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			DEDICATION

			To Mackenzie. Auntie loves you. 

		

	
		
			The Reed Family

			CHAPTER 1

			“Jon, he can’t see us, can he?” Franklin whispered. 

			The twins peered through the bushes they were kneeling inside. There--pacing the yard with a grumpy scowl was Eugene. His brownish curls laying over his eyes as he squinted in their direction then peered away.  

			 “No, he can’t see us,” Jon said.  It was a hot day in southern Florida—upper nineties at least—and he pulled at the collar of his space t-shirt to let some fresh air travel down his chest.

			“Good.” Franklin wiped his own sweating forehead, and the branches swished with his movement. “What is our plan of action?” 

			Jon rubbed his chin as he focused on their target: the soccer ball on the patio table. The ball had been swiped from them an hour ago and now it was being held captive by the meanest of captors—Eugene, their older brother. “We need a distraction.”

			“How about Shakes?” 

			Across the yard, Shakes, their golden retriever, was sniffing behind a shrub. 

			“Good idea, Frank.” The distraction would be easy, but they needed an entry strategy. Jon’s eyes traveled to a low-hanging branch above the table, and a smirk touched his lips. Shoving a hand into his back pocket, Jon retrieved his Swiss army knife. Carefully, he cut a couple limbs from the bush they were hiding in and stuffed them into his backpack. “All right, I have a plan.” 

			Frank gave him a look. “Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like it much?”

			“Don’t be a wimp,” Jon whispered as he pulled his pack onto his back and gave Frank a little shove. 

			They kept to the edge of the lawn, crushing the crab grass under their sandals until they reached the mango tree. It was tall for a mango tree, but despite its height and width, the branches  hung only a few feet over the patio table. 

			The brothers creeped around the trunk, and Jon helped Frank climb into the dense branches, trying not to make noise. As soon as Frank reached the nearest stable branch, he twisted around to sit on it, lending a hand to help Jon up. Below their perch, Eugene was still eyeing the bush line some distance away. 

			Putting a finger to his lips, Jon grabbed a rock and slingshot out of his back pocket. He closed one eye and took aim for the far-left fence. 

			The rock shot forward and hit its mark. Eugene’s concentration shifted, and he walked in the direction of the sound. 

			 This was their chance. 

			Jon yanked a branch out of his backpack. He whistled, and Shakes’s ears perked up, his tongue sloshing out of his mouth in excitement. The dog watched intently as Jon waved the stick above the mango tree leaves—he was not going to let the stick out of sight until it was in his mouth. 

			“Just throw it!” Frank said through clenched teeth as he scooted into position, moving one leg so he was sitting sideways on the branch.

			Jon tossed the stick high in the air with all his strength. It twirled and twirled until landing—thunk—right into the overfilled kiddy pool near Eugene. 

			The stick bobbed on top of the water, and Shake dashed toward it. 

			“Hurry, Frank, we don’t have much time!” Jon whispered.

			Frank swung himself upside-down from the mango tree—Jon hanging on tight to his legs—and stretched his arms for the soccer ball. 

			Splash. Shakes had made it to the pool. 

			“What the . . . ?” an angry voice yelled. “Stupid dog!”

			“A little lower, Jon,” Frank said, his voice strained and his face turning red. 

			Jon’s hold on his brother tightened as he let him down a couple more inches. It was hard for him to get a good grip. 

			“No, Shakes . . . no! Don’t!” Eugene yelled. Shakes was prancing in the kiddy pool and splashing water everywhere. He stopped to shake, showering Eugene.

			 “Frank!” Jon’s own face was reddening as he clung to Frank’s jeans. “I don’t know how much longer I can hold on.” 

			“I’m almost there!” Frank’s fingers curled around the soccer ball. “Pull me up!” 

			Biting his lip, Jon grabbed a handful of Frank’s shirt and tried to haul his twin into the tree again. 

			Frank put the ball under one of his armpits so he could grasp Jon’s shoulder. “Don’t let go, Jon!” 

			“You’re really heavy . . .” Jon tugged desperately on Frank’s shirt. “I don’t know if I can—” His sweaty hands started to shake. A wave of nausea rolled in his stomach and he suddenly felt dizzy. 

			A shadowy image flashed through Jon’s mind of Frank slipping out of his grasp and landing on the table below. 

			The image disappeared, and Jon blinked to clear his head. His grip on Frank started to slip. 

			“Jon, NO! You can’t let me—”

			“Boys! What are you doing?” 

			Startled, Jon let go of Frank’s shirt. In the exact way he’d seen it in his mind, Frank fell the three feet onto the patio table. 

			Groaning, his twin shot an angry sneer at him. 

			“Frank!” Jon shouted. “I’m so sorry!”

			“Franklin!” the woman who had interrupted them rushed over.  “Are you all right? What were you doing?” 

			“I’m OK,” Frank said, wincing a little as he propped himself up on his elbows.

			“Auntie Gladys! Auntie Gladys!” Eugene ran up to them, soaked and dripping from his encounter with Shakes. 

			Jon jumped from the tree branch and kicked the soccer ball Frank had dropped. 

			“Gene, what happened to you?” Aunt Gladys asked.

			

			“They were trying to get the soccer ball,” Eugene pointed at the twins. “You told them they couldn’t play with it, and I was making sure . . .”

			“He was guarding it.” Frank glared at Eugene. 

			“Yeah, Genie. Who put you in charge?” Jon added.

			“Don’t call me Genie!” Eugene grumbled, his fists clenching. 

			“All of you! Stop!” Aunt Gladys shouted to get their attention, and they immediately fell silent. She ran her hand through her short graying hair in frustration. “Now, Jonathan, give me the soccer ball.” 

			Jon went to retrieve it and handed it to her reluctantly, and Aunt Gladys tucked it under her arm. 

			“Franklin, you are going to follow me into the kitchen. I’m going to put some ice on that shoulder so it doesn’t bruise.” 

			Frank nodded. 

			“And you, Eugene, head to the shower and get yourself cleaned up. You all just wait . . .” She paused for dramatic effect. “Just wait until your parents get home.”

			As Jon was about to depart, head hanging low, Aunt Gladys’s finger appeared in front of his nose. “I know this was your idea, Jonathan. Don’t think for one minute that I’ll let that slip.”

			“Um, yes, Aunt Gladys.” Jon never tried to keep secrets from his aunt. She could always pick out the culprit in their shenanigans—and it was usually him.

			  A tug at her long flowery skirt diverted Aunt Gladys’s attention. “One moment, Clara,” she said to the four-year-old girl at her side. “Now, see what you boys have done? I was trying to finish Clara’s hair.” 

			Clara’s long, straight red hair was half-braided on the left side. The right was still dangling and knotted. Jon’s little sister looked at him but didn’t say anything, which wasn’t unusual. Clara never talked much.

			Taking the young girl’s hand, Aunt Gladys went back into the house. 

			“Look what you’ve done!” Eugene shouted at Jon, gesturing to Frank’s bruised shoulder. “You need to be more careful.” 
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			Frank thought Eugene was being ridiculous. If only he would leave them alone. Instead he had to stomp on their fun. “I’m fine, Genie. It’s just a bump. Besides, why don’t you just play ball with us next time?”

			“Yeah,” Jon added, “you don’t play games with us anymore. Scared we’ll break you, Genie?”

			“What? No . . . wait . . . don’t call me Genie!” Eugene’s face turned red, and he stomped into the house. 

			Frank and Jon followed him inside, laughing as he tripped over a pair of legs lying between the couch and coffee table.

			“Ow!” said a small voice.

			“Peter! What are you doing?” Eugene asked, shooting a glare back at the giggle fest behind him.

			“Oh, nothing . . .” The small voice heaved a deep sigh. “Waiting for someone to remember I live here . . . someone to ask me to play with them.”

			

			“You are such a downer.” Eugene shook his head and stumbled off toward his bedroom. 

			Frank walked over so he could fully see their seven-year-old brother sprawled out on the carpet, the back of his hand resting on his head, his other hand clutching a book to his chest. 

			“You know, Peter,” Jon said, “as much as I hate to say it, Genie is right. You need to stop lying around and make some friends.”

			“I tried to make a friend at school yesterday,” Peter answered in a monotone. 

			“What happened?” 

			“Well, I tried talking to this boy who sits next to me. I asked him about our reading assignment.”

			“Sounds like a good start.” Frank sighed. “Peter, please get up. You can at least look at us when you talk.” 

			Peter raised himself onto his elbows and pursed his lips together in a scowl. “Good? He ignored me all day at school.” Peter flopped onto the floor again. “Wouldn’t even look at me.”

			“Gosh, Pete, what’d you say to him?” Jon asked.

			“I don’t know. I asked him how he likes the book we’re reading, what other books he likes, how much he reads each day, you know. The usual.” 

			“Well, that’s not so bad.”

			“I did get upset when he told me he didn’t like reading! But who doesn’t like reading?”

			Frank tilted his head so he could see the book Peter was holding. He recognized the cover—an illustrated girl sitting on top of a pile books: Matilda. 

			

			“What is wrong with you, Pete?” Jon walked away; he wasn’t a big reader unless it was a comic book. Frank turned to follow, Peter’s voice echoing behind them.

			“To be great is to be misunderstood. . . .”

			Aunt Gladys was waiting for them, an ice pack in hand. The next several minutes were taken up with Aunt Gladys’s lecture as Frank pressed the ice to his shoulder. 

			“What was going through your head, Franklin? Listening to your brother with his harebrained ideas—climbing trees, falling from trees—all for something you shouldn’t be playing with in the first place!” 

			Great Aunt Gladys’s hot temper could not be cooled with a simple “yes, Auntie” or “no, Auntie.” Franklin struggled to keep a straight face as Jon silently mimicked their aunt’s words and hand motions behind her back. 

			Something shuffled around in the other room, and Peter’s voice called out, “Mom!” 

			“Mom!” both Frank and Jon yelled. Frank jumped from the kitchen counter and ran behind his brothers toward the front door.

			“Franklin Aaron Reed, I am not done with you!” his aunt called after him. 

			Running feet pounded all over the house as Eugene and Clara rushed down the stairs, Eugene’s hair still damp from his shower.

			“Yes, I’m home!” Their mother tossed her messenger bag on the entry table as Clara latched on to her right leg and Peter to her left. She leaned in to kiss Frank on the forehead, her mass of curly red hair tickling his ear. He wrapped his arms around her waist, and she startled a little when his cool shoulder touched her skin. “Oh, cold arm there, Franky.” 

			“Mom, you won’t believe what happened today,” Eugene said, but Peter was also talking, and their words were jumbling over each other. Their mother’s smiling eyes darted back and forth between them, trying to follow along.

			“Oh, good, Cece, you’re home,” Aunt Gladys said with relief. “They are trying my patience today. All of them.”

			“Uh-oh . . .” Their mother clicked her tongue. “No wonder I’m getting such an enthusiastic welcome. OK, all of you, give Mom some room.” They pulled back, and she took a deep breath and straightened her dark brown leather jacket. Frank caught a glimpse of her police badge. He wished, for the millionth time, she would let him play with it. 

			“Did you catch any villains today?” Peter asked, and she ruffled his hair.

			“Always, baby. I’m always keeping you safe. Aunt Gladys, we’re having company tonight. Do you think we can make room for one more?” 

			“I don’t see why not. I already feed an army as it is.” Aunt Gladys smirked.

			“Company? Who’s coming over, Cecelia?” a deep boisterous voice asked from behind her. Frank peered around his mother to see his father standing in the door. 

			“Harvey!” Their mother whirled around as the crowd of children attacked the incoming parent. Frank and Jon climbed all over their tall, slender dad, as usual. They’d often wrestle him to the ground until he undid his tie and cried for mercy. 

			“Hey, sweetie,” Dad grunted, trying to shake off Eugene, whose arm was around his windpipe. “OK, OK, now, boys, Clara, I actually need to talk to your mom.” 

			“Boys! Clara! You heard your father. Off!” When their aunt spoke, they all listened. With firm pressure to their shoulders, she guided them into the kitchen and closed the door behind them. 

			“I hate when they kick us out!” Jon pulled Frank to the closed kitchen door. “OK, new plan. Frank, you’re the best at listening in.” 

			It was true. Frank felt that sometimes, if he concentrated enough, the voices he listened to got louder and clearer, almost as if they were whispering directly to him. It would cut in and out, leaving bits and pieces missing, but he was still better at this duty than the rest of his siblings.

			“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Eugene said.

			“Aren’t you even a little curious?” Frank pressed his ear to the crack in the door. Eugene hummed his disapproval but still hung nearby to listen with them. 

			“All right,” Frank said, trying to decipher the muffled conversation, “someone is definitely coming over for dinner. I couldn’t hear the name. But Dad doesn’t seem happy about it.” 

			“Oh no.” Jon rolled his eyes. “I hope it’s not Mrs. Grinch.” 

			“It’s not Mrs. Grinch. It’s Mrs. Finch,” Eugene corrected him.

			“I don’t care what her name is. She’s really mean and super boring.”

			“No, she isn’t . . . well, yes, she is, but—”

			

			“Oh!” Frank interrupted. “It’s a doctor. Doctor something . . . I couldn’t hear. Would you two be quiet?” 

			“A doctor? Must be from Dad’s work, right? Someone from the hospital?” Eugene asked. 

			As Frank was about to answer, the door bumped against his ear as someone tried to push it open. The boys scattered.

			“Kids,” Dad said, shaking his head. “Time to get ready for dinner. We’re having company.”

		

	
		
			A Strange Visitor

			CHAPTER 2

			The first things Jon noticed when the stranger entered their home were the shiny round top of the man’s bowler hat and the spark of a match as he lit the pipe pressed between his thin lips. The man wiggled the droplets of heavy rain off his coat, then raised his head to survey them all with a smile. 

			“Dr. Harrison, it’s so good to see you again!” Mom exclaimed. 

			“Oh, my darling Cecelia!” The man squeezed her into a hug. Their father barely caught the man’s jacket as it flew off his shoulders, revealing a tweed suit jacket and striped blue tie underneath. “It has been too long.”

			“Um . . . could you put that out?”  Dad pointed to Dr. Harrison’s pipe, and the older man scrambled to snuff it. Jon’s nose wrinkled; it smelled awful. 

			“My apologies, Harvey. Sometimes I forget I’m even using it.” The man pulled off his hat, exposing his gray and meager head of hair, and bowed as Aunt Gladys entered the room. “Gladys, you are as lovely as last time I—”

			

			“Don’t you sweet-talk me.” She poked a finger into the man’s chest. “It’s good to see you, Anthony. Can I take your bag?”

			Jon hadn’t even noticed the weather-aged leather doctor’s bag the man had dropped by his feet when he’d come in the door. As he handed it to their aunt, it shifted from a mysterious weight.

			“I’m happy you were able to make it,” Mom said.

			“Me too, my dear Cece. I told you I’d call when I was in the area again.” The man’s wrinkles squished around his eyes as he smiled. “Oh, Gladys, what is that magnificent smell?”

			“Lasagna. And it’ll get cold if no one eats it. Come on, kids.” 

			Jon was ushered to the dining room table, where Dr. Harrison pulled a chair out first for their mother and then for their aunt before seating himself at the head. Jon’s father was helping Clara into the chair next to him; she always liked to climb in sideways, making the chair tilt. 

			“He looks funny . . .” Jon whispered to Peter. 

			“Yeah, sounds funny,” Frank commented, “like he came from Harry Potter or something?”

			“I think you mean he looks and sounds English,” Peter corrected. “I think he sounds cool.”

			Eugene was uncharacteristically quiet and staring at his plate. Why wasn’t he glaring at them for their inappropriate whispering?

			“Oh, Cecelia, finally I’m meeting the whole family. All your darling children and your . . .” Dr. Harrison gestured at Jon’s father but seemed unable to find the right word. 

			“Husband?” their father offered.

			“Of course.” Dr. Harrison fidgeted in his seat. “You sure keep yourselves busy with five children, oh my . . .” 

			“We’re happy you could come on such short notice.” Mom smiled and served the man a slice of lasagna. 

			Dr. Harrison rubbed his hands together, licking his lips in anticipation. “Oh, Gladys, that does smell good indeed. I haven’t eaten anything since the plane.” 

			“So not from Dad’s work?” Jon whispered. 

			Frank nodded his agreement. “Sounds like he knows Mom and Aunt Gladys well. Maybe a friend of theirs?” 

			Aunt Gladys cleared her throat—a signal to hush.

			“Now, let me see if I get this right. Ernest is your oldest . . .” 

			“It’s actually Eugene,” Dad interjected.

			“Oh yes, Eugene! How could I have forgotten? Sorry there, my boy.  Let’s see now, there are the twins and, um . . . and this little fellow! Then the darling Clara.” Dr. Harrison winked at Clara, and she shrunk a little into her seat. Clara was shy, and Jon didn’t like that Dr. Harrison made her uncomfortable. “Well, I’m so excited to meet you all.”
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			Frank hated when they had company over for dinner. The crazy antics that normally happened at the table were unacceptable; instead they were forced to sit and listen to their parents and aunt talk about boring stuff. Frank wished his parents would let them leave the table right after they finished their food, but it was expected they spend at least some time with their dinner guests. 

			But this visitor was different—mysterious and interesting. 

			

			“Doesn’t look like he’s from Mom’s work,” Jon whispered while they sat with empty plates. Frank’s mom was a police detective for the Naples Florida Police Department. Dr. Harrison was the furthest thing from a police officer.  

			“Maybe he knows Aunt Gladys?” Frank began, but then Eugene shifted in his chair, distracting him. “Hey, Jon, did you notice Eugene isn’t eating?”

			“What do I care?” Jon said, but he glanced over at their older brother. Eugene was picking at his food. He hadn’t eaten even a mouthful of the generous serving of lasagna Aunt Gladys had given him. Eugene was not known for having a small appetite. 

			“Well, that was delicious, but I better get to work now,” Dr. Harrison said. “My darling Gladys, where did you set my bag?” 

			“Your bag?” Dad asked.

			“Why, yes!” Dr. Harrison looked from their dad’s shocked expression to their mom’s. “I assumed I would be testing the boys tonight. That is why I’m here. Am I wrong, Cecelia?”

			“Well—”

			“Perhaps I got their ages wrong. Your boys are ten, right?” Dr. Harrison wiped his face with his napkin and placed it on his plate.

			“They are, but—” Frank’s mother didn’t get the chance to finish before Dr. Harrison crossed his arms, a stern glare on his face. 

			“They should have come to me for their nine and half year checkup, as Eugene did. These two are overdue. Children their age must have the proper—” 

			“Yes, but—” Dad’s voice had risen to match Dr. Harrison’s. The conversation had Frank and Jon sitting on the edge of their seats. This strange visitor was talking about them. 

			 “Oh, let me guess, Harvey, you thought if Eugene didn’t have the gift, your other children wouldn’t either?” The doctor’s jaw clenched. “I try to warn parents—”

			“Children, you are excused!” Mom cut him off, rising from her chair. The abrupt action took Frank so off guard he stood too. “Gladys, would you take them upstairs to play?” 

			Before Frank could find out what was going on, their aunt had scooted them from the dining room and shooed them up the staircase to their bedroom. Usually Frank would have loved to be excused early, but not this time. What did his parents not want them to know? 

			As soon as Aunt Gladys closed the door, Jon turned to Eugene and crossed his arms. “All right, what’s going on?” 

			Eugene’s eyes got wide and his nostrils flared. 

			“Don’t pretend you don’t know something. Dr. Harrison named you.”

			“Okay!” Eugene whispered and plopped onto Peter’s bed. Peter sat on the floor and handed Clara one of Jon’s spaceman action figures to play with. 

			Eugene sighed. “Yeah, I’ve met him before.”

			“When you were nine and a half?” Peter asked. Eugene nodded.

			 “So, he’s a real doctor?” Jon prodded. “Like Dad?” 

			“I don’t think so. No. Maybe.” 

			“Well, he has to be a doctor of something.”

			

			“Mom told me he was . . . a doctor of the mind.”

			Frank cocked his head. The only doctors of the mind he could think of were psychiatrists. 

			“Like a shrink?” Jon asked, and Eugene shook his head.

			“No. I’m not supposed to tell you guys. Dad said I couldn’t. He said you weren’t old enough.”

			“Well, we’re old enough now.” Frank gave a sarcastic snort. 

			 “Did you take a test? What is it for? Does it hurt?” Jon continued to probe excitedly, but their older brother just chewed on his lower lip. Frank knew Eugene always wanted to follow the rules. He hated to do anything that might upset their parents. 

			“It’s a test to see if you have a gift,” Eugene finally said. “‘A gift in your mind’ is what Dad told me. But Dr. Harrison said I don’t have one. A gift, I mean. I have a mind.” Eugene pointed to his head. “The test didn’t hurt me at all, but I have no ‘gift,’ so I don’t know if that changes anything.”

			“Gift? What does that mean?” Peter asked. 

			“I don’t know. They never told me.” 

			A knock at the bedroom door made Eugene jump.

			“Kids?” It was Dad. “Dr. Harrison is leaving. Please come down and say goodbye.” 

			Confused, Frank followed the rest of his siblings down the stairs. At the front door, Dr. Harrison was putting on his coat, and Aunt Gladys was handing him his doctor bag.

			“Don’t say I didn’t warn you, Cecelia.” Dr. Harrison swiped the bowler hat out of Mom’s hand. 

			“Goodbye, Dr. Harrison,” Peter said, and the other siblings murmured a goodbye as well. 

			Dr. Harrison paused and walked over to Frank and Jon, staring each of them in the eyes.

			“Hmm . . . if you two experience anything extraordinary, give me a call.” 

			With a smirk, Dr. Harrison pulled out a business card and held it out to Frank. As he reached for it, Dr. Harrison grabbed his wrist and flipped his hand over, placing the card in his palm. He acted as if they were simply shaking hands, but Dr. Harrison’s curious stare made Frank shrink back. 

			“Hmm . . . interesting,” Dr. Harrison murmured and peered over his shoulder at the other siblings, tilting his hat. Before heading out the door, he kissed their mother on the cheek.  “Until another time, my dear. I am sure we will see each other again . . . very soon.” 

			He swished through the door and into the rain, lighting his pipe as he went. Frank turned over the card in his hand and read it.

			DR. ANTHONY HARRISON

			SERVING THE PERCEPTUALLY GIFTED SINCE 1978

		

	
		
			Hearing Things

			CHAPTER 3

			Jonathon couldn’t stop dwelling on Dr. Harrison’s strange visit, but whenever he tried to probe his parents for information, he received less than satisfying results. His mother would shake her head, assuring him it was nothing to worry about, while his father stuttered out vague nonresponses. Even Eugene had clammed up on the subject, although he was as clueless as Jon. 

			Jon was not alone though. Frank and Peter also enjoyed speculating about the doctor’s intentions. 

			“What if they were testing Eugene for mutations, like in X-Men?” Frank suggested one night in their room, tossing a tennis ball at the ceiling from the top bunk. “What if he was supposed to have, like, three arms?”

			“Well, we always thought he was from another planet.” Jon laughed from below him, tracing the constellations on the star chart he’d pinned to the bottom of Frank’s mattress. From the time he was Peter’s age, Jon had fallen to sleep by counting the constellations on his star charts, imagining he was surrounded by millions and millions of stars, traveling through space at light speed, ready to visit any one.

			Frank’s upside-down head popped over the edge, startling him. “I still do. He sure isn’t like the rest of us.” 

			Peter was turning Dr. Harrison’s card over in his hands. “Maybe ‘perceptually gifted’ means you can sense things, like what time it is even if you live in a box, all by yourself, alone, with no windows.”

			Jon snorted. “What? No! That would be a stupid gift. What would you do all day? Fix watches?” 

			“I think it would be useful,” Peter mumbled.

			The conversation died down as, one by one, the boys gradually drifted off to asleep. 

			Jon’s dreams had always felt real to him. This time he was in a marshy field. As he walked, his boots sank into the soil, and the squishy ground sucked at his feet, making him struggle with each step. 

			“Jon!” a voice called. 

			Looking down into a murky puddle, Jon spotted his own reflection, but it was different, faceless. 

			He kicked the water and lifted his head, trying to get a better sense of his surroundings. Marsh grass extended for hundreds of feet. At the horizon, a line of tall trees was swinging back and forth—which made sense to Jon in the dream. Of course trees moved; they were alive. Their blurry images continued to sway left and right as they marched closer and closer. 

			“Jon, behind you!” Frank’s voice called out. 

			

			A vicelike grip closed around Jon’s neck, choking him. He reached back to yank whatever it was away, but his hands closed around empty air. Panic shot through his chest as his lungs cried out for oxygen. He fell to his knees and sank into the watery mud, his vision darkening. 

			He could just make out the dark tree figures hunching over him. 

			“Help . . .” he whispered, and the grip around his throat tightened. “I’m dying.” 

			A flash of light enveloped him, and he sucked in a giant breath as his eyelids flew open. He was back in his bunk, staring at the star charts, his blanket a tangled mess around his body. 

			Was I holding my breath in my sleep?

			Jon’s hand dashed to his neck, and he jumped out of bed to look at himself in the mirror. There was no bruising, no redness; everything was normal. The only other sound in the room was Peter’s light snores. 

			Jon climbed back into his bunk and tried to go back to sleep. 
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			Frank could tell at breakfast that something was bothering his twin brother. Jon’s normal morning behavior was noisy and disruptive—often a mix of teasing Peter and trying to annoy Eugene. Today, though, Jon silently stared into space, barely touching his food.

			Frank could usually read his brother so well it was as if he could hear his thoughts. But this morning, he couldn’t seem to get a fix on him; it was frustrating. After trying to begin a conversation twice, Frank snapped his fingers in front of his twin’s face.

			Jon jumped in his chair. “What?”

			“Earth to Jon. Where have you been?” Frank spooned a pile of cereal into his mouth.

			“I didn’t sleep well,” Jon murmured.

			“Well, it’s time to wake up. The bus will be here soon.”

			Jon grunted and distractedly cleared his dishes.

			Things got even weirder at school. As Frank and Jon headed toward their classroom, the halls seemed louder than usual. It was as if Frank could hear whispering above the regular chatter—voices he couldn’t place, conversations that seemed to have no owner. 

			At his desk in Mr. Hillard’s classroom, Frank stuffed his backpack under his chair. At least the noise level was better within the classroom walls. 

			While Mr. Hillard wrote math problems on the board, Jon pulled out his pencil and paper from his backpack. “I hate math . . .”

			“Me too,” Frank murmured in agreement. 

			Jon shot him a confused glance. “You too what?” 

			“I hate math.” Frank quirked an eyebrow as Jon grimaced at him. “You said you hated math, and I agreed.”

			“Frank, I didn’t say anything . . .” 

			Jon opened his notebook, and Frank sighed. “Sure you didn’t . . .” He was certain he’d heard Jon say something, clear as day. But it wasn’t unusual for Jon to mess with him. 

			

			Mr. Hillard finished writing on the board. “I’d better start class . . .” He turned around and scanned the group of students. “Where is that boy Joe Fletcher again?” 

			Frank had to blink twice. 

			He could have sworn Mr. Hillard had spoken—in fact, he’d heard the words as if they’d been whispered right next to him—but the teacher’s mouth hadn’t moved. Shaking his head, Frank told himself he was imagining it.

			It was a test day, but Frank found it difficult to concentrate. He could hear his brother murmuring answers—and it wasn’t just Jon; the rest of the students were also counting, adding, and subtracting aloud. A mush of words and numbers filled the room. 

			Why isn’t Mr. Hillard stopping them? 

			Frank knew he wasn’t supposed to, but he lifted his head to see which of his classmates were making so much noise. With a jolt, he realized no one was speaking. 

			“Frank, eyes on your own paper,” Mr. Hillard’s voice, louder than the rest, warned him. 

			Nodding, Frank glued his eyes to his test again. He had finished just two questions; there were six left and only ten minutes to complete them. In a desperate move to focus on his test, he covered an ear.

			 The noise didn’t get quieter. 

			He set his pencil down and put both hands over his ears. Maybe he could at least read the question. 

			Nothing was working. The noise was just as loud as before, and Frank was beginning to sweat. He felt as if he’d read the math problem a hundred times, but he still couldn’t comprehend it.

			“Franklin? Are you OK?” Mr. Hillard asked. At least, he thought it was Mr. Hillard; there were so many voices in his head he couldn’t tell which ones were which anymore. 

			Unable to form words, Frank just shook his head no. 

			“All right. You have permission to go to the nurse. We’ll figure out your test later, OK?”

			Nodding, Frank stood, his hands still on his ears. As he rushed out the door and into the hall, Frank caught a glimpse of Jon’s worried face. 

			What is happening to me?

			Things were quieter in the nurse’s office, and Frank was able to relax a bit. Words and whispers still buzzed far away, but he couldn’t bring himself to explain to the nurse that he was hearing voices. 

			The nurse wasted no time in getting his mother on the phone. “Mrs. Reed . . . yeah, he’s complaining about ringing in his ears. It could be an infection, but I’m not sure. I can’t see anything. You should probably take him to see a doctor.”

			A half hour later, Frank let out a sigh of relief when his mother rushed into the room, her badge displayed on her belt. Her eyes found him in an instant. “There’s my boy.” 

			Frank stood up and hugged her. He couldn’t wait to go home.

			His mother squeezed him tight, then gently held him out at arm’s length to get a good look at his face, keeping her hands on his shoulders. “Let’s get you out of here,” she said, as if sensing his feelings. Without any argument from the staff, she briskly walked him off the school property.

			[image: ]

			After Frank’s incident at school, Jon kept a close eye on his brother. By the next morning, Frank was mostly back
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