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At first Zoe didn’t notice that the boy at the end of the table was writing down every word she said.


She barely noticed him at all, the way his blond hair flopped into his face as he sat hunched over what looked like a small notebook. Probably he was just some applicant taking notes about the lunchroom: “Burgers at the Lorna Hubbard School extremely gross,” or something brilliant like that.


And anyway, why would Zoe pay attention to some kid she didn’t even know, when she was finally, after an endless morning, getting to see her best friend, Dara Grosbard? The only class they had together this year was gym, and that didn't even count, because you had to spend the whole time dodging basketballs or jogging breathlessly around the track. So the one place they could talk was the ear-splitting Hubbard lunchroom, where you really had to concentrate to have a meaningful conversation.


“God, Zoe, this is absolutely disgusting,” Dara was saying as she chomped on a chili dog. “You sure you don’t want a bite?”


“Positive,” Zoe answered. She opened her bag of Lay’s potato chips and dumped them onto her tray. Usually there were twelve chips per bag; if she did it just right, she could fit all twelve into her tuna fish sandwich. For crunch, she used to explain to horrified onlookers. Of course, by now everybody knew all about Zoe’s sandwich weirdness and didn’t even ask.


“So how was Chinese today?” Zoe said, poking in the last of her chips. “Did he make you talk?”


“He always makes us talk. I should have taken a normal language, like French.”


“French? You think French is normal?”


“Okay, maybe not,” Dara agreed. “But if I took French, at least we’d be together for one measly class besides gym. Sigh.”


Zoe smiled. Dara was always saying things like “sigh” and “gasp,” as if she were attaching smiley faces, or frownies, to all her sentences. But at least that way you knew what she was feeling, Zoe thought as she took a crunchy bite of sandwich, then a cooling sip of chocolate milk.


Suddenly she felt a light poke from behind.




“Are these seats taken?”


She turned her head. Surprisingly, it was Allegra Hillenbrand, who insisted on being called Leg, along with her bodyguard, Paloma Farrelly. They were both really good dancers, two of the best in Hubbard Middle Division.


“No, they’re free,” Dara was saying nicely. “If you can squeeze in.”


Zoe gave Dara a look that meant, Do we have to? But either Dara didn’t notice or else she didn’t think she had a choice. She pushed aside her chili dog and slid over to make room, so that Leg and Paloma wouldn’t have to sit too close to the unknown boy with the notebook.


Leg smiled at Dara. “So,” she said. “Have you officially signed up yet?”


“Signed up for what?” Zoe asked. Out of the corner of her eye she could see the boy turn a page in his notebook and write something quickly.


“Nothing,” Dara said. “It’s stupid, Zoe.”


“No, it’s not. It’s brilliant,” Leg insisted.


Zoe glanced at Dara. “What is?”


“Nothing,” Dara said again. Her gray-blue eyes narrowed in embarrassment. “Leg thinks I should try out for the musical.”


“The musical?” Zoe said. “You want to?”




“I’m not sure.” Dara nibbled on her thumbnail. “Maybe.”


“Oh, you’re totally sure, Dara,” Leg said. “You said so right before Chinese.” She flipped her shiny chestnut hair over one shoulder, her gold hoop earrings catching the light. “Besides, why go to an amazing school like Hubbard if you don’t take advantage, blah blah blah. You should encourage her, Zoe.”


“Do you want to?” Zoe repeated, trying to ignore Leg. “Because nobody should force you, Dara.”


“Nobody is,” said Paloma.


“Sigh,” Dara said. “The thing is, Zoe, I think I might want to try out, but I’m terrified. You know what Izzy always says.”


Zoe nodded. Zoe’s sixteen-year-old sister, Isadora, was the star of almost every Hubbard production, but even she always complained about tryouts. She called them cutthroat, and how could they not be, really, with all the gifted and talented kids strutting around this “amazing” school? And the thing was, Dara was shy—talented but shy. And also tiny: not the best combination, especially when you were expected to stand onstage and sing into a blaring microphone.


Poor Dara, Zoe thought. She doesn’t know what she’s in for.




Paloma laughed. “Well, look at it this way, Dara. You probably won’t even get a part, so there’s nothing to worry about, right?”


“You shouldn’t say that,” Zoe said, her dark eyes flashing. “Dara’s actually an incredible singer. If she wants a part, she’ll get one.”


“Well, yeah, Zoe. Obviously.”


“So if it’s obvious, Paloma, you shouldn’t tease her like that.”


“It was just a joke,” Dara said gently. “Never mind, Zoe.”


Zoe realized then that all three girls were looking at her, and Paloma was smiling. She felt like a complete moron, all of a sudden.


“Okay, then,” Leg said finally. “I guess our work here is done. See you later, Dara.” Then she and Paloma walked away, taking dramatic turned-out steps, as if to remind everyone in the lunchroom that they were both really good dancers.


Zoe took a small bite of her tuna-and-potato-chip sandwich. “You want me to come with you to tryouts?” she asked.


“Oh, definitely not,” Dara said. “You hate all that stuff, Zoe. It would make you crazy to sit there. Besides, we’d probably just look at each other and start laughing hysterically.” She reached over and took a sip of Zoe’s chocolate milk. “I’ll just meet you afterward, okay? If you don’t mind waiting a tiny bit.”


“Of course I don’t mind,” Zoe said, surprised this was even a question. “Why would I?” Suddenly she remembered something. “I’ve got Isaac’s after school today. I really can’t be late.”


“Oh, you won’t be,” Dara promised. “I’ll be like ten or fifteen minutes.”


Well, ten or fifteen minutes probably won’t make much of a difference, Zoe thought. And even if Dara refused to come inside, they’d have the walk over together. And of course they’d have the walk back to Zoe’s.


“Okay, great,” she said cheerfully. “I’ll meet you in the lobby.”


And then a strange thing happened. The blond floppy-haired boy at the end of the table looked right into Zoe’s eyes, the very second she finished speaking. Then he stuffed his notebook into his pocket and walked rapidly out of the cafeteria.


And Zoe couldn’t say why, but she knew right then that he’d been eavesdropping on the entire conversation. And possibly worse than that: possibly writing it all down in that little spiral notebook, although of course at that point she didn’t have any proof.
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Leg was right: Hubbard really was an amazing place. And Zoe Bennett knew perfectly well that she didn’t deserve to be there.


Her sister, Isadora, deserved to be there. So did her ninth-grade brother, Malcolm, who was a jerk half the time, but also a genius in math.


The school was perfect for them: a sprawling expanded brick mansion once belonging to some famous Brooklyn socialite, where superstar kids could study Robotics and African Drumming, and never have to deal with grades or report cards or bells or red pens. Even the teachers were amazing—published authors, semi-famous artists, and fresh-out-of-excellent-college types with nose rings and blue hair. You called them all by their first names. They were like friends, Zoe often thought, except in reality.


Lunch was over, and Zoe was in Math class. She watched her Math teacher, Anya, write three Do Nows on the whiteboard, the way she always did at the start of class. Anya was maybe the coolest-looking teacher at Hubbard, with a blue-black raptor tattoo on her left bicep, and a big red Pegasus on her left calf. But for all her coolness, she still had bossy rules, like always making you “show your work,” even if the answer was completely obvious. And by the time Zoe had copied down the three Do Nows each day and pretended to “show work” she’d never even done, her brain would be flying in all directions at once, like one of those swirl paintings you make in neighborhood street fairs. She’d start doodling in her Math notebook, and then she’d have some fascinating thought, and the next thing she’d know, the period would be over and she wouldn’t have finished the second Do Now.


This was Zoe’s latest fascinating thought: Every number was actually a color. Not in some silly random paint-by-number way, but in a real way that made its own sense. Zoe wasn’t in charge of that sense; she didn’t wake up one morning and decide, Today I’ll assign colors to the first nine digits, tra-la-la. She just gradually realized that whenever she thought of the number four, her mind would be bathed in a beautiful sky blue. And whenever she considered the number five, she’d see a deep vivid emerald green. Pretty soon she had a whole rainbow of numbers worked out in her head:






	1 = White


	2 = Light blue


	3 = Red


	4 = Beautiful sky blue


	5 = Deep vivid emerald green


	6 = Orange


	7 = Yellow (Bright yellow, not sick yellow)


	8 = Purple


	9 = Chocolate Brown





She didn’t have it all worked out yet; she didn’t know, for example, what happened when you got to ten. But for now she was happy just doodling with the few Prismacolor pencil stubs she’d secretly fished out from the bottom of her backpack: first a red tornado (all angry spirally 3s), then a beautiful sky blue sailboat (the sail obviously a 4), then a bunch of purple clouds (big gentle billowy 8s). Doodling-by-numbers was lots of fun, a painless way to get through Anya’s boring class.


Two nights ago at dinner, Zoe had casually mentioned the number-color theory to her family. That had been a mistake.


“I don’t get it, Zoe,” Malcolm had said. “You mean if I say a number, some color pops into your head?”




“Well, yes.”


“So, what pops into your head if I say two thirds? Or negative three trillion? Or 3.14159?”


“Oh, Malcolm,” said Isadora. “Will you please just give her a break?”


“No, no, I’m really wondering.”


“I don’t see numbers with decimals,” Zoe explained patiently. “I’m talking about ordinary digits. One through nine.”


Malcolm snorted. “But you can’t limit it to the first nine digits. That makes no mathematical sense.”


“Why not?” asked Dad, winking at Zoe.


“Because if you say something like, okay, three equals pink—”


“It doesn’t,” Zoe said. “Three is red.”


“Whatever. Then when you perform any operation on three—”


“I’m not a doctor, Malcolm!”


“I mean a mathematical operation. When you combine it with another number, you’re changing the value in a way that can’t possibly correspond to your whole color theory, right?”


Zoe put down her fork. “I don’t understand a word you’re talking about, Malcolm. All I said was—”




“I know, I know. Two equals blue.”


“Light blue. Four is sky blue.”


“Isn’t sky blue the same as light blue?” Isadora wondered.


“Oh no,” Zoe said quickly. “Sky blue is pure blue, like if you close your eyes and think of the word blue. Two is sort of a pale aquamarine. It’s totally different.”


“Blue is my best color,” Spencer announced. He was three years old, and he didn’t even have his colors straight. “I want ketchup.”


“Please,” prompted Mom.


“Pleasepleaseplease.”


“I’ll re-explain my point,” said Malcolm, gesturing with his fork.


“Actually, Malcolm, you’re completely missing the point,” Zoe said, her voice starting to squeak a bit. “All I meant—”


“Was that numbers equal colors. Yeah, I know.”


“Malcolm, watch that tone,” warned Mom. “It’s bordering on hostile. And Zoe, calm down, get your hair away from your food, and eat your salad.”


Isadora made a face. “Speaking of salad,” she said to Mom, “did you buy a different kind of ranch dressing? This one tastes funny.”




“It’s lower fat,” Mom said, examining the label. “I think it tastes fine.”


Dad cleared his throat. “Getting back to Zoe’s number theory,” he said meaningfully. Malcolm made another snorting sound.


Zoe could feel her cheeks burn. “Never mind, Dad. It’s not important. Can we please just drop it?”


“Why should we? Your theory’s really interesting, Zozo. Maybe not in a mathematical way, but in an artistic way.”


Dad was an artist. He was always saying things like that, trying to make Zoe feel creative.


“I wonder,” he continued, “how Zoe would react to different color combinations. Or to patterns of colors. Would she see them as numbers? And would she be more likely to see numbers in an abstract painting?”


“What difference does it make?” grunted Malcolm, balling up his napkin. “This whole topic is completely brain-dead.”


Mom put down the salad dressing. “Excuse me, Malcolm, but I never want to hear that word again. It’s highly offensive.”


“Okay, sorry. It’s completely illogical, then. Better, Mom?”


“Slightly.”


Dad glanced at Zoe, but she was staring intently at her plate, not caring that her long, curly hair was tumbling into her face. “Anyway,” he said to Malcolm in an aren’t-we-having-fun sort of voice, “what’s so great about logic? Who says Zoe has to be logical?”


“She’s talking about numbers, Dad! Numbers are supposed to be logical! That’s what they’re for!”


Mom frowned. “Do we really have to have a raging debate about this at the supper table? Can’t we please just have a pleasant conversation after a long, hard day?” She was an orthodontist; sometimes her patients were, as she put it, “a little bit resistant.” Apparently this had been one of those days.


“And what about zero?” Malcolm demanded. “Don’t tell me zero has a color!”


Zoe sighed. “It doesn’t, Malcolm. I never said it did.”


“Zerozerozero,” sang Spencer. “I have zero ketchup left!”


Suddenly everyone looked at the youngest Bennett. Spencer had ketchup on his cheeks, the tip of his nose, both hands, and down the front of his shirt. He looked alarmingly like a stunt toddler in a slasher movie.


“Oh, Spence,” Mom groaned. “What a mess. Why did you do that?”


“Zero is red,” he sang. “Red on my head.” He used his ketchupy fingers to give himself a shampoo. Then he began clapping for himself, sending little squirts of ketchup in all directions.


That had ended the conversation, and for Zoe not a moment too soon. Why had she even tried sharing her theory with her family? If what she said wasn’t intellectually perfect or artistically significant, if it didn’t star Isadora or Spencer, or stand up to Malcolm’s penetrating mathematical analysis, then naturally the Bennetts wouldn’t understand. Well, it didn’t matter that much, anyway. She’d talk about her theory with Dara. Maybe she’d tell it to her this afternoon, after that pointless tryout for the musical. Dara would think it was fascinating, even if nobody else did.


“So I guess that’s it,” Anya was saying brightly. Oh, right: Math class. Do now! “Zoe? Any thoughts?”


“Not really.” Zoe could feel her cheeks start to redden. Three.


“Oh, come on,” Anya was coaxing her, as if Zoe were at her first ever swimming lesson and refused to wet her big toe. “Join the conversation! Don’t be afraid.”


“I’m not afraid.”


Paloma turned around and grinned at her just the way she had at lunch. And then Mackenzie Stafford, who went around telling everybody that she had “a near-photographic memory,” began giggling.




“That’s great, Zoe,” Anya said, nodding. “Think of it this way: Numbers are sort of like toys. Try to play with them a little. You know, relax and mess around. Don’t worry about being right or wrong. Just have some fun with them, okay?”


And all of a sudden Anya was right by Zoe’s desk. She was looking down at Zoe’s notebook with a funny expression on her face. “Is this what you’ve been doing all class?” she asked quietly, pointing a black-nail-polished fingernail at Zoe’s number doodles.


“Um,” Zoe answered. “Not all class.”


Anya leaned over Zoe’s desk. She studied the doodles for a couple of seconds. “Really cool. But this isn’t Art, you know?”


“Sorry.”


Anya shook her head. She cupped her hand and said quietly and distinctly in Zoe’s ear, “Listen. I hate to say this, Zoe. But unless I start seeing some actual work from you, you could very easily fail this class.”


Then she walked back to her whiteboard and began writing some homework problems, the blue-black raptor on her left arm jumping around frantically, as if it had suddenly found itself locked in a tiny birdcage.















3






After horrible, endless Math was Recreation Arts, which at Lorna Hubbard was what you were supposed to call Gym. Rec Arts was all the way down in the basement, so when it was finally over, Zoe had to trudge four flights up the central marble staircase to her Ancient Civilizations class. And then she began to run.


Because just down the corridor she spotted the eavesdropping boy from lunch: the blond head, the hunched shoulders. She had to talk to him—she didn’t know why, or what she’d even say. Hi, my name is Zoe, and why were you spying on me at lunch? sounded friendly, but definitely paranoid. Besides, maybe she’d imagined the whole thing. She still wanted a better look at him, anyway.


Pushing through a bunch of Upper Division kids blocking the door to the digital recording studio, she rushed past an open classroom in which Randy, the Poetry teacher, was bellowing: “WHAT’S POETRY? WHAT ISN’T POETRY? WHO DECIDES?” On his door someone had duct-taped a huge spray-painted banner announcing tryouts for the musical (TODAY—MONDAY!!!), which reminded Zoe about this afternoon. Poor Dara, she thought again as she hurried past an empty mirrored dance studio and then the practice room of the Hubbard Non-Western Percussion Ensemble, all the while keeping the boy’s floppy blond hair in view.


And then, somehow, she lost sight of him. She’d just blinked, maybe, right at the moment he’d wandered into some classroom. After all, if he was an applicant, he was probably visiting Hubbard to check out the coolest teachers. Well, don’t be fooled by tattoos, she warned him telepathically. Then she shoved open the door of Ancient Civs and headed immediately for the back wall, taking her usual seat next to Ezra Blecker, a brilliant boy who wore incomprehensible T-shirts and hardly ever spoke to anyone.


“Hi, Ezra,” Zoe said, dumping her backpack onto the floor. “What are you reading?”


He held up a thick paperback: Samurai in Cyberspace: Blue Screen of Doom.


“Huh,” she said politely. “Is it good?”


“I just started it. So far it’s pretty standard.”


Zoe nodded, even though she didn’t have the slightest idea what Ezra’s books were like. At the end of the nod she added a smile, but by now Ezra was reading again, and didn’t seem to notice.


“You okay, Zoe?” Paloma called out from the front of the classroom.


“Of course I am,” Zoe replied. “Why wouldn’t I be?”


“I don’t know. Because you seemed so out of it in Math.”


Leg was in this class too. She stretched her slender, expressive arms, fluttering the floaty sleeves of her magenta-colored top. “So what happened?” she asked, yawning. “Another out-of-Zoe experience?”


Paloma laughed. “Exactly,” she answered, looking over her shoulder at the rest of the class.


The classroom door flew open. There was a predictable ten-second pause, during which everyone, even Paloma and Leg, became silent. Then into the room swept Signe Sorenson, Hubbard’s legendary teacher of Ancient Civilizations.


“Good morning,” she said in her crackly voice, with its faint aroma of somewhere-in-Europe. She was a small round woman, shaped like a crab apple; often she wore animal-print ponchos or wild paisley shawls that only made her look smaller and rounder. Today she had on an enormous moss green cashmere scarf wound twice around her neck, the long tasseled ends dangling down the front of her black wool dress, trembling when she spoke. With her puffy white hair piled on top of her head like a generous dollop of whipped cream, her red plastic eyeglasses, and her high-top sneakers with their NBA logos, she looked like a grandma doll, as dressed by a naughty color-blind preschooler.


But nobody ever giggled when she made her dramatic entrance. The thing about Signe Sorenson was, she was terrifying. At least she was to Zoe.


Zoe couldn’t say why. But probably it had to do with all the unsubstantiated rumors about Signe’s life: She’d done something heroic, something top secret, maybe a spy mission behind enemy lines during Vietnam, or the Cold War. Whatever it was, it was very intimidating. So last fall, when Zoe finally met the famous teacher at the Welcome to Middle Division Tea, she had a hundred theories and questions buzzing around in her head. And when Signe Sorenson (who for the Tea had draped herself in an enormous peacock blue mohair shawl) came over to greet the Bennetts, she extended a surprisingly large, warm hand to Zoe.


“Another Bennett,” she’d said in that crackly voice. “How very delightful.”




“This is Zoe,” Mom had said, nodding encouragingly at her daughter.


“Zoe,” Signe had repeated. “Such a lovely Greek name. Quite ancient, you know. I have always been fascinated by names.”


Zoe glanced uncertainly at her dad. What was she supposed to say to this? But he was no help; he just smiled at her.


Signe Sorenson beamed at Mom, but she continued to hold Zoe’s hand. “I truly loved teaching Isadora and Malcolm. Such talented, talented children. You must be so proud.” Then she turned to Zoe, still trapping her hand, and scrutinized her face as if she were committing it to memory. “So tell me, Zoe Bennett, what is your passion?”


Her passion? Nobody had warned her to have a passion! She looked at Dad again, this time frantically, but he just kept smiling at her, probably because he couldn’t think of a passion for her to have either. But she had to say something, or else Signe Sorenson would probably end up amputating her hand. So she just blurted out the first thing that came into her head:


“I like pizza.”


Signe smiled. “As do I,” she said. She leaned toward Zoe as if she were about to confide a valuable secret. “I have a very strong feeling,” she added quietly, “that your answer will change dramatically before you leave our Middle Division.”


Then she squeezed Zoe’s hand and toddled off to greet Mackenzie Stafford, who was standing with her parents beside the Gluten-Free Table. Signe was trapping Mackenzie’s hand but Mackenzie didn’t seem to mind. She was chattering on and on, probably about her near-photographic memory, and Signe was nodding encouragingly and smiling back.


“Come on, Zozo, let’s go steal some brownies,” Dad was urging. “I’ll race you.”


“No, thanks,” Zoe murmured. “I don’t want anything.” That was true. All she wanted right then was to escape the Tea, because she strongly suspected that she had just been given a test, and had failed somehow.


In September she knew she was right. For the first few days of sixth grade, Signe didn’t even seem to notice that Zoe was in her class. Once or twice she glanced in Zoe’s direction, but it was pretty clear what she was thinking: I have led a fabulous, mysterious, significant life, and you, Zoe Bennett, like pizza.


Oh, well. Maybe you’ll change dramatically before you leave Middle Division.




Zoe ran her fingers over her desktop. Signe’s room had special desks she said she’d ordered from some experimental school in Denmark. Really, they were just little whiteboards you were supposed to write on instead of paper. The idea was that you were allowed to take notes, but immediately you had to “internalize” whatever you’d written, because some other kid in the next class could just erase it with a smeary washcloth.


Now Signe was saying something in that crackly voice about “a truly extraordinary new addition to the class.” Zoe glanced up from her whiteboard desk. Signe was beaming as she gestured grandly toward some kid at a desk near the windows. “Cryptoanalytic prodigy,” she was saying, or something close to that, with a lot of syllables.


Zoe looked.


It was the boy from lunch. The floppy-haired eavesdropper.


So he wasn’t an applicant; he was an actual student. And not only was he at Hubbard, he was in this class.


“I’m sure you’ll all be giving Lucas a very enthusiastic welcome,” Signe said, “in the warmest Hubbard tradition. Yes, Jake?”


Jake Greiner, a kid who spoke seven languages fluently and claimed to know curse words in twenty-three, stood up and faced the windows. He bowed majestically at Lucas. “Willkommen, prodigy,” he intoned. “Bienvenidos, Benvenuto, Bienvenue, Welkom…”


Everyone laughed, even Ezra.


The boy—Lucas—didn’t. He stood, gave a stiff little half-wave to nobody in particular, and then sat down again, blushing.


“Ah, Lucas, dear,” Signe said. “Aren’t you going to thank Jake for that lovely greeting?”


“Yeah, thanks,” Lucas mumbled, not looking up.


Zoe shifted uncomfortably in her seat, causing her chair leg to squeak. That was when Lucas noticed she was in the room. He immediately turned away. Zoe thought she saw him write something, but she couldn’t get a good look.


“Excuse me, Lucas. You’re not supposed to use notebooks in this class,” Mackenzie announced. “That’s why we have these desks.”


“It’s all right, Mackenzie,” Signe said calmly. “Now why don’t we all shift our attention to ancient Egypt?”


Zoe tried again to peek at Lucas, but she couldn’t see past Ezra. She sighed as she unzipped her backpack. Jake is such an incredible jerk, she thought. Why did he have to show off like that? Why did everybody at Hubbard have to show off all the time? It was like this school was one giant stage, and if you didn’t want to be under a glaring spotlight with everybody staring at you every minute, you were lost.


Well, Zoe wasn’t lost: She had her own fascinating thoughts. And who cared what Malcolm said about them, or Anya, or anybody else. She reached inside her backpack for the special dry erase marker that you had to use on Signe’s desks.


In the upper right-hand corner of her desktop, in the smallest, neatest print she could manage, she wrote:




	4 = Blue.




And she was very careful for the rest of the class not to accidentally smudge it out.
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