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CHAPTER 1

I call him zachariah. he calls me eleanor, but the way he says it, it comes out sounding like Ellie-nor.

These are not our real names.

Most people, the sort of people who don’t need extra names, can get away with doing simple things like looking in a mirror or taking a bathroom pass out of the cafeteria in the middle of lunch hour. We are not most people.

Z and I have learned how not to see the things we don’t want to. It’s not that hard, but it makes us seem strange to everybody else. Z, especially, is . . . different . . . from the other kids in our class. Good different, as far as I’m concerned, but the kind of different that makes other people raise their eyebrows and sort of laugh under their breath, as if he’s not to be believed.

I’ve been gone maybe five minutes, but it’s too long. Heading back toward our table, I can almost hear that silly Sesame Street song humming in the air, converging on him. “One of these things is not like the others. One of these things just doesn’t belong . . .”

Z’s in trouble. I’m walking toward him and I see it, know I should never have left him alone, but some things can’t be helped. Our eyes lock across the room, and there’s nothing in his gaze but stark terror. I should never have left him alone.

Zachariah. Eleanor.

These are not our real names. These are our shadow names, our armor, our cloaks. They are larger than we can ever hope to be; they cause things to bounce off us so we can never be hurt. By anyone. Anything. Ever.

It doesn’t always work.

“Zachariah!” I practically scream it, running toward him.

“Ellie-nor,” he says, gazing at me with alarm.

These are not our real names, but none of that matters now. For the moment I simply throw my arms up over his head to stop the food from hitting him.

Spaghetti with mystery meat sauce.

Tiny rolling peas.

Vanilla pudding with cookies.

A carton of chocolate milk, unopened, thank goodness.

Z’s whole tray overturned by laughing hands. The bulk of it catches me in my shoulders, neck, and back.

Beneath me, Z sits stock still, clean but immobile, gazing innocently at the blank space of the table in front of him. He survived.

This, this is my superpower. My only power, to protect him. He wouldn’t understand what had happened. He would pretend not to see. Then he’d make up a story about how he had to crawl through a tunnel lined with bloody, mangled earthworms to get to freedom. He would smile, gooey strings of pasta hanging from his hair, and murmur, “All in a day’s work.”

Jonathan Hoffman tosses the soiled green tray onto the tabletop. He smiles at me in that way that is so infuriating. Is he proud of himself? As if no one else in the history of time ever thought to dump a lunch tray on someone’s head.

“Way to take the bullet, C. F.,” he says.

My face flushes with rage. I stand with my hands on my hips, ignoring the fact that I’m the one dripping with red sauce and noodles. I am Eleanor, Goddess of Everything, fearless in the face of danger.

“Do you ever get tired of being a gigantic jerk?” I snap.

Jonathan stretches lazily. “My work is exhausting,” he says, then saunters off to accept the high fives from his table of cronies.

I sink into the seat beside Z and let my head fall onto the table.

“Ellie-nor,” he says. “Ellie-nor.”

His small hand covers mine. I manage to look up, into his close-to-tearful face.

“Ellie-nor,” he says, but I’m not her anymore. Now I’m just Ella. Plain old everyday Ella, the girl with drying pasta goo in her hair, on her skin and clothes. I think some of the peas rolled into my shoe. Little cold mush balls sitting in there.

“You fought the dragon and won,” Z says. “You fought the dragon and won.”

I smile sadly. “Yeah, I did.”

Z taps the table in a drumming rhythm. “Brave, brave, fair lady. You fought the dragon and won.”

It’ll work for him to pretend. Z’s not like other kids. He knows what happened, but he can’t admit what it was, what it means about us in the real world. He believes, really believes, that we sit alone at lunch by choice.

I shove my own lunch tray toward him. “Eat this,” I say. “I’m really not hungry. Anyway, I have to go change.”

Z’s hand falls on my sleeve, tugging me to stay with him.

“You would cast aside this badge of honor?” His eyes bug out, incredulous. “You fought the dragon and won!”

Sighing, I unwrap the napkin from his spork and use it to wipe my neck. I left him alone once already today. So, I sit here, watching him eat—he polishes off everything on the tray and some of what fell on the table—until the end-of-lunch bell rings.

People look at me funny as they clear their trays, but it’s not only because of the food mess. They’d be looking, anyway. If Z and I were business-minded, we’d build a wall around our table, and a window. We could charge admission for each single peek in. We’d either make a fortune or be left alone. Win-win.

I try to become Eleanor again. Smile as they pass, like I know something they don’t. Make them uncomfortable.

“Ellie-nor.” Z reaches up under his shirt and pulls out two fluffy rolls. On spaghetti day, you have to pay ten cents extra for rolls. Z does not have ten cents, let alone twenty. He hands me one.

“Thanks,” I say, accepting the stolen roll. The lunch ladies don’t pay enough attention. Not when we go through the line, and not when we get food dumped on us. I guess it’s only fair.

I keep two changes of clothes in my locker. It’s important to be prepared for occasions like this. I keep an extra shirt for Z, too, but he’d never actually use it. He meant what he said about the badge of honor. I go along with a lot of his fantasies, but I can’t quite get on board with that one.

Z’s waiting outside the girls’ bathroom for me. He observes my change with large, thoughtful eyes. Then he pushes up his glasses with his pebble of a fist, ready to move on. I tug at the hem of my clean shirt, feeling guilty. Maybe it’s a form of surrender, I don’t know. I haven’t figured it out yet. What the right thing to do is when things fall out of the sky and hit you.



CHAPTER 2

Z and i sit in the window seat of our homeroom classroom after school, playing chess. It’s our favorite spot. We consider ourselves lucky because ours is the only sixth-grade classroom with a window seat. We consider ourselves even luckier because no one else really cares to sit in it. I wonder sometimes if no one else sits here because they want to avoid seeming in any way like us, but I don’t discuss these things with Z. If he knows we’re at the bottom of the social order, he doesn’t let on.

Fact is, we’re the trunk of the popular tree. The very, very bottom of the trunk.

It’s okay, though. I don’t care about being popular. I’m glad to be friends with Z. He’s there for me, every day, and he doesn’t ever make fun of my hair or my clothes or the way my skin is dark brown in some places and light brown in others. We exist on a higher plane.

“Knight to Queen four,” Z says.

I pull my attention back to Z and his homemade chessboard. I admit that up until this point I may have been looking out the window at the other girls in the playground. After school, the popular girls sit on the merry-go-round without spinning it and listen to each other’s iPods, talking about who knows what. Who cares what, really.

“Knight to Queen four,” Z repeats.

“I forget what that means,” I tell him, but he’s already moving the pieces. Z’s kind of a genius, is the thing. I can’t beat him at chess. I can’t beat him at anything, if it involves just cleverness with no element of luck. But I can win at cards and anything involving dice, so the situation’s not entirely hopeless.

“Your turn, milady,” he murmurs. He’s been sitting on his knees, but now he pulls them up to his chest, locking his skinny arms around his shins. He rocks a little, waiting, trying not to smile but failing. He knows he’s going to win. It’s only a matter of time.

But I’m not the kind of girl who lets a guy win just because it’ll make his day. I consider my next move carefully, then reach for one of my castles, sliding it forward two spaces.

Z blows out a long breath. I smile. I may not win, but I’m good enough to make him drum his fingers on his lips between moves, humming to himself—and me—with perfect pitch. His forehead wrinkles like an old man’s when he concentrates. The bulbs that are his knees poke toward me, like wishbones covered in butterfly wings.

“Rook to Queen’s Rook three,” he mutters, narrating my move.

The gibberish of the board space names is lost on me. Z explains it over and over with bug-eyed exasperation, pushing up his glasses. He doesn’t really wear glasses, I know. He just likes this pair, likes how they feel on his nose, balanced and important. He found them on the counter at Walmart, where his mother works the night shift.

I pretend not to know the secret. That they live there, too, that he sleeps every night in the corner of the stockroom on a nest of paper-towel rolls. Sometimes I try to imagine the magic of living in the world that way—with all-you-can-drink slushies at midnight and an endless supply of toothpaste. I let it be magic because I can’t imagine the other part, what it’s like to wake every morning and know that in the course of that day your bed will be sold off for parts.

“Check,” he says, and that will be that.

I move my king, because I have no other choice.

Z smiles, swooping through his final move. “Checkmate.”

“Ella, will you two be walking home today?” Mrs. Smithe stands up from her desk, hands on her hips. She’s been grading papers, but I guess she’s finished and now it’s time to go. There’s not a lot I like about Mrs. Smithe, but one thing I do like is how it seems to always take her exactly the length of one chess game to finish grading her papers.

“Yes, Mrs. Smithe.”

“Very good. I’d like to close the classroom now, so get along, all right?”

“We’re going,” I say, nudging Z. He carefully packs up the chess pieces, murmuring words of comfort, like he’s tucking them all into bed.

Z lays the chessmen to sleep in one of his four big tin boxes, now empty of their original Altoids. They’re bulky to carry around, but while I’ve known him, there have always been four boxes, always will be four, unless he finds another object to be fascinated by.

He puts the case in his green backpack. Deep inside, his pencils shift. It sounds like a muffled maraca. One box holds his collection of stubby pencils ground all the way down to the metal before he stops using them and puts them in their box. They rattle when he walks, his backpack thumping on the backs of his knees.

The third holds a variety of small, useful gadgets—magnifying glass, magnets, string—I don’t know what all. What he keeps in the fourth box is a secret. Even from me. It’s sealed with a row of fat rubber bands.

“A prosperous evening to you, milady,” Z says to Mrs. Smithe. He pauses by her desk to offer a deep bow. She ought to be used to this by now, but still she frowns, every time.

“Good night, kids.”

Mrs. Smithe watches us go, shaking her head with that adult-ish disapproval. Teachers never seem able to accept that Z is reality-challenged. The administration thinks he might be mentally ill, but he’s not. And they have no good excuse for putting him in special ed or sending him away, because his behavior in class is perfect, if a bit too formal, and his grades keep him right at the top of the class.

He’s a genius, like I said. But most people don’t see it because if you don’t know him, he just comes across as weird, and most people have a hard time seeing past that.

I brace myself as we enter the schoolyard. Maybe, just maybe, for once, nothing will happen next.

“Hey, C. F. Hey, Freakshow,” Jonathan Hoffman calls. He and his friends laugh. They’ve just come out of JV basketball team practice. They’re bouncing the balls, tugging each others’ jerseys, and things like that that look all sorts of cool.

Jonathan tucks the ball up under one arm and saunters toward us. We keep walking, but it’s a small school, and a small yard. He slings his arm around my shoulders.

“You take care now,” he says with deeply faked concern. “Don’t wander into the desert, okay, Camo-Face? It’s getting dark. We might never find you.”

A long time ago I stopped actually hoping that things would ever go my way, but it’s still disappointing when they don’t.

The chorus of snickers from his teammates is par for the course. I elbow Jonathan hard in the ribs, and he falls away chuckling. I haven’t hurt him a bit. I focus all my mental power, willing Z not to do what he’s about to. But one thing Z and I don’t have is telepathy.

Z waves his hand at Jonathan. “Negatory, old chap,” he says. “No expeditions planned for the evening.”

The basketball guys howl louder, of course.

I want to fall straight through the earth. At times like this, I wish I could take on a little more Z-ness for myself. I wish I could let the stares and the comments roll off my back like he does. He doesn’t hear sarcasm, doesn’t accept insults as such.

I glance toward the girls on the merry-go-round. They’re laughing, too. I try not to wonder at what. Among them is my ex-best-friend-since-kindergarten, Millie Taylor. She doesn’t seem to be laughing. But she’s not walking with us either.

The after-school late bus will pull in soon, and I really don’t want to end up on it.

“Let’s walk,” I say to Z. I know my voice is shaking; I just hope he can’t hear it.

Z sets off, backpack thumping on his knees. Not quite soon enough, we’re out of sight of the school.

“Milady,” he says in his serious voice.

“Sir?”

“Life is too short for such a frown.”

See, it’s not that Z doesn’t know what’s going on. It’s not that he doesn’t know what’s real and what’s not. It’s just that he can’t stop pretending that the world is a better place than it actually is. If that makes him sick, then I wanna get me some of that flu.

“Yeah, I know.” I give him a good grin and try to shake off what the other kids think. None of this is his fault.

Life with Z is not easy, but without him it’d be just me. Alone.



CHAPTER 3

Z walks the curb like a balance beam. He’s found a mangled piece of metal in the gutter, and he brandishes it like a sword. He darts forward, backpack thumping, then stops suddenly, raising his arms in triumph. He looks proudly over his shoulder, and I know enough to clap. He’s jousting. And, naturally, he won.

Soon enough, we come to the corner where we part ways. I live to the left. Z heads to the right, into town.

Z lowers his sword and puts out his hand. “Will you be joining me, milady?”

He likes to go to the public library after school to wait for his mom. It’s like heaven for him. He dives into a book and won’t come up for air for hours. Lately, the best for him are Camelot-type legends of brave knights and fair ladies. He also likes sci-fi space adventures and anything involving espionage. On any given day, he shows up at school acting like a knight, an astronaut, or a spy. Who knows what he’ll fix on next.

Sometimes I go with him, and other times we play at my house. Today I’m too wrung out for any of it.

“It’s casino day,” I say, which is convenient because it means I need to go and check on Grammie.

Zachariah nods sagely. “I’ll leave you to it, then,” he says, offering the slightest formal bow. “Milady.”

The house is dim, not a lamp lit. I don’t like the feel of it. I snap on the kitchen light and look toward the living room. Grammie is sprawled on the couch with her arm covering her eyes. I swallow hard. This can only mean one thing: a bad day downtown.

“Grammie?”

“Ella? Hi, sugar.” She lies motionless. A bad, bad day. Join the club, Grammie.

I flop onto the couch opposite her. Maybe she’s hit on something that makes the icky feelings go away. I sprawl and cover my eyes. It’s warm. It’s dark. But I can still see everything. Hear everything. Feel everything.

I sit up. “What’s for dinner?” One of the things Grammie and I do together that’s kind of fun is cook. She’s got loads of recipes stored up in her brain. Doesn’t even matter what’s there in the kitchen. Grammie can whip up something out of nothing in no time at all. Egg roll spaghetti, taco lasagna, bean dip surprise. We’ve had a thousand and one whacked-out, spur-of-the-moment meals, never to be heard of again.

“Oh, what does it matter?” she moans.

“Well, I’m hungry, so . . .”

With that, Grammie snaps to. She’s off the sofa like a shot. “Well, of course you are, kiddo. Me too, now’s you mention it.”

We troop into the kitchen. My stomach is clenched, like it’s storing up for one big growl. I grab a handful of grapes from the fruit bowl.

Grammie and I consider the options, our stocking feet side by side on the tile. We peer into the pantry, stare into the fridge, survey the countertops for anything inspiring.

“Pizza or Chinese?” Grammie says finally.

“I feel more like pizza.”

“Good. Peel me a ten-spot off the wad and make the call.”

I order us a large cheese with sausage. We know from experience exactly how much to order so we can thrust a single bill at the delivery guy, tip included, and not have to mess with change. We hate asking for change because we don’t like to look chintzy, if we can help it. And let’s face it, sometimes we can’t. But food delivery shouldn’t be one of those times.

The pizza is guaranteed to come in thirty minutes or it’s free, so Grammie sets the oven timer. We’ve never won this game, but it passes the time.

“I think today’s the day,” I say. Something eventually has to fall in my favor. It’s just the odds.

“Nah,” Grammie says. “I say he makes it just in time. Winner pays, loser pours.”

We shake hands. Then we sit across from each other at the table with plates, napkins, cups, and a bottle of raspberry seltzer all ready and waiting.

“How much?” I ask.

“Seventy-two dollars down.” Grammie sighs. “Slots and roulette.”

I shake my head. “Gotta learn to lay off the roulette.”

“Don’t I know it, baby.” Grammie smacks the table. “Don’t I know it.” Then it’s like she just snaps out of the funk.“What’s up with you?” she says, squinting. “You’re looking like a barrel of fantastic yourself.”

“I’m fine.”

Grammie clucks her tongue the way only old people can. “Fine’s no good.” She’s on her feet now, coming around the table. Zeroing in. She grabs my face.

I try to get away. “Don’t look at me.”

“Where am I supposed to look?”

I lick her hand. For lack of anything else to do, hoping she’ll be grossed out.

Grammie just laughs. “Huh. I wiped your bottom, missy. You think you can scare me off with a little saliva?” But she lets me go.

I hide my face in my arms. “Well, it was worth a try.”
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