harmliss in their hometown of Goodborough, New Jersey.” Sepia-toned pictures of Goode and Harmliss drifted across the television. One was round faced and mustachioed and had hair that looked wet. The other was lean with bushy sideburns and hair that looked wet. Erno could never remember who was who. “Once just a small factory nestled between the Delaware River and Camden Tributary, today Goodco cereals are manufactured in fifteen countries and sold worldwide. But it’s still headquartered here in Goodborough, in the Centennial Building atop a man-made island in the center of Lake Meer.”

Clover the Leprechaun appeared on the screen behind Stephanie, and she said, “Now, who recognizes this little scamp?”

Sixty-five dutiful hands went up, though the question was at best a formality: Goodco had reams of market research to tell them that Clover was more recognizable to the average American than Gandhi, Elvis, and all the current Supreme Court justices put together. Stephanie told them this, in fact, and Erno imagined all the Supreme Court justices put together into some kind of giant superjustice. His attention was wandering.

“But do you know that in the early days of television, Clover wasn’t a cartoon at all? He was played by a real little man on live TV!”

The screen changed to a black-and-white clip from The Spencer Tracy Comedy Hour. The show didn’t break for a commercial; the camera just panned to another part of the stage where a group of pretty white children sat in a horseshoe around a tiny old man on a big plaster clover. He was dressed in a jacket and waistcoat with comically large buttons, a tricorn hat, short pants, and big-buckled black shoes. He looked as miserable as a dog in a Halloween costume.

Each child had a spoon and a white cereal bowl with the label BRAND X written on its side.
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BLOND BOY

Breakfast! The worst

meal of the day!

BLOND GIRL

Why can’t we have a

cereal that’s fun to

eat?

SECOND BLOND BOY

And will help me to

grow up big and strong

like President

Eisenhower?
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BRUNETTE GIRL

<gasp> A leprechaun!

BLOND BOY

Let’s steal his gold!
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LEPRECHAUN

… Why ask for gold.

How about a golden

sweet cereal.
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BLOND GIRL

Breakfast magic!

BLOND BOY

Burlap Crisp makes morning

fun! Let’s eat!

LEPRECHAUN

I don’t care what you do.

ANNOUNCER

Burlap Crisp! A

good cereal from the good

folks at Goodco! There’s

a Little Bit of Magic

in Every Box!

The screen resumed its slide show.

“Clover didn’t seem like he wanted to be there,” muttered Allie.

“That was his character,” said Stephanie. “Back then he was called Clover the Angry Leprechaun.”

“How did they make the bowls change?” asked Dubois.

“Camera tricks!”

“But you said it was live.”

“Oh my goodness!” said Stephanie. “What a treat—children, look behind you!”

Erno didn’t have a good gauge of Stephanie’s enthusiasm yet, so when he turned, he half expected to see the Snox Rabbit or an actual coconut vampire and not a pair of middle-aged men in short sleeves and ties holding briefcases.

“Wow,” Denton muttered. “That is something.”

It sort of was something, though—one of these men was Mr. Wilson. Erno didn’t know the other one.

Emily virtually sparkled beside him. “Dad!” she said. She waved her hand, then put it away again when the other sixth graders began to snicker.

Mr. Wilson had the uncomfortable half smile of someone who was being forced to sit quietly while people sang “Happy Birthday” at him. He nodded and grunted some acknowledgment.

“Children,” said Stephanie, “about twice a day two representatives come to take samples from each of the product lines so they can compare them to small batches of ‘perfect cereal’ back at headquarters! We never know quite when they’re going to show up. Gentlemen, don’t let us keep you from your very important duty!”

Mr. Wilson and the other man proceeded through the lobby and through a door marked AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. Stephanie ushered the sixth grade into a public hall and gestured to a long window that ran the length of the left wall. “Let’s just watch these men do what they do.”

Mr. Wilson and the other man stood in a white room atop a grating while a Hydra of nozzles blasted them from every direction with compressed air. Mr. Wilson’s combover flapped festively and settled over the wrong ear. Kids snickered again and stole glances at the twins. After their decontamination the men stepped forward to select pink matte rubber suits off the wall. They pulled these on, complete with gloves and a hood with something like a diver’s mask in front. They still had their briefcases. They looked like marshmallow men going to work.

Stephanie and the kids watched from behind a barricade as the marshmallow men stepped out onto the production floor and collected cereal samples in their briefcases. The conveyor belt operators in their shower caps and white smocks stood at crisp attention as the marshmallow men moved about. Erno could no longer tell which figure was Mr. Wilson until they both reentered the white room, removed their suits, handcuffed the briefcases to each other’s wrists, and left.

Erno heard the new boy whisper “That was your dad?” to Emily.

“Yes. Erno’s too.”

Erno looked at the new boy, and the new boy smiled back. Then he lost him as the tour began moving again.

They were back at school in time for lunch. Some days Mr. Wilson gave them money to buy their lunch, and other days, like today, he made them lunches himself. Erno had some money he’d earned by house-sitting for neighbors, and he hoped the school cafeteria was serving something he liked. Mr. Wilson made really terrible lunches.

It so happened that they were serving pizza, or more accurately a kind of impersonation of it, as though the whole concept of pizza had been rather poorly explained to the cafeteria workers by people who’d only read about it in books and didn’t really like children much. Erno’s brown bag, on the other hand, contained a baloney salad sandwich, thick with mayonnaise and pickle. Bad pizza beats good baloney salad, he decided. After buying lunch he tossed his bag in a waste bin.

It wasn’t easy to decide where to sit. Erno had joined Emily for lunch the day before, but he’d disappointed her on the field trip bus. And now he could see her there, at the big table in the corner, all alone with her baloney salad and orthodontic headgear. For years she’d had a friend named Jill, and things had been simpler: he would sit with Emily when Jill was absent, and occasionally when Jill wasn’t absent, so it wouldn’t be so obvious. But Jill’s family had moved to Michigan.

“You sitting with Frankensister today?” Denton called loudly to Erno, so Erno sat down next to him if only so the boy would have no further reason to shout.

“Frankensister love Erno,” moaned Louis. He did it at least once a day.

Because one day Roger had remarked that Emily was pale like a vampire, and Louis had pointed out that her metal headgear made her more like a robot, and then it was generally agreed without any help from Erno that the halfway point between a vampire and a robot was a Frankenstein. Which was why today and every other day Erno had to listen to the three boys make Frankenstein noises and wave their arms around.

“Doesn’t even sound like her,” Erno muttered.

“Lighten up,” said Denton. “Hey, did you guys see the new episode of Agent SuperCar last night? With all the explosions?”

Roger and Louis had, and they immediately started talking loudly about it, quoting their favorite parts. Erno stayed quiet, thinking it best not to remind them once again that the Utz kids did not own a television.

“And remember when Agent SuperCar said ‘Regular or unleaded?’” Denton shouted. “And then he sprayed the polar bears with gasoline and they all exploded?”

“That was so great.”

“Explosions are the best.”

Erno ate his pizza and watched Emily across the cafeteria. Back when Jill had been around, Erno and his friends had had an unspoken arrangement: he let them make fun of Jill, and in return they didn’t make fun of Emily—not to her face, at any rate, nor his. But now these so-called friends had begun to circle Emily like hyenas. Erno realized with a start that he didn’t know what the deal was anymore.

And as he watched Emily she turned—very suddenly, in fact, considering she didn’t have full use of her neck—and looked directly at Erno. She looked at him looking at her. After a moment her attention returned to a small slip of pink paper in her small, pink hands. She studied it as though it was a diabolical puzzle, which it probably was.

“Oh,” Erno said softly. “Oh no.”

Denton stopped speaking midsentence and faced him. “What did you say?”

“Nothing. I’ll … be right back.”

“Whatever. Free country.”

Erno stood miserably and shuffled back to the garbage can in which he’d tossed his lunch bag and sighed. The can squatted there in the corner, short and fat and topped with a quivering mound of trash and half-eaten food. Breathing deeply (through his mouth), he rolled up his sleeve and plunged his arm into the mess, pushing wrappers and pizza crusts aside. He dug, ignoring banana peels and peanut butter and the insults his behavior was beginning to draw from the rest of the cafeteria crowd.

“What’s the matter, Utz? Aren’t they feeding you enough at home?”

“Erno! Over here! You can have this pudding I dropped.”

“What are you doing?”

Erno looked up at this last remark. He hadn’t noticed the new boy standing just across the can from him. It was a fair question.

“Um, I lost my lunch bag in here.”

“You’re not still gonna eat it, are you?”

“No! No, it just has this piece of paper inside it I need. With … a phone number written on it.”

“Oh,” said the boy. “Well, here.” He used his binder to shovel some of the garbage aside, and with this help Erno quickly found the bag.

Inside, beneath the carrot sticks and sandwich, was a tight roll of pink paper secured with tape. He pried free the tape, and the paper uncoiled like a party favor, and the secret message, which was most plainly not a phone number, divulged its hidden mysteries:

THIS IS NOT A CLUE.

“Son of a—” said Erno, and he threw the paper back in the trash.

The other boy was eyeing him strangely. Well, maybe not so strangely, considering.

“Um, thanks,” Erno said. “I think I’m gonna go wash my hands.”

“I’ll come with you. I want to wipe off my binder.”

They walked out of the cafeteria and through the wide halls. Erno couldn’t help liking this new kid: he had a kind face that was unassumingly handsome, if that was possible.

“Thanks again,” Erno said. “You didn’t have to help.”

“My name’s Scott,” the boy answered. “I just started here this morning. I’m in Ms. Egami’s class.”

“I’m Erno. I’m in Mr. Klum’s class, right next door to you.”

“Erno? Erno Utz?”

“Yeah,” Erno said, surprised.

“We’re in Project: Potential together,” Scott said.

Project: Potential was a separate class that the gifted students went to for an hour each day. The name was supposed to make it sound exciting, like Code Name: Cursive or Mission: State Capitals. While the regular kids took spelling tests, the P: P students learned things like architecture or mythology or Latin. All the things a smart kid was supposed to want to learn and none of the things he really needed to know, like how to shrug off the embarrassment of attending a class called Project: Potential.

“How did you know my name?” asked Erno.

Scott smirked. “You’re supposed to be the smartest kid in the sixth grade.”

Erno looked at the jelly sliding down his wrist. “That’s not true. I’m not the smartest.”

“But everyone says—”

“Yeah. They just say that because they hate my sister.”


CHAPTER 3

Project: Potential was in the afternoon, in a mint-green room that smelled like mentholyptus. It was taught by Ms. Wyvern, a musty, clown-faced woman who spoke with an unplaceable accent that was thick with gurgling r’s and sneezy vowels. Her black bowl-cut hair was interrupted in front by a white skunk stripe, which she claimed appeared right after the Soviets launched Sputnik in 1957. And she seemed to have no idea how much she spat.

Erno sat staring at the yellow paper from that morning and was not listening to Ms. Wyvern read them a story from a fat book titled Legends and Lore. “‘King Vortigern’s mens rrrebuilt the tower, but aaagain the tower fell down. Sssso he called to him his wise men.’Julie, would you continue the readink?”

Julie read, “‘The wise men advised King Vortigern to find a boy with no earthly father and kill him, and mix his blood with the mortar of the tower.’ Gross. ‘Only then would it stand strong. So the king made to search the countryside, and soon they found a group of boys in the midst of a quarrel.’”

Veterans Day is the eleventh, thought Erno. He copied every eleventh letter from the verse and then every eleventh word, but each yielded only gibberish.

Julie passed Legends and Lore to Gerald, behind her.

“‘Two boys taunted a third,’” read Gerald, “‘saying, “Boy with no father, no good will come of you.” So Vortigern’s men seized that boy and brought him to the ruined tower. And when he learned he was to be killed, he was exceedingly wroth.’ Wroth? Um, ‘He asked King Vortigern, “Who has set you upon this course? Bring them here so I may question them sith they would have my blood.” And when the wise men came forth, he asked them to explain why the tower always fell. But the wise men did not know the answer.”’

Erno scanned the last line of the poem: “The key to this.” Maybe this was the most important word in the whole clue, and he had to find the key to it? He was grasping at straws.

“‘“If you wist not why the tower falls,”’” read Brandon, “‘“how can you claim to know the solution?” he asked them, and the wise men were dolorously beshamed. Then King Vortigern asked the boy his name, and the boy answered, “I am Merlin, and I know why your tower falls.’””

Brandon tried to pass the book to Erno, but Erno didn’t notice, so engrossed was he in the little poem. He also didn’t hear Ms. Wyvern ask him if he’d like to share his note with the rest of the class, so she had to ask him twice.

“MESTER UTZ. Woult you like do shaaare thad note with the rrrest of the class?”

The other students giggled. Erno blinked and looked up at Ms. Wyvern.

Nobody, of course, ever wanted to share their note with the rest of the class. Erno didn’t understand why they always asked. It had given Erno the idea a while back to make up a dummy note he could keep ready to exchange, with a little sleight of hand, for any real note that got discovered. The dummy note read:

TEACHER’S DOING A GREAT JOB TODAY, ISN’T SHE?

CHECK YES IF YOU AGREE.

But he’d never gotten to use it, and he couldn’t use it now—it wasn’t on yellow paper.

“Um, sorry,” said Erno. “It’s not a note.”

“Et looogs like a note.”

“It’s … it’s not. It’s a puzzle.”

Ms. Wyvern brightened. She suddenly appeared quite pleased, which was not a good look for her.

“Vaaabulous! Perhabs the whole class can heelp you wid thes puzzle.”

Out of the corner of his eye Erno saw Emily tense up in her seat and frown.

“I’m supposed to do it myself,” said Erno.

Ms. Wyvern’s smile fell, and she made a faint hissing noise, as though the air had been let out of her cheeks. She was uncomfortably close now, her breath medicinal. Emily and Erno had argued once over whether Ms. Wyvern wore actual makeup or instead allowed herself to be bitten repeatedly on the face by mildly poisonous spiders; but now, at close range, Erno was prepared to admit he’d been wrong about the spiders.

“Es thes puzzle a … schoooool assignment?”

“… No.”

Her arm lashed out with reptile speed, and before Erno could think, the paper had left his hand. He blinked, and there it was: long and curled between the pursed tips of Ms. Wyvern’s scaly fingers.

“Don be greeedy, Mester Utz.” She pulled the paper taut, then read:


“Whaare doth the claw uf Archimedes rrrest?

In yeddow pages staaart thy quest.

By Veterans Day you should haf guessed

the key tooo this, thy gurrent test.”



“Fmpf,” she added. “Not ferry good poetry.”

“Archimedes was a mathematician,” blurted Ethan from the back of the room. “And he was Greek. And he invented things.” Ethan was the sort of student who was always keeping score—if he couldn’t be the first to declare his knowledge of something, he would make certain you understood that he’d known it already. One day he would be declared the winner, and there would be a Smartest Boy trophy and a parade.

“Yess, yess, Archimedes,” Ms. Wyvern agreed. “Great man. But whoo knows uf the claw uf Archimedes?”

Erno had looked that up, and he was pretty sure Emily knew about it as well. But neither sibling raised their hand.

Ms. Wyvern revived her laptop, which was projecting on the whiteboard behind her. “Hode on, I’ll focus. Lights, pleeease.”

The room went dark, and an encyclopedia entry emerged from the digital fog. It featured a detailed etching of something like a huge crane with a claw at the end of its tether. The crane strained over a seaward stone wall to pluck a warship right out of the ocean.

“The claw uf Archimedes, allegedly uuused to defend his Sicilian home frrrom the Romans.”

“I knew that already.”

“Well done, Ethan,” said Ms. Wyvern. “Sssooo … whaare doth the claw uf Archimedes rest?”

“In Sicilia?” said Carla.

“Sicily.”

“That’s what I meant.”

Erno knew this wouldn’t be the solution. It was too easy.

“Maaaybe. Maaybe. Veterans Day is on the eleventh—you haave nine days, Mester Utz.”

Erno looked over at Emily, but she just shook her head sadly and put her face in her hands.

“Messes Utz, do you thenk you can do better?”

Emily flinched. Ms. Wyvern and the whole class were staring at her.

“Maaaybe you thenk you can solve thes theng, hahn?”

Emily looked down. “We’re supposed to do it ourselves,” she said softly. “We’re not supposed to have help.”

The other kids laughed. They laughed whenever Emily said anything, like it was unnatural, like she was putting on a show.

Ms. Wyvern harrumphed like a backed-up toilet and returned to the screen.

“Soooo, whazzizzit? What haf you figured out, Mester Utz?”

Erno sighed and said, “Well, the answer probably isn’t something you can just find on the internet. That’s not how they usually … it’s probably something you can find here in Goodborough.”

“A-hahn.”

“So,” Erno continued, “the claw of Archimedes rests on a ship, right? Maybe the answer is on one of the boats in the harbor. Or maybe the science museum has a model of the claw, or…”

“A-hahn. Eenyone else?”

The boy who had helped Erno at lunch had been sort of half raising his hand for three minutes, but the way Ms. Wyvern suddenly flinched and noticed him you’d have thought he’d popped out of a box.

“You—new boy. What do yoou thenk?”

“Scott. My name’s Scott.”

“Yes, yes, new boy Scott. What you thenk?”

“It’s like one of those claw machines. Where you try to grab prizes.” The class laughed at this, and Scott flushed.

“Was your prize that you got to keep the ship?”

“I think your prize was not getting killed by Romans.”

Project: Potential ended for the day as a freshly photocopied stack of poems was passed from hand to hand. Each student was instructed to work on the puzzle at home. They filed out of the room in twos and threes, except for Emily. Erno sidled up to Scott.

Then Carla Owens turned to face Emily and everyone else. Carla was a big girl who wore purple, and she had long, bright purple fingernails, which she used to scratch and pinch out small punishments to people she didn’t like. She didn’t like Emily.

“We’re supposed to do it ourselves,” Carla said in a nasally whine that was meant to sound like Emily, but didn’t. “Don’t help Erno! Oh, don’t help him. He’s not supposed to HAVE help.”

Many of the other kids laughed. Project: Potential kids could be a little bloodthirsty: some of them loved to see others abused. They loved it because it wasn’t them, the way people used to love watching gladiators get eaten by tigers.

Emily ignored the taunt and tried to walk briskly by, but Carla blocked her way.

“Leave me alone,” Emily said quietly.

“What? What did you say? You’re so scrawny I couldn’t hear you, Pinkeye.”

Erno stepped forward. “Just leave her alone, Carla.”

Carla’s eyes blazed. Her mouth quivered. “Shut up, Erno! I was taking your side! She—if she wasn’t your sister, you’d hate her too!”

“No, I wouldn’t,” Erno said, and he was pleased to realize that he meant it. “And you weren’t taking my side. If I needed a cheerleader I could do a lot better than Carla Owens.”

“You’re just like your sister!”

“If only.”

Carla’s face looked pink and sweaty, like a hot dog. She said, “No wonder your mother’s dead,” and suddenly nobody was laughing anymore. “When she saw Emily’s ugly little rat face, she decided she’d rather die than be your mother!”

There was a seasick silence. Emily was swaying a little and breathing fast, the way she always did when she got one of her spells.

It seemed from her expression that even Carla Owens knew she had gone too far. Everyone stared at her, and at Emily, mouths slack, and for a quiet, poisonous moment, nothing happened. Nothing except for the sudden appearance of a thin line of blood between Carla’s nose and lip, like a red mark on her great mistake of a face.

“Your nose is bleeding, Carla,” said someone.

Carla looked cross-eyed at her own nose and tried to dam up the flow with a slip of tongue. “How did …,” she muttered, then looked fearfully at Emily. And Emily attacked.

For an instant it was like watching a nature film of a tiny white mouse pouncing on some garish South American toad. The mouse scrabbled and bit, and the toad’s eyes popped at this unexpected turn. But nature soon corrected itself, and the giant toad knocked the mouse aside with the long, purple fingers of her long, purple arm.

Emily got to her feet with a cut on her cheek. She seemed ready to leap again, but this time Erno stopped her and held her fast as she flailed at Carla.

“You don’t know anything about my mother!” Emily’s tiny voice screamed. “You don’t know anything about anything! You’re only in Project: Potential because your dad’s the vice principal! YOU READ AT A THIRD-GRADE LEVEL!”

Erno pulled Emily back, and Carla quickly walked away. The other students scattered, and Emily began to cry, and the twins stood together in the school quad, alone and late for class.
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CHAPTER ONE

TROY KNEW IT WAS wrong. It was wrong to sneak out of the house after midnight. It was wrong to take something that wasn’t yours. And, even though he wasn’t that kind of kid, that night, he was doing both.

Usually, on a night like that night, the crickets’ end-of-summer song and the moths bumping against the window screen would put him to sleep. Usually, he didn’t hear his mom turn off the TV in the living room. And usually, if he was up that late, the water groaning through the pipes while his mom ran her bath would finish him off. But that night, worry kept him awake. Because he really wasn’t the kind of kid to sneak out, and especially to take something that wasn’t his.

But if he did have to quietly slide open the screen, straddle the window, and drop to the ground with a thud, this was a good night to do it. Stars swirled around the big yellow moon, casting shadows perfect for hiding. Shorts and a T-shirt were all he needed to stay warm.

He didn’t plan on having to run, but he laced his sneakers tight in case he did. His feet fell without a sound over the path through the pine trees. He could smell the trees’ sticky sap, still warm from the hot September day. An owl hooted somewhere close. A rabbit screamed, then went quiet. The crickets stopped, and only the buzz of mosquitoes filled the air.

Troy looked back at his house. It was nestled into the pines, with no side or backyard. In front, there was nothing more than a gritty patch of red clay. A tire hung from a limb at the edge of the patch. A target for footballs. The house was more like a cabin, a single-story box with a roof covered by fallen pine needles.

Still, the weak orange glow from the night-light in the bathroom window was like a friend, calling him back. Away from the owl and the mosquitoes.

But Troy had other friends, and he dodged through the pine trees into the darkness, finding his way to the railroad tracks almost without looking. He stood on the steel rail, balancing his sneakers and looking down the long line toward the Pine Grove apartment complex, where his friends lived. He tried to whistle, but it came out wrong. He tried again, and again, before giving up.

“Tate?” he called, first soft, then louder. “Tate.”

A whistle came back at him from the woods, high and clear, the way you’d call a dog. In the light of the moon, he watched two figures climb up the stony railway bed and start walking his way on the tracks. One of the figures was as thin as the rail she balanced on. Tate McGreer, a pretty girl with dark eyes, olive skin, and silky brown hair tied into a ponytail.

The other was big and burly. A
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