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PROLOGUE







THE GRAY METAL trunk arrived at 15 Beechwood Drive in River Oaks, Illinois, on a warm Thursday noon in July.


A delivery van pulled up to the curb, halting underneath a maple tree, its shade thick as fudge. Darby sat on the front steps of his house, playing with his Etch A Sketch. His mom had given it to him for his third birthday. Now, seven months later, he was an expert. His chubby fingers dialed the knobs, drawing conic sections. He especially liked hyperbolas. They made his teeth feel all zingy.


The deliveryman opened the van’s back door. Using a hand trolley, he wheeled the trunk down the ramp, leaning back against the heavy weight. On the side of the trunk, stenciled in thick white letters, was the name DR. LUDAVICA ELL, and beneath that was a street address in Los Alamos, New Mexico. The latch was locked with a three-digit combination lock.


The deliveryman paused before the steps. “Hey, little boy, anybody home?”




Darby squinted against the bright sun. “Me.”


The man waved his clipboard. “I mean somebody who can sign this.”


“I can. I know how to write my name. In cursive, too.”


“That so? Your mom home?”


“She’s at work.” Darby stood and yelled through the open door. “Dad! Somebody’s here!”


Steps sounded, and a lanky man appeared in the doorway, a piece of chalk in his hand. The deliveryman glanced at his clipboard. “Dr. Jerry Ell?”


Jerry’s gaze fell to the trunk. “Here already? That was quick.”


“What is it?” Darby asked.


“Aunt Ludy’s trunk.” He said to the deliveryman as he signed, “The storage company had the gall to try to charge me for all the years they’d forgotten about it. Can you help me carry it up to the attic?”


“Ain’t allowed. But listen, how about you write me a prescription for sleeping pills?”


“Sleeping pills?”


“Those damn Cubs. Get me all worked up and I can’t fall asleep.”


“Ah. I’m not a physician. I’m a professor. A mathematician.”


“Hey. Wow. I’ve read about you guys, but I’ve never met a real live one before. How about ten bucks, then?”


Jerry agreed.


He and the deliveryman hoisted the heavy trunk by the side handles.


Darby followed them into the hall, still carrying his Etch A Sketch. “What’s in it, Dad?”


“Books,” his dad grunted.


Darby’s great-aunt Ludy was in a private home, near the big state hospital in Elgin. The Ells visited her twice a year. A brilliant mathematician, she had worked for the government on the first hydrogen bomb project. Top secrets buzzed in that frizzy white-haired head of hers. She’d been in the South Pacific to see the bomb explode, and then a year later she had gone crazy. Now she wore an aluminum hat shaped like a star that she said kept alien numbers from reading her mind. Not only that, but she claimed government spies sometimes hid under her bed. She chased them out with her fractal sword, which was just a walking cane wrapped in gold foil.


Jerry tugged on the pull-down stairs, and the telescoping steps clattered open. The men hauled the trunk into the dim attic and stowed it in a corner by the old National Geographic s. Through the dormer window Darby could see his nine-year-old sister Livey climbing a tree, with her best friend Chantelle giving her a hands-up.


After paying the man and closing the front door, Jerry returned to the attic.


Darby had just opened the combination lock. “Two five seven,” he announced.


“How’d you guess?” Jerry said.


“Two, five, and seven are prime numbers and 257 is a prime number, too.”


Jerry grinned. “That’s my boy.” He lifted the lid. Within the trunk were textbooks and math journals. He pulled out a thick tome and read the title. “Handbook of Mathematical Functions, Allen Fishbach, Editor.” Sitting down on a short stack of National Geographic magazines, he idly flipped through the pages.


Darby wormed his way under his dad’s arms. The pages were dense with formulae and equations.


“A bit advanced for you, son,” Jerry said. “One day you’ll understand them.”


Darby pointed to some scribbling in the margins. “What’s that?”


“Looks like something your great-aunt jotted down. Hmmm. She seems to be defining a Hilbert space of all Hilbert spaces—”




“What’s a Hilbert space?”


“It’s like our three-dimensional space but much more abstract. Let’s see. She’s applying an operator to this function….” Jerry’s voice trailed off. He turned the page, where the scribbling continued. At the bottom, Ludavica Ell had written Is this thingamabob for real? Needs proof.


“Looks like she’s conjectured some sort of mathematical object,” Jerry said. He chuckled. “A thingamabob conjecture. I have a few of those myself.”


Darby pointed out the window. “Livey just fell from the tree.”


Jerry Ell tossed the book aside and rushed out to his daughter. She lay crumpled on the ground, her leg twisted under her. She was biting her lip hard, refusing to cry. Jerry sped her to the hospital’s emergency room. From there, he called his wife at nearby Fermilab, where she worked as a theoretical physicist.


Maria Ell drove as fast as she could to the hospital. After comforting her daughter, who was rather proud of the cast being put on her leg, Maria turned to her husband. “Where’s Darby?”


“Hunh?”


“Oh, for Pete’s sake, you didn’t leave him at the house all alone, did you?”


Jerry stared blankly at his wife.


Maria grabbed her handbag. “You stay here with Livey. I’ll go home.”


Jerry thought for a moment and then called out after her, “He’s up in the attic.”


When Maria got home, she found her son still in the attic, playing with his Etch A Sketch.


“Hi, Mom,” he said. “I have a new friend.”


She gathered him up in a relieved hug and pressed his nose. “Which friend is that?”


“Bob.”




She frowned, thinking of the neighbors. Did any of them have a boy named Bob? “Where does he live?”


“In Hilbert space. He’s funny. He looks like this.” Darby showed his mom the Etch A Sketch, on which he’d drawn a tangle of triangles.


“That’s wonderful,” Maria said. She absently picked up a book and chucked it in the trunk, which she slammed shut with her elbow. Darby tossed the Etch A Sketch aside and squirmed out of her arms. “Can me and Bob watch Scooby-Doo?”


His mother watched him dash down to the living room, shaking her head. After descending to the hallway, she shut the stairs.


In the stuffy, shadowed warmth of the attic, a little brown spider began to build its web on Ludavica Ell’s metal trunk.
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SEVEN YEARS LATER


BEEP-BEEP-BEEP. Beep-beep-beep.


Godeliva Elizabeth Ell, known to all as Livey, opened a bleary eye to squint at her alarm clock. “Shut up,” she mumbled.


The rubberized alarm clock rolled off the lamp stand. It zigzagged around the room on its wheels, beeping louder and louder.


With a growl, Livey flung off her bedcovers and chased it down. She finally cornered the clock by her desk. “Shut up!” she yelled as she hurled it across the room. The clock bounced harmlessly off her dresser and fell silent to the carpet. Throwing it against something was the only way to turn it off.


Livey hated the thing with a passion, but she tolerated it because it did its job, which was to get a sixteen-year-old girl who was so not a morning person out of bed. One of her mother’s inventor friends had given it to Livey three years ago, just before her parents’ divorce.


After showering, she dressed in her blue-and-gold cheerleading uniform. It wasn’t a game day, but the River Oaks Record wanted classroom photographs for an article on the River Oaks High cheerleaders. From her desk, she picked up an old red Etch A Sketch that she’d found in the attic yesterday when she was looking for things to donate to a cheerleaders’ fund-raising drive. She went down the hall and opened the door to Darby’s bedroom. Her ten-year-old brother was scrunched under the blanket, sound asleep with one of their dad’s math texts open on the cover beside him. He hadn’t taken off his glasses, which were skewed on his face.


Livey bent to shake him awake, but her attention was caught by the chapter title in the math book: “Mathematical Monsters and Pathological Math Functions.”


A lot of kids read horror comics for their chills and thrills. Her brother, on the other hand, read scary math. “Rise and shine, genius,” she said, shaking his shoulder. “Your Shedd Aquarium field trip’s today.”


He sat up, yawning. She showed him the Etch A Sketch. “Look what I found.”


He stopped yawning and straightened his glasses. “Where’d you get that?”


“In the attic. I want to give it away for a charity drive.”


“It’s mine,” he said, reaching for it.


“That’s why I’m asking.”


“You weren’t asking. You were announcing.” He studied the triangles drawn on the screen’s silver coating. His brows dipped and his face twitched as though he were trying to remember something. Then his expression smoothed. “Bob,” he said.


Bob? A distant memory came to Livey. “You mean your old imaginary friend? You were, like, four. You’ve outgrown him and you’ve outgrown that. Can I have it?”


He shook his head. “It’s mine.”


Livey left the room with an exasperated sigh. Darby didn’t really want the toy, but he wouldn’t let her have it either, just on principle. Younger brothers, she decided, should be starved for a week each month, but in the kitchen, she dutifully made him his lunch, as she did every school day. Two slices of white bread with a generous slab of Skippy Super Chunk peanut butter, topped with grape jelly. Any grape jelly would do, but the peanut butter had to be Skippy Super Chunk. Darby wouldn’t eat anything else. As she munched on her breakfast, a raisin bagel, Livey got out the casserole from the freezer and put it in the fridge to defrost for dinner that evening. Their housekeeper, Mrs. Blink, came in three days a week to clean and make dinners, including extra ones that she froze for the days she didn’t work.


Wiles limped to the bowl of dry cat kibble. As a kitten, he’d had an encounter with a garbage compactor that had mangled his right front leg. He sniffed the kibble with disdain and meowed at Livey.


She wasn’t moved to pity. “You know how many starving cats in India would love to have that?”


Her father rushed out of his bedroom, the edge of his battered briefcase sticking out of his backpack. “Morning, Livey.”


“Dad.”


“Yes?”


“Look in the mirror.”


He leaned back to look in the hallway mirror and blinked at the full coating of shaving cream still on his jowls. “Throw me a dish towel, will you?” He wiped off the cream. A big chin and long cheeks appeared. “Had this idea while I was lathering up. Wanted to write it down before I forgot.”


Livey just shook her head. After the divorce, her dad had become obsessed with proving the Riemann Hypothesis, the world’s greatest unsolved mathematical problem. Livey, who had trouble with basic algebra, knew more about the Riemann Hypothesis than she cared to. The Hypothesis was this incredibly exciting idea that all the zeros of something called the zeta function were on a straight line. Well, excuse me, she thought, the non-trivial zeros. Mathematicians were always making a fuss over what was trivial and what was not. The way her dad was fixated on the stupid hypothesis, working all hours of the night on it, he was becoming bones and shadow and now unshaved bristles.


He chucked the towel in the sink and gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “Go Falcons.”


She gave him a look. “We’re the Eagles, Dad.”


But he was grinning. As he opened the hall door to the garage, he said, “How come you never hear of a team called the Buzzards?”


A moment later, she saw him riding down the street. Other dads drove cars. Some rode bicycles. Her father? He rode his unicycle. Like he was a circus performer. It was so embarrassing to see him on that thing. There were times when Livey had to pretend she didn’t even know him.


Darby wandered out of his room, dressed in his blue school uniform, the collar of his jacket sticking up, his backpack slung over one shoulder, the Etch A Sketch in his hand. He paused in the hall for a moment to glance at the pull-down stairs to the attic.


In the kitchen, he shook the Etch A Sketch, erasing the triangles. “Didn’t Mom give this to me as a birthday present?”


When their mom had left, Darby had thrown away every single thing she had ever given him. The Etch A Sketch had been a birthday gift. Livey even remembered the blue-and-white wrapping. “I don’t know,” she said.


Darby put the toy on the counter and plucked the meat cleaver from the knife rack. Using its dull edge, he smashed the glass.


“Darby!” Livey yelled.


“Don’t worry, I’ll throw it the garbage.” He pried open his lunch sandwich to inspect the contents. “Did you use Super Chunk?”


“That was really stupid. You should have given it to me.”




“Is this Super Chunk?”


The other week, she had tried to trick him with a different brand. The sandwich had come home untouched. He hadn’t said anything, just whirred it into mush in the garbage disposal. “When have I ever not used it?” she asked, faking her offended tone.


With the tip of his finger, Darby pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, leaving a smear of peanut butter on the lens. “Last Wednesday.”


Through the kitchen window, Livey watched him march out into the clear, cool September morning. The garbage cans were by the roadside for pickup. He tossed the ruined Etch A Sketch into one.


Her poor brother. During the summer, his best friend Charlie, who lived just a block away, had moved out of state. Then, two weeks after starting the school year at River Oaks Middle School, the teachers had thrown up their hands trying to teach a ten-year-old genius who read college-level math texts for fun and who had rewritten the U.S. Constitution for a history lesson. An anonymous donor had come up with a scholarship, and Darby had been transferred to the private and expensive Newton Academy for Gifted Children, way on the north side of town. He’d been attending for three weeks now and still hadn’t spoken of a single person there.


“God, please let him make friends,” Livey murmured.


A school bus halted at the corner where Darby waited, staring down at his shoes. He startled when the driver tapped on his horn. Squaring his shoulders, he climbed aboard.
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THREE WEEKS AGO, Darby hadn’t been staring down at his shoes while waiting for the Newton school bus. He’d been bouncing up and down on his toes. The elementary and middle schools were within walking distance, so he’d never taken a bus before. Not only that, but at Newton there would be others like him. Maybe he could make a lot of new friends, maybe even a new best friend, now that Charles had moved to Oregon. The bus had turned the corner and stopped before him like a big rumbling promise. When he’d boarded, the seats were half-full with boys and girls around his age, some younger, some older. Several were studying, some listened to music players, others talked and laughed. Only a few gave him disinterested glances.


The driver had consulted a clipboard. “Darby Ell, fifteen Beechwood Drive?”


“Seventeen Beechwood,” Darby corrected him. The Ells used to live in 15, but when 17 came on the market, his father sold theirs to move right next door. When Livey demanded to know why they should go through the hassle of moving into an exact same house, with the exact same leaky roof and exact same termite problem, their dad said, “But, honey, seventeen is a prime number.” Livey dramatically lifted her gaze to the heavens. “Why,” she exclaimed, “do I have to be the only normal person in this family?”


The driver corrected the list. “Darby Ell, seventeen Beechwood Drive.”


Darby turned to take a seat and froze. The others were now staring at him. Dangling his backpack in front of him, he casually checked his zipper. Still up. As he shuffled to an empty seat at the back, they turned their heads to watch him pass. He could feel blood rushing to his lopsided ears, which, he knew from sad experience, made them more prominent yet.


The bus drove off. A tall girl got up from one of the middle rows, her blue skirt rumpled on her big frame, her square hands tagging the seat bars for balance as she walked toward Darby. She plopped down beside him with a smile. Darby couldn’t tell if it was a friendly smile. He pressed his backpack to his chest.


“I’m Roz Arbito,” she said, “and you’re Darby Ell.”


He nodded cautiously. “Nice meeting you, Roz.”


“Is your IQ really over two hundred like everybody says?”


Darby glanced at the others, all looking back at him. “I guess.”


“You guess? An IQ over two hundred and you have to guess?”


The others laughed.


Darby hugged his school bag tighter. His mom had once told him that his EQ was much more important than his IQ. She said that what mattered most to her was for him to be happy and well-adjusted. Then she’d run off to live with another man, which hadn’t done a whole lot for Darby’s emotional quotient.


“You’ll have fun at Newton,” Roz said, still smiling that unreadable smile, and returned to her seat.




On the north side of town, the houses were older and grander. The bus braked to another stop by a swanky garden. A boy with blue eyes stepped on board like an admiral onto his flagship, his school uniform looking custom tailored and freshly ironed. Another boy was behind him, carrying his schoolbag for him. The tall boy looked familiar to Darby, but before Darby could figure out why, he was standing in front of him.


“I’m afraid you’re sitting in my seat,” the boy said, a sharp edge to the polite tone.


Without a word Darby got up and moved to the next row up.


“Now you’re sitting in Karim’s seat,” the boy said.


As Darby walked forward to the empty seat behind the driver, Roz leaned out and plucked the sleeve of his jacket. “That’s Julian. He’s the smartest student in the school.” Her lips curled in a lazy grin. “That is, he was the smartest student.”


 


Julian. Julian Bostick. No wonder he looked familiar. Darby had seen his photo in the local paper. Julian and some friends had gone exploring in the marsh and woods of the Oberlund Forest Reserve on the western fringe of River Oaks and stumbled across a skeleton. The police had finally determined the bones to be the disinterred remains of one of the original Oberlund clan who’d pioneered the area. The photo had shown Julian posing with a life-size plastic skull in one hand. In his other hand he held a vacuum bug collector, shaped like a pistol. Three of his friends stood in the background. There was also another photo of Julian in his ginormous bedroom, standing by a terrarium, with some creepy-crawlies creeping and crawling up his arm. Darby hated any bug bigger than an ant, and the thought of accidentally kicking a skull out of a tangle of roots made him shiver, but still, exploring in the Reserve seemed to him to be the height of adventure.


Julian’s father was a federal judge, and Julian’s mother was on the board of several foundations and charities and the county’s orchid club, which sometimes met in her greenhouse. Julian himself had well-bred manners that charmed the teachers. He was polite to the girls, and when talking about them called them by their first names, instead of the mean nicknames some of the other popular boys gave them, like Toadbrains and Squidbutt. He was especially polite to Roz, whom he called by her full name, Rosalind. She sucked up to Julian big-time, laughed at his jokes, got him his lunchroom drinks. Julian called Darby by his full name too, Darby Ell, but with just enough singsong to make it sound like a girl’s name. Darbielle. This wasn’t very often, though. Mostly he just ignored Darby.


Nearly every recess, Darby would watch as Julian and Karim and six other boys strolled over to the soccer field bleachers and by the big sycamore tree, where they would disappear. Underneath the bleachers was an old plywood shack with a crooked door, its roof the bottom of the bleachers.


Early in his second week at Newton, Darby casually kicked a soccer ball at the tree and ran over to get it. With the ball under his arm, he put his eye to a gap in the plywood. The boys were inside sitting in a circle on a mat, laughing about something. Julian spotted Darby’s eye and got up to crack open the door.


“Sorry, Darbielle,” he said. “Members only. Move on.”


Julian spoke politely, but Darby could have used that smile on his face to slice an apple.


“They don’t have a name,” Roz told Darby later, “but everybody calls it the Boys’ Club.”


“Do you think I could become a member?”


She laughed. “You? Are you kidding? Forget about it.”


But Darby couldn’t forget about it. In the library display was that newspaper article about Julian finding the skeleton. Darby read it again. Julian said his dream was to find a new species of insect. He would name it after his father. Or mother, if it was pretty. My parents are my heroes, Julian said. My father helps me get the permit to go bug collecting in the Preserve. Remember, everybody, it’s illegal to go collecting without a permit. But you don’t need a permit to find a skeleton, you just have to report it.


Darby wanted to be a member of the Boys’ Club so badly that the other day at lunch he’d screwed up the courage to approach Julian and ask.


“See, Darbielle, that’s the thing,” Julian said in a kindly, almost regretful, manner. “If we let you join, then we’d have to let everybody join, even the girls.”


Darby had slunk away, his ears burning, his eyes stinging.


 


Even today, as he boarded the bus, the embarrassment still lingered. He usually sat behind the driver, but this morning Roz waved him to her seat. He perched cautiously beside her, wondering what she wanted. Roz went out of her way to be snooty to him, as if she lived in a swank mansion on the town’s north side instead of the run-down Evergreen apartment complex, where people kept stealing the playground equipment and weeds grew in the cracks of the basketball court.


“You have something on your glasses,” she said.


Darby took them off and peered at the brown smudge on the right lens, and then sniffed it. Just peanut butter. He cleaned it off on the tail of his school jacket.


“Julian’s mom was talking to my dad,” Roz said. “Mrs. Bostick was very disappointed that Julian’s essay wasn’t chosen for the school’s newsletter.”


Darby put on his glasses. “Your parents know each other?” he asked dubiously.


Her face went a light shade of pink. “My dad’s her gardener, okay? He takes care of her orchids. Judge Bostick helped me get into Newton.”




“Sorry,” Darby said. “I didn’t mean anything. Somebody gave me a scholarship too, but we don’t know who it was.”


“Julian’s mother didn’t think your essay was good enough to be chosen. An essay on a math equation? One that you tossed off in, like, half a school period? Julian worked very hard on his.”


Darby had written a few paragraphs about Euler’s identity, the most beautiful and elegant equation in the whole world. eiπ + 1 = 0 connected five of math’s most important constants through three of math’s most important operations. “I didn’t just toss it off,” Darby protested.


“Julian’s parents were very disappointed.”


“It’s just a newsletter, Roz.”


“They expect Julian to be number one in everything. And Julian doesn’t want to disappoint them. So today you’d better stay away from him. I’m just telling you, okay?”


“Sure. Okay. Thanks.”


“Now get lost.”


When Julian boarded the bus at his stop, he paused for a moment, putting on an exquisitely bored face for the others. “Another field trip to Shedd, how terribly exciting,” he said. His gaze fell on Darby. His expression brightened. “But you never know, today something exciting could happen.”
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MOST MORNINGS, LIVEY got a ride to school with Chantelle and Chantelle’s older brother Todd, who was a senior. He drove them in his old Toyota Corona that he was constantly pimping. If Chantelle was real nice to him, he would sometimes grumpily drive them to parties or to the mall.


Livey was getting tired of having to depend on others for rides. She had long ago decided that the highlight of her life wasn’t going to be finding true love, or even becoming captain of the cheerleading squad. It was going to be getting her license, which was still one semester away. With a driver’s license, she could get a part-time job, and with the job, she could start saving money for college.


This morning, as Todd turned into the high school’s student lot, he pointed to an old Volkswagen Beetle rattling into a parking space. Gray patches of dent-filler spotted the car’s original brown paint. “Why don’t you guys ask him for rides?”


“That creep?” Chantelle said. “Are you kidding? He’s a total emo, suicide without the glam.”




River Oaks High had over a thousand students on its campus of sleek brick-and-glass buildings, but on the very first morning of the very first day of school, Livey had been instantly aware of the new senior, slouching along the halls in his own silent shadow.


“His name’s Johnny Magnus,” Livey said. “He’s a senior, a transfer. Mr. Savard picked him to be his third-period assistant.”


That was Livey’s algebra class. Johnny was pretty good with math, she had to admit, but still, Mr. Savard could’ve chosen somebody who changed his clothes once in a while.


“That guy?” Chantelle said. “Well, aren’t you lucky. Algebra with Mr. Savard plus the guy most likely to commit mass murder.”


Johnny swung out of the Beetle, wearing the tattered jeans and thin black cotton shirt that he always wore. The shirt looked like something even Goodwill wouldn’t want and had long sleeves that about covered his knuckles. His skin was so white it seemed to be lacquered with milk. A small silver cross dangled on his chest. His deep-set eyes brooded out of a sharply boned face, and his shaggy black hair looked as if he hacked at it himself, with long strands angling down in front of his ears. Silver duct tape was wrapped around the toe of one his scuffed boots. Livey wondered how he could afford the gas for his car. Johnny had the same early lunch period as she did, and sat at the loser’s table, in the corner where the dirty trays were dumped. He always brought with him a margarine tub that he used as a lunch box. He would crack the lid just the littlest bit and pinch furtively at whatever was inside, as if ashamed to let anybody see what it was he was eating for lunch.


As he closed the Beetle’s door, he caught Livey’s eye for a moment and then quickly looked away. Slinging his backpack over his shoulder, he shuffled off.


Third period, Livey dawdled in the hall and then rushed into algebra class a second before the bell rang. She’d gotten pretty good at timing it.


Mr. Savard turned from the whiteboard and folded his arms across his chest. “Just because you are a cheerleader does not exempt you from the rules, Livey.”


“But I’m not late, Mr. Savard.”


“I want you in your seat before the bell rings. Next time, you get detention.”


Livey was sure that Mr. Savard hated cheerleaders in principle and her in particular. Her inability to learn algebra was a personal insult to his teaching skills. He was dull, tidy man who wore dull, tidy brown suits and who shook the fizz out of his ginger ale before drinking it. Livey was positive that the neat square of brown hair on his head was a toupee.


She slid into her seat, the only sophomore in a class of ninth graders. Her freshman year, she’d taken Practical Math. But algebra was like death, or morning mouth after a garlicky dinner. You couldn’t avoid it. Even the two Goths in the class who were part of the loser crowd did better in algebra than she did.


The classroom door opened again. Johnny Magnus slipped in. Why didn’t Mr. Savard ever yell at his assistant for being late? After all, even though he was a senior, he was still a student. The rules applied to him, too, right? He took the chair in the corner by Mr. Savard’s desk, and stared out the window.


As he sometimes did, Mr. Savard started class with a short talk on the history of mathematics. On the whiteboard he wrote a triangle of numbers:


 


1


2 3


4 5 6


7 8 9 10


 


“This is called a tetraktys,” he said. “Now, Pythagoras, he of the Pythagorean theorem, was more than an ancient Greek mathematician. He was also the founder of the Pythagorean cult. The Pythagoreans had some pretty strange beliefs. For example, whenever they heard thunder, they were to touch the ground to remember the universe’s creation. They were also absolutely forbidden to eat beans.”


Mr. Savard paused, and sure enough, one of the boys cracked a childish joke about bodily gas. Mr. Savard smiled tolerantly and continued. “But more interestingly to us in this class, numbers played a very important role in their religion. They believed that the numbers one through ten, which you see arranged here in the tetraktys, were living things that had created the cosmos. The tetraktys was more than just a symbol. It provided a gateway to mysterious and unknown forms of intelligent consciousness that exist in the cosmos.” The way Mr. Savard said this, with glowing eyes, it was as if he expected a voice to start speaking from the whiteboard. “Now, as warm-up for today’s lesson, I will show you another proof of the Pythagorean Theorem.”


Halfway through the period, the River Oaks Record photographer came into the classroom to take photographs of Livey. She inwardly groaned. Not this class, puh-leeze! After taking a few shots of her at her desk, the photographer asked Mr. Savard if he could take a picture of Livey working a problem on the whiteboard.


Mr. Savard wrote down a problem and then with a little smile held out the marker pen to her. “Perhaps you could enlighten us with your wisdom?”


She reluctantly started in. The photographer snapped off shots from various angles. Soon she came to a halt, hopelessly tangled up.


In the back of the class, one of the loser Goths said, “What do you expect? She’s a blonde.”


“Oh, that’s funny,” Livey said. “You should be on YouTube, you’re so hilarious.”


“Quiet,” Mr. Savard said. He sat on the corner of his desk, arms folded loosely across his chest. “Well, Livey? Where have you lost your way, do you think? Look at your third line. Minus x times minus x is positive x squared. A minus times a minus is always a plus. Bookkeeping, Livey. You must keep these things straight.”


“I just don’t get why a minus times a minus should be a plus. I never have. It doesn’t make any sense. It’s like saying an apple times an apple is an antelope.”


Mr. Savard scooted off the desk. “How many times do I have to explain it? For example, the stop sign on President. You get a hundred-dollar fine if you run it. That’s minus one hundred. But if you don’t run the stop sign three times, a minus three, then minus three times minus one hundred equals the positive three hundred dollars you saved.”


“That doesn’t make sense either. I mean, if I obey the stop sign three times, the money doesn’t appear in my pocket, right? How can I understand something that doesn’t make sense?”


“You don’t have to understand it, Miss Ell. You just have to get used to it.”


She muttered under her breath, “Maybe the stupid tetra-whatever can give me the answer.”


Mr. Savard’s jaw tightened. “That’s enough. You’re wasting class time.”


Before the end of class, Johnny passed out graded homework. When he got to Livey’s desk he held hers back for a second. She looked up at him. His eyes were deep and clear, the black irises flecked with green spots. Funny, she’d never noticed that before.


“An apple times an apple is a unicorn,” he murmured, and put her paper on her desk. Was he making fun of her? She couldn’t tell, but there was no mistaking the red marks on her homework. Another D.


As the students filed out after the bell, Mr. Savard said, “Livey, a word with you, please.”


Puffing out a sigh, she stepped to the side. Johnny had halted in the doorway, fiddling with his backpack.




Mr. Savard tapped his fingers on his desk, studying her as though she were a wrong answer to a simple problem. He finally sighed. “I fail to understand how the daughter of a professional mathematician and the sister of a certified genius can be flunking algebra.”


What right did Mr. Savard have to be talking about her family? And with Johnny right there, eavesdropping? “I’m trying, Mr. Savard.”


“I suggest you try harder. If you fail the next test, I’ll have no choice but to put you on academic probation. You know what that means. You’ll be dropped from the cheerleading squad.”
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DARBY HUNCHED ON the chair in the Shedd Aquarium’s security office, feeling as doomed as a penguin on the world’s last patch of melting icecap. He wished he hadn’t eaten his sandwich. All that undigested peanut butter in his stomach was as heavy as mud.


Across the room the plainclothes security guard sprawled at her console. She kept clicking a pen as she studied the monitors. Every once in a while she’d aim the pen at Darby and give it a slow click. Like she was shooting him.


Darby’s school jacket was draped on his lap. He picked up the sleeve and wiped sweat off his forehead. He was doomed, doomed, doomed. He needed somebody to rescue him, and fast.


Roly-poly Mr. Thomas waddled into the room. He was one of the field trip’s escorting teachers, and his mustache presently bristled with all the friendliness of an irate walrus. “I finally got hold of your father,” he told Darby. “He’ll be here in an hour.”


Mr. Thomas looked again at the objects lined up on top of the bookshelf by the monitor console. A rubber black-tipped reef shark about four inches long. One of those new TETRA KUIZ board games that Darby had started seeing around. A child’s explorer set of plastic items: compass, binoculars, folding knife, flashlight, whistle. A Shedd Aquarium notebook.


All still in the gift shop’s original packaging.


Mr. Thomas shook his head, his jowls quivering. “I can’t believe it. Darby Ell? Un-unh, I would have said, not Darby.”


“It’s the sweet innocent goofy-looking kids you got to watch,” the guard said.


Darby closed his lips tight over his gapped front teeth and straightened his glasses, which immediately slipped back to their usual tilt on his large, lopsided ears.


“He’s not as goofy as he looks,” Mr. Thomas said, coming grudgingly to Darby’s defense. “He’s certified genius, only ten, but does college-level math.”


“I guess he isn’t so smart after all, getting caught in front of all his friends like that.”


Friends? Darby thought. What friends?


A while ago, after lunch break, the students had been allowed to roam the gift shop. Darby had been keeping his distance from Julian all morning. In the gift shop, he bought a notebook that had a stiff plastic cover with a hologram image of a shark that swam through the water when the notebook was tilted this way and that. He was once again admiring the notebook’s cover when Julian sidled up to him. In one of Julian’s hands was a souped-up version of a bug collector, shaped like a sleek automatic except the barrel sucked in instead of shooting out, trapping insects for view in a transparent oblong chamber. In his other hand was an explorer set.


“Which one should I get?” Julian asked.


“I don’t know,” Darby said cautiously.




“I think this,” Julian said, holding up the bug collector. “It’s more powerful than the one I have at home.” He handed Darby the explorer set, and then plucked out of the racks the TETRA KUIZ and the shark. “Why don’t you get these for me, Darby?”


Darby was pleased that Julian had actually called him by his first name, but he’d spent most of his money buying the notebook. “I only have about a dollar left,” he said.


Julian winked a blue eye and smiled. Most astonishingly, it was a friendly smile. He put his arm around Darby’s shoulder. “I don’t mean buy them. Nobody’s looking, so just slip them in your bag,” he whispered. Darby was shocked into silence. The son of a federal judge, asking him to shoplift?


“If you get them,” Julian added, “I’ll let you join the Boys’ Club.”


The shock instantly faded. “You serious?”


“Absolutely. We’ll have the ceremony tomorrow. You can sit in the back with me on the bus.”


Join the Boys’ Club! Sit with Julian on the bus! Have friends and go on adventures!


Well, he shouldn’t have listened to Julian, shouldn’t have let those blue eyes hypnotize him. When he walked out of the gift shop, a heavy hand had fallen on his shoulder.


And now he was sitting in the security office.


Dumb, dumb, dumb.


The guard clicked her pen and gave him a sharp smile.


Doom, doom, doom.


After Mr. Thomas galumphed out of the room, the guard leaned back, stretching her arms over her head. “You know what we do with shoplifters? We put them in with the Komodo dragons.”


Darby wiped more sweat from his forehead. I am abandoned. Oh, who will rescue me?


He didn’t pin much hope on his dad. Jerry Ell had once tried to rescue their crippled cat, Wiles, from a dog and had ended up in the same tree.


Darby’s mom? No chance there. She now lived on the East Coast with her second husband.


Aunt Ludy? She was positively ancient and had lost all her teeth, and each year she got more and more ornery. Darby was her favorite person on earth. She would be willing to rescue Darby, no question, storming in with her star-shaped aluminum helmet and slashing about with her fractal sword. The trouble was, she was locked up in a place for crazy people.


There was his sister, Livey. Livey could rescue him. No doubt about that. Sixteen-year-old girls, especially a popular cheerleader like her, could do just about anything. It was Livey who’d rescued their dad and Wiles from that dog and got them down the tree. She could get Darby out of this situation, but she wouldn’t, not right away. She would let him learn his lesson first.


So who did that leave? Nobody.


Well, wait.


There was Bob.


Funny how Livey had found that Etch A Sketch. Darby had forgotten all about it. Had forgotten about Bob, too, even though Bob had been awfully real to his young mind. He had disappeared from Darby’s life after a Christmas visit to Aunt Ludy. Darby was playing in Aunt Ludy’s Hilbert space machine, a cardboard box she’d covered with equations. He had mentioned Bob to her, and boy, she’d gone even more bananas than she already was. Whacked her fractal sword and snarled at Bob through her clacking dentures that if he didn’t leave Darby alone, she would disprove him, make him go poof! Her temper tantrum had scared Darby so much, he hadn’t dared think about Bob for days after, and then when he did, he’d lost interest in his make-believe friend.




“Help me now, O Great Bob,” Darby muttered, and then snorted. Yeah, right. He wasn’t a little kid anymore. This was serious, Adult-Type trouble.


“Something funny?” the guard said.


Darby shook his head. No, nothing was funny. Everything was unfunny to the power of the doom squared. He blinked tears away and focused on the rubber black-tipped shark. An hour ago he’d been standing behind thick aquarium glass and studying the real creature as it glided incessantly with lazy sweeps of its tail. The guide said it swam 24/7, never stopping for a rest.


Darby frowned. Something was tickling the back of his mind, an old memory that had to do with the attic and Aunt Ludy’s metal chest, the one with all those old books. Something he’d read many years ago, about a conjecture.


He thought, Let us define a Hilbert space of all Hilbert spaces. The black-tipped shark came back to mind. Let us further define a certain function B for Bob and a simple linear operator that, like the tail of a black-tipped shark, always keeps the function moving in that space….


Hmmm. Interesting. He needed paper, though, to keep track of his calculations. Nodding at the gift-shop notebook on the shelf with the other items, he asked the guard, “Can I have that? I bought that one. I have a receipt for it.”
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