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Summary: Elliot breaks into the middle school mostly because she can. It's not as 
abandoned as she thought. 

 

She breaks into the middle school because it looks abandoned, and because it’s easy, and 

because it’s there. It’s nine PM on a Tuesday, and she has nothing better to do anyway.  

She climbs into the cafeteria through the open window – she doesn’t even know if it 

counts as breaking in when the thing’s unlocked – and listens to the screech of the window echo 

around the room and come back at her. Her phone buzzes in her pocket, too loud in the quiet; she 

ignores it. Stepping further into the dark she surveys the room: the watery moonlight throws 

shadows across the floor and it seems smaller than she remembers. A second later the lights 

flicker to life, but she’s nowhere near the switch. It’s not easy to surprise her, but she’s got to 

say, she wasn’t expecting the janitor.  

He’s a monolith of a man, a big, solid rectangle, all muscle. Older, early thirties at least. 

He’s wearing a janitor uniform and he’s got a mop in his hand but there’s military in the set of 

his spine, in the hard, regimented lines of him, in the way his eyes track the room. He’s got scars, 

some subtle, some not so subtle. There’s a definite gravity to him, his mass has a pull that draws 

all her attention, and she can’t help but stare. But maybe that’s just his hair. It’s a wild thing, 

dark and everywhere and anything but the regulation crew cut she’s familiar with, held back 

from his face with a band. It looks like it’s trying to eat his face and his head and his body and 

sort of everything. He’s staring back at her, a crinkle in his heavy brow.  



EPISODE 19: SHORT STORY EXCERPT (LITERARY) - MIDDLE GRADE: STACK UP THE 
WORDS BY BAILEY TAMAYO 
 
 

Page 2 of 6 
 

“Hi.” She says. Walks up to him and offers her hand, because if she doesn’t have to be on 

this guy’s bad side she doesn’t want to be. “I’m Elliot.”  

He frowns, but at least he doesn’t say, “That’s a boy’s name” which wins him points in 

her book. He has soldier’s hands, scarred and rough and dwarfing her own in sheer size, but he 

takes surprising care in folding their hands together and shaking, once. It’s very warm. She says, 

“What’s your name?”  

He doesn’t answer for a moment, just keeps frowning with both hands back on the mop, 

and keeps on frowning until she thinks he’s going to kick her out. But then: “Ende.”  

His voice is gruff, but it’s not as gruff as she expected. She likes it immediately; it sounds 

the way her mom’s hand felt when she skritched it through her short hair. “See you later, 

alligator,” she would say, and skritchskritchskritch.  

“Is that your last name?”  

He nods once.  

“You’re working this late?”  

He lifts the mop as an answer.  

“Can I stay?”  

His frown cuts a little deeper, and she says quickly, “I won’t bother you. Just a little 

while, and then I’ll go.”  
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He still looks like he’s going to say no, but his mouth twists up and he nods again. He 

dips the mop into a bucket that she didn’t notice and then he’s working, paying her no mind, just 

like that.  

She bites the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling. He sweeps the mop in big swirling 

circles, his face contorted with the painstaking care he takes, and she goes back to sit on the 

window sill as he works. She plays games on her phone and she plays music, first with 

headphones and then out loud, to see what he’ll do. Continue to not pay attention, apparently. 

Start tapping his foot, later – she has to bite her cheek harder at that. She sits on the sill and 

ignores the buzz of messages on her phone and watches the floor on its steady progression from 

dull to shine, until, finally: “Hey.”  

The janitor – Ende – is looking at her. He holds up a ring of keys, tilting his head towards 

the doors: time to lock up. The floor is spotless and gleaming, and for a second she’s hesitant to 

put her sneakers down, but then she figures that if he minded he wouldn’t have let her stay. She 

scoots down from the sill and stuffs her phone back in her pocket.  

“Thanks for letting me stay,” she says, and he nods. There’s a softness around his mouth, 

she thinks, that she didn’t see before. It reminds her of her mother’s smile, even though his 

mouth is still unsmiling. “I know a diner around here that serves burgers half off after eight. 

Come with me.”  

She’s already out of the cafeteria, heading to the front doors. Behind her Ende is 

frowning again as he closes the doors and twists the keys in them. “You should go home,” he 

says, but follows. He walks almost like he’s marching, each step measured and solid. She finds it 

a familiar comfort.  
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“Curfew’s not ‘til later,” she says easily. Not a lie. Her phone buzzes away in her pocket. 

“We’ll have to walk to the diner, not supposed to get in cars with strangers.”  

So they walk to the diner. It’s ten thirty and the place is mostly empty. The hostess has 

painted lips and they twist down at the sight of them; Elliot’s not surprised. They must look 

funny: she’s pretty small as it is, but next to Ende’s hulking mass she must look miniscule. He 

has to hunch to get through the doorway. Under the hostess’s scrutinizing glare, she thinks he 

might be twiddling his thumbs.  

She orders a soda and a burger – half price, like she said – and he doesn’t. He gets a 

milkshake, chocolate. Surprise number two, thinks Elliot. “I thought you’d get a burger,” she 

tells him, “or a steak.” When they get their food she tucks into her burger right away; he wraps 

both hands around the glass and takes small sips.  

“Do you have a speech problem?” she asks. He looks up from his milkshake, one brow 

raised, but doesn’t say anything. Shakes his head.  

“You just don’t like to talk.”  

He nods, and she nods back, considering.  

“That’s cool. Do you mind that I talk?”  

Head shake.  

“Good.”  

So she talks. She talks and chats and fills the silence up, layers upon layers of words, 

until the space between them is full of her voice. She’s a master of small talk. Every now and 
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then he grunts or hums in acknowledgment, or asks one word questions. The military never 

leaves his shoulders, but some of the rigidity does. The ends of his hair get in the milkshake. It 

makes her smile.  

At length she asks, “What branch were you?” He stares, and she says, “My mom’s in the 

military, you look like her,” by way of explanation. Not a lie, not really – well, half of one. Half-

truths are the best lies, she’s found. He does look like her, the way he holds himself so soldier-

like, the way he holds his milkshake so mom-like. Careful, with both hands around the glass. The 

lie is in the present tense.  

“Marines,” he says, and she says, “Why’d you leave?”  

His mouth goes tight around the corners and his entire expression goes dark with the 

motion; it’s amazing, she thinks, how such a tiny detail can make such a huge difference in the 

composition of his face. She only realizes a few seconds later when he says “Hair,” that it’s 

because he’s trying not to laugh, and it takes her a few seconds more of staring at his very non-

reg hair to realize he’s making a joke. She laughs so hard she snorts soda up her nose.  

“Hey,” she says, still snuffling into the paper napkin he handed her, “do you work 

tomorrow too?” He nods. “Can I come by again?”  

He frowns. “Parents,” he says.  

“They won’t mind,” Another half-truth. She really doesn’t think her mom would have 

minded. Her phone’s on the table, and when it buzzes it skitters an inch or two. Ende eyes it.  

“Parents?” A question this time.  
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“No.” Not a lie, because it’s not her parents, plural, it’s her dad, singular. Ende’s 

eyebrows sink on his face. He doesn’t believe her.  

“Should answer it.”  

“It’s fine.”  

“Probably worried.”  

“He’s not.” The phone buzzes just as she realizes that she gave away too much. She 

stands abruptly. “I should go.”  

His eyebrows have climbed back up his forehead now, surprised, but he doesn’t stop her. 

He does slide some bills onto the table as she’s sliding her phone away and fumbling for 

crumpled money in her pocket.  

“Thanks for the burger,” she says, already walking backwards to the door. “I’ll buy next 

time.”  

She flicks her hood up, pushes the door open-  

“Hey.”  

She turns. He’s watching her, frowning, still sitting at the table. His heavy brow is 

lowered, the tips of his wild hair still coated in chocolate, his hands still wrapped around the 

glass. They look better like that, she thinks. They’re better as milkshake glass hands than soldier 

hands. Ende says, “Be careful,” gruff and sincere, and Elliot thinks of her mother, thinks 

skritchskritchskritch.  

“Yeah,” she says. “Sure. See you later, alligator.” 


