
[image: cover image]




[image: Charlie Numbers and the Woolly Mammoth by Ben Mezrich and Tonya Mezrich, S&S Books for Young Readers]







To Arya and Asher—you may be little, but your curiosity inspires us every day in large ways
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CHARLIE LEWIS BRACED HIMSELF against the rocking of the deck beneath his feet, as the cold metal railing pressed into his lower back. He’d never been great with boats, or, for that matter, water in general. He wasn’t much of a swimmer, and he couldn’t catch a fish to save his life. The fact that he was now standing on a cargo ship parked at a dockyard in Boston Harbor, rollicking and rolling above choppy waves as high as Charlie was tall, made him question every decision he’d made over the past few weeks—if not every decision he’d made over the past twelve years.

It certainly didn’t help that the remaining rays of winter sunlight were shining blindingly down. In the distance, he could barely make out the giant face of the clock tower, rising up above the pincushion of buildings that made up Boston’s Financial District. The giant digital display told him it was five thirty in the afternoon, which meant Charlie should have been home from school already, maybe telling his mother about his day, or watching cartoons with his dad. Having professors for parents meant someone was usually home when he got out of his classes, and usually that was a good thing. But sometimes, like when things got seriously out of control, it meant when Charlie got home—if Charlie got home—he’d have a lot to explain.

Like how an otherwise normal Thursday late afternoon in February had gotten him here, to the very edge of a giant boat, his sneakers inches from the long drop down to the icy water of Boston Harbor.

The briny smell of the waves filled his nostrils as his mind began calculating the drop itself. The math wasn’t hard—not nearly as difficult as keeping his balance as each wave pushed against the mammoth boat, sending it bouncing high in the air despite the ropes that tethered it to the dock. It was 60 feet to the water; 720 inches, 1,828.8 centimeters. Given enough time, Charlie could have calculated how fast he’d be going when he hit, even how much liquid his body would displace.

He’d always found comfort in the math, the numbers. Numbers were concrete, something you could count, and count on. His affinity for numbers was so well known among his sixth-grade classmates that they’d attached the word to his name. Nobody had called him Charlie Lewis since fourth grade, when he’d aced a ninth-grade math test that had been handed out to his class by mistake: It was always Charlie “Numbers.”

As he stood on the edge of the ship pondering the numbers, he suddenly caught sight of something moving behind a barrel down below, on the nearby pier. He could see the border of a red swing coat under a yellow neon vest and a mop of familiar auburn hair: Crystal Mueller and Jeremy “Diapers” Draper were hard to miss, despite their best efforts to remain hidden. Crystal, known for her vast knowledge of geology that far surpassed any high school student’s, was the quasi coleader of the Whiz Kids. That was the de facto name of his squad of friends from Nagassack Middle School, the public school in Newton that served as home to Charlie and more than three hundred other students—the worst of whom had granted Charlie’s best friend, Jeremy, with his inescapable nickname. Charlie would always remember the day his friend had transformed from Jeremy Draper to Jeremy Diapers: The school bully, Dylan Wigglesworth, had tripped Jeremy, who’d then inadvertently emptied out his ever-present backpack all over the cafeteria, revealing his baby sister’s disposables instead of his science project.

Looking down at Jeremy and Crystal in their fairly awful hiding places, Charlie realized that—no matter how close they were—he was still on his own. Jeremy and Crystal might as well have been all the way across town.

So, instead, he let the numbers do their magic; he began to calculate. Not just the distance to the water, but suddenly everything became numbers—the height of the ship, the depth of the harbor, the density of the water, the temperature of the air. As his mind ran through the calculations, he absentmindedly glanced down at his hands, at the curved white object he held as it caught the sunlight, flashing almost as bright as a star.

Charlie looked up from the object and again found the clock tower in the distance. The display had shifted from time to temperature: The city of Boston was registering a blustery thirty-six degrees. Charlie knew that thirty-six degrees Fahrenheit was slightly above freezing, but mathematically still cold enough to illicit hypothermia; a human body hitting water at that temperature would have only a few minutes, even less if that human body happened to be the size of an average third grader. And the water of the harbor had to be many degrees colder than the ambient air.

“Not a good idea, kid. You might survive the drop, but not for very long.”

The voice cracked through the air like a leather belt pulled tight. Charlie looked back and saw a large, trash-can-shaped man coming toward him across the deck, followed by a second man, stringy and tall, dressed in green.

“Popsicle city, kid,” the second man added, grinning. His teeth were crooked and yellow, like thirty-year-old Pez lost for decades in the bottom of a drawer.

Charlie turned away from the men, forcing himself to go back to the math. Back to his calculations: distance, weight, temperature. How his exact body weight—fifty-eight pounds—would interact with the water, how much time he’d have before frostbite hit.

“Just hand it over,” the trash can of a man said, still moving closer. “Give it to us, and this doesn’t have to get ugly.”

Charlie inhaled deeply, the saltiness of the ocean palpable in his throat. Then he looked down again at the object in his hands. The object felt smooth and cold and heavy against his palms. He knew that if he handed it to the men, they probably would let him go. After all, without the object—without that important piece of evidence—he was just some kid that nobody would believe. Without evidence, he had nothing but a story. Wild, incredible, terrifying—but just a story.

Charlie shook his head. He had come this far. Too far. And people were counting on him. His friends were counting on him.

His friends.

And then he paused, a sudden thought trickling through the fear in his head. He balanced the heavy object against his chest with one hand, and reached into his pocket with the other.

His fingers closed against a cool plastic tube—and his mind started to whirl. Could it work? Was it possible?

He made a sudden decision, and mashed the tube with his fist, squirting the clear jelly inside all over his palm. Then he quickly yanked his hand out of his pocket, and began rubbing the stuff on his cheeks, forehead, neck, his hands and wrists—any exposed flesh—in as thick a layer as he could.

“What the heck are you doing?” the man in green asked, through a cruel laugh. “You don’t need sunscreen where you’re thinking of going.”

Charlie ignored the voice. He knew it was a long shot, but it was all he had.

As a cold breeze touched his cheeks, he grasped the object in his hand even tighter, then focused on the water—and the long drop down.

“Kid, don’t! You’re crazy!” one of the men shouted.

“I might be crazy,” Charlie said, “but I never miscalculate.”

He stepped forward off the edge of the deck, and suddenly he was plummeting toward the icy water below.
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Two Weeks Earlier …

A THIN FROSTING OF snow blanketed the ground beneath Charlie’s feet as he rubbed his hands together for warmth. He’d forgotten to bring his gloves, but then again, he hadn’t expected to be spending most of the afternoon outside, in a quiet corner of the Boston Public Garden, watching one of his friends crouched down on hands and knees, digging at the half-frozen ground as if his life depended on it.

“You really think a pen is the best tool for something like this?” Charlie asked.

Marion Tuttle didn’t look up from his work. He’d done a pretty good job of clearing the snow away from the two-foot-square area in front of him that he’d designated as square one in his excavation efforts, but now that he had actually reached dirt, the job had gotten much more difficult. To that end, he’d retrieved a Bic pen from the pocket of his bulky down jacket and was now jabbing and stabbing at the ground, throwing up chunks of mud, dead grass, and gravel.

“Are you even sure you’re looking in the right place?” Jeremy Draper added from a few feet behind Charlie. “The way you were juggling those things, it could have gone ten feet in any direction.”

Marion shot a look toward Jeremy, then went right back to his digging. Jeremy was grinning beneath his mop of bright red hair; he was enjoying this, mainly because, this time, it wasn’t his fault. Although Jeremy, Charlie’s best friend, was notoriously clumsy—the fault of his overly tall, elongated body, pipe-cleaner-thin arms and legs—it wasn’t Jeremy who had decided that the class trip to Boston’s oldest park would be a good time to show off his juggling skills. And it wasn’t Jeremy who had made the potentially fatal mistake of using a trio of stones from Crystal Mueller’s legendary rock collection, some of which she carried with her at all times, as juggling props.

If looks could kill, Marion would have needed to dig a much bigger hole than the one he was working on. Crystal was glaring at him from the other side of Charlie, her eyes on fire behind her Coke-bottle-thick glasses. He knew if he didn’t find the piece of tanzanite he’d lost in the wind, or the sun, or to his own thick and fumbling lack of agility, he was going to end up buried right next to her prize bit of geology.

“Maybe next time you should just try shooting a bow and arrow with your feet while riding on the back of a horse,” Kentaro Mori said from next to Crystal.

Even Crystal had to smile at that one. All five of them—Charlie and his group of hyperintelligent best friends—had visited the Big Apple Circus the week before. Charlie’s dad had gotten the tickets half price from MIT, where he taught physics; maybe he’d hoped that seeing contortionists, dog trainers, and trapeze artists would inspire Charlie and his friends to focus on something other than their schoolwork, at least for a few days. But the circus, and especially the juggling act, should have come with a warning: Don’t Try This at Home.

Especially if you were Marion Tuttle, whose doughy physique and plump fingers left Charlie wondering how the kid was such an incredible artist. He could sketch just about anything to near perfection, and create some of the coolest digital masterpieces that their art teachers had ever seen.

But the skills of an artist didn’t translate to juggling.

“Maybe one of you guys can help out, instead of standing around making jokes?” Marion said, then sneezed, so loudly that it startled a family of tourists moving down one of the nearby paths.

As Marion sneezed a second time, Charlie looked past the family and could just barely make out the rest of their classmates, a good thirty feet beyond where they were huddled around Marion. The fact that the rest of their class hadn’t noticed that the Whiz Kids had remained behind when they followed the pair of teachers in charge of the class trip to the next stop on their tour of the Public Garden wasn’t surprising. After all, the only time the other kids at Nagassack Middle paid attention to Charlie and his friends was when the Whiz Kids were facing off with one of the school’s handful of bullies. More often than not it was Dylan Wigglesworth—the bane of Charlie’s life at Nagassack, a pituitary case of a kid built like a linebacker—and his pair of thugs, Liam and Dusty. But even Dylan hadn’t noticed the Whiz Kids breaking off from the larger group.

Then again, the Boston Public Garden was pretty enough to distract even the most brutish of sixth graders. Founded in 1837, the Garden had been constructed over salvaged marshland adjacent to the much larger, and similarly as old, Boston Common. It was considered frillier than its neighbor, with sinewy pathways and a suspension bridge that crossed over a kidney-shaped pond. There, during summer months, pedal-powered Swan Boats mingled with families of Canada geese, and a pair of transplanted swans, in an iconic Garden that had served as an urban oasis for generations of Bostonians.

During the first part of their field trip, Charlie and his friends had learned that much of the Garden had remained unchanged since the Victorian era, from the cast-iron fence that surrounded the plot land to the old gas lamps that ran along the paths, which had run with real gas until the late nineteenth century. Only on closer inspection had Charlie noticed that the lamps were now electric—and in fact many of them had also been fitted with tiny surveillance cameras by the Boston Parks Department, most likely to cut down on a recent spike in late-night petty crime. Although the cameras seemed anachronistic in such a historic spot, Charlie was comforted to know that someone had an eye on what was going on—though if they were watching now, all they’d see was a chubby redhead digging in the dirt with a pen, while sneezing up a storm.

“Seriously, are you allergic to snow, too?” Crystal said, finally breaking her silence. “Is that even possible?”

Marion’s food allergies were well known among his crew. The Whiz Kids could rattle them off at a moment’s notice, and took pride in doing so to wide-eyed waitstaff whenever they were trying out a new restaurant: coconut, shellfish, gluten, nuts, and a slew of other obscure food items, from cilantro to sesame seeds. Not to mention the more common nonfood allergens like dust, dog hair, and grass.

Marion sneezed again, then hit the ground even more furiously, using the pen with both hands to dig even deeper. Piles of frozen soil were building up next to where he was kneeling, but there was still no sign of Crystal’s tanzanite.

“Guys,” Charlie said, “I think this is hopeless. We’d better join the rest of the class before someone realizes we’re gone—”

He was interrupted by the sudden look that had crossed Crystal’s face; her eyes had gone wide as saucers, and she was staring at the dirt beneath Marion’s jabbing pen.

“Hold on,” she said, stepping forward.

“Is it your rock?” Jeremy asked.

Charlie peered over Marion’s shoulder as Crystal got down on her knees next to their artistic friend.

Something shiny and white and pointy was peeking up out of the hole he had just dug.

“That’s not tanzanite,” Crystal said.

“Is it ice?” Kentaro asked.

It was certainly shiny and white, but it didn’t look like ice. Charlie lowered himself to his knees as well, as both Crystal and Marion began digging even harder and faster. As they dug, it became apparent that whatever they had found was bigger than it had first appeared—the white point was the tip of something that went down into the dirt.

“I think it’s oblong,” Crystal said.

“What does that mean?” Jeremy asked.

“Elongated, curved or rectangular,” Kentaro said. He was the linguist of the group, speaking more languages than the rest of them combined.

Charlie narrowed his eyes as more of the object was revealed. It was indeed curved and white, but it had a familiar shape. When, finally, Marion and Crystal got it fully out of the dirt, Crystal pulling it gingerly with her fingers and then placing it on the ground next to the piles Marion had unearthed, Charlie was able to estimate the object’s size: nine inches, tip to tip, curved like one of those swords from a pirate movie. Except it definitely wasn’t a sword, or anything man made. And the white material wasn’t metal or stone or plastic—it looked kind of like bone.

“This doesn’t look like it’s supposed to be here,” Crystal mused. “And it looks old. Really old.”

“Do you think this is—well … ,” Jeremy started.

Charlie finished the thought for him.

“A bone? From, like, an animal?”

“But why is it buried in the Public Garden?” asked Marion.

Charlie had a disturbing thought.

“I read somewhere that it’s rumored that human bones were unearthed by the electric company years ago when they were digging the subway under the Common,” he said. “Could this be something like that?”

Crystal moved a few inches back from the object, her lips turning down at the corners.

“You think this could be a human bone?”

Charlie swallowed, then looked up, across the park toward the rest of their class, who were now gathered at the far edge of the Public Garden, by a parade of bronze statues of a family of ducks—a permanent installation that had been built as an homage to a classic children’s book by Robert McCloskey about eight baby ducks that followed their mother into the park, looking for a home. Charlie could still remember some of the baby ducks’ names: Mack, Quack, Ouack, etc. As a little kid, he’d sat upon those statues many times during family outings, usually around the holidays.

He turned back to Crystal.

“I don’t know. All I can say is that it doesn’t seem like it was purposefully buried here. Look at how shallow this dirt is, Marion’s pen didn’t get him very deep.”

“So, the object looks old,” Crystal said, “but it wasn’t buried very long ago.”

Charlie nodded. Then he made a decision. They hadn’t found Crystal’s tanzanite—but maybe they’d found something even more interesting. It was certainly something worth investigating further.

They weren’t the cool kids at school. Far from it. But the fact that they could solve mysteries by using their mental tools gave them a sense of purpose, and made Charlie feel special. Science didn’t care if you were cool; science only cared that you were right.

“We can’t just leave this here, to get buried again by the snow.”

“So what should we do with it?” Marion asked. “How do we figure out what it is?”

Charlie smiled.

“I think I know where we should start.”
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HER NAME WAS MABEL, and she had been standing guard over the science lab at Nagassack Middle School for as long as anyone could remember.

Her frail body hung silently at the entrance to the second-floor classroom, her arms, legs, hands, and feet connected to her torso by clear plastic wires, nearly invisible to the naked eye. Because it was winter, a red-and-white Santa hat was perched on her startling white head, and around her neck hung a matching striped wool scarf. At Halloween, which the kids knew was her season, she wore a witch’s hat and a skeleton mask. Mrs. Hennigan, the science teacher who lorded over the second-floor lab like a queen over her territory, thought it was funny for a skeleton to wear a skeleton mask, but to the kids at Nagassack, it was just plain weird.

But then again, almost everything about Mrs. Hennigan was weird. Her curly white hair billowed like clouds above her head, and she always wore thick blue eyeliner. The pantsuits and dresses she wore were the shape, color, and consistency of potato sacks. And she often lost her train of thought right in the middle of a sentence. Once, she’d walked right out of class halfway through a lecture on the circulatory system; when she finally reappeared, twenty minutes later, she had continued like nothing had happened, picking up between the left and right ventricles where she’d left off.

The only thing weirder in the science lab than Mrs. Hennigan was the lab’s mascot, Mabel, which, she constantly reminded her students, was the second-most-expensive thing at Nagassack Middle School, after the state-of-the-art stereomicroscope on the back table by the windows.

And it was there—by that fancy, insect-shaped microscope, which would have been at home in a top-flight university—that Charlie found himself at eight fifteen the morning after the field trip to the Public Garden, hovering near Crystal, whose thick glasses were pressed right up against the tubular eyepieces of the device, as her fingers worked tiny metal knobs on either side. Jeremy and Marion were on either side of Charlie, standing so close that he could feel their warm breath next to each of his ears. Kentaro, the best talker of the group, was on the other side of the rectangular lab, keeping Mrs. Hennigan occupied; although the bell for first period wouldn’t go off for another fifteen minutes, it would not have been unusual for Mrs. Hennigan to draft a group of students she happened upon in her lab to help her with some arcane experiment she was working on. Charlie had once almost missed his bus home from school assisting the science teacher on an autopsy of a flatworm. And today, Charlie and his friends couldn’t risk being waylaid by the odd bird of a teacher. They had a mystery to solve.
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