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Prologue

The story always begins the same.

Once upon a time, there were eight sisters who would all one day be eight years old.

At the same time.

They were octuplets, you see.

Their names were Annie, Durinda, Georgia, Jackie, Marcia, Petal, Rebecca, and Zinnia. They were each born a minute apart on August 8, 2000. All eight had brown hair and brown eyes. And although they were all the same exact age, give or take a few minutes, each was one inch taller than the next, with Zinnia being the shortest and Annie the tallest.

And their story always begins the same, so:

Please stop reading if you have read about the Sisters Eight before, and go directly to chapter one.

Please keep reading if you have not read about the Sisters Eight before.

Please keep reading if you have read about the Sisters Eight before but your memory is lousy.

Please keep reading if you have read about the Sisters Eight before but you simply like the writing here and want to read this part over and over again.

Eight girls in one story, or one series of stories. This is bad news for boys, who may suspect that there are no snails or puppy dogs’ tails in this book. However, there might be snails and puppy dogs’ tails, but the only way you will ever know this is to read further. Remember: girls can be just as grubby as boys—you just have to give them half a chance.

The family name of the Sisters Eight was Huit, which is French for eight and pronounced like “wheat,” as in cream of, which I hope you never have to eat. On New Year’s Eve 2007, as you shall soon see, their parents disappeared, or died, one of the two—this was a fine holiday present for the sisters, let me tell you.

Parents disappeared, presumed dead, actually dead—parents don’t fare very well in children’s stories these days, I’m afraid. Best to be a child and not a parent, then.

The Sisters Eight lived in a magnificent stone house, which you will see more of very soon. It could practically have been a castle. It was therefore not the kind of house you would want to leave under any circumstances, certainly not after your parents had disappeared. Or died. You would not want to be taken away from your sisters, separated. And so they had to endeavor—as you would no doubt do too—to hang on to their home and to one another, keeping the truth away from the prying eyes of adults, who would surely have split them all up like so many stalks of wheat cast upon the wind.

Not an easy task—sticking together with loved ones—when you are seven, soon to be eight.

And where was this magnificent stone house? Why, it might have been anywhere in the world—even right next door to you—so why quibble? However, if there were octuplets in your class at school, you would probably have noticed by now, so perhaps that’s not the case.

One thing was for sure: there were undoubtedly many cats in this almost castle, cats who would also have been taken away if word got out that the parents of the Sisters Eight had disappeared. Or died.

As we approach the beginning of our first adventure, it is that fateful New Year’s Eve 2007 and the girls are about to discover the disappearance of their parents—odd, the idea of discovering that which has disappeared—as well as a note hidden behind a loose stone in the wall of the drawing room of their magnificent home. The note reads:

 


Dear Annie, Durinda, Georgia, Jackie, Marcia, Petal, Rebecca, and Zinnia,

 

This may come as rather a shock to you, but it appears you each possess a power and a gift. The powers you already have—you merely don’t know you have them yet. The gifts are from your parents, and these you must also discover for yourselves. In fact, you must each discover both your power and your gift in order to reveal what happened to your parents. Have you got all that?
 


 

The note is unsigned.

And what has happened to their parents? Well, we don’t know that yet, do we? If we did, then this would be the end of our story, not the beginning . . .


Chapter One

It was New Year’s Eve 2007, approximately ten o’clock, and we were just getting ready to celebrate Christmas.

This may seem an odd time to celebrate Christmas, but on December 25, we had been stranded by snowstorms in Utah. Our parents had decreed that we celebrate our belated holiday on the eve of another holiday, and so we were about to enjoy a twofer. Or so we thought.

“But where are the presents?” asked Zinnia.

We were in the drawing room, which sounds like a room you draw pictures in but that we actually just sit in. On this night, we were sitting around a dying fire, waiting for something exciting to happen.

Betty came in with her dust cloth, which wasn’t exciting at all. Betty was our mother’s invention, a black and gold robot designed to make our life easier by doing the cleaning. But something had gone wrong with Betty’s programming.

“Why don’t you dust the floor under the tree?” Zinnia suggested to Betty. “That way, it will be cleaner there when our presents arrive.”

Betty took the dust cloth, which she had draped over one of her accordion arms, and with one pincered hook placed it upon her own head.

Do you see what we mean about Betty?

“Good job, Betty,” Zinnia said. Really, what else could one say?

“Bye, Betty!” we all shouted after her as she exited the room. Betty would probably now head outdoors to dust under the wrong tree.

The drawing room was our favorite room of the house. There was a grandfather clock and even a suit of armor propped in one corner. Daddy always said every home should have one—the suit of armor, not the clock. Daddy hated clocks. The walls of the room were made out of big slats of gray stone, which was cool in summer, but not so hot in winter.

“Perhaps Mommy and Daddy are waiting until we go to sleep, as usual,” Annie said to Zinnia, “and why do you always have to worry so much about presents anyway?”

“I don’t know why you have to be so bossy,” Durinda said to Annie.

“Because she’s the oldest,” Georgia said. There was something sneering about the way she said it, like she was thinking of staging a coup.

“Do you always have to sneer so much, Georgia?” said Petal in a rare stab at speaking out of turn. Petal was our shy girl.

“The mouse roars,” observed Rebecca snidely.

“I don’t think you should pick on Petal,” said Jackie, our peacemaker.

“And I don’t know why you have to stick up for everyone all the time,” observed Georgia. Then she sighed. “I’m bored.”

“How can you be bored?” Annie asked. “You got caught in an avalanche in Utah. Wasn’t that enough excitement for you?”

Georgia yawned. “It was just a tiny avalanche. I could have swam out myself if you’d only left me there another hour.”

“Excuse me,” said Marcia, staring into the rapidly diminishing fire in the fireplace, “but hasn’t anyone noticed something is missing?”

“Such as?” prompted Rebecca.

“Perhaps I shouldn’t have said something,” Marcia self-corrected.

“Well,” said Georgia, “if you’re not going to say something, then why did you say anything at all?”

“No, not that,” Marcia said, growing impatient. “What I should have said was, ‘Hasn’t anyone noticed someone is missing?’ Or some ones?”

“I’m afraid you’ve lost me,” said Petal.

“Mommy and Daddy,” Marcia prompted. Marcia was the observant one among us. “You know, those adults we live with?”

We looked around and realized she was right.

When had we last seen Mommy and Daddy?

Turn the clock back about twenty minutes:

“I’m going to the woodshed for logs for the fire,” Daddy had said.

“I’m going to go fix a tray of eggnog for us all,” Mommy had said.

“How long do you suppose,” Petal asked now, “it takes a person to gather wood for a fire? Or pour ten glasses of eggnog?”

“Dunno,” Zinnia said. “I suspect five minutes for the first, perhaps another three for the second if you put the carton back in the fridge. So, five and three—eight. It should have taken them eight minutes.”

“But they were doing it simultaneously,” Georgia said, “not one after another, so they both should have been back within five minutes, tops, even if Mommy took a really long time putting the carton back. Even if she decided to bring us cookies too.”

“I could be wrong,” said Annie, “but I think it’s a little early to file a missing-persons report.”

“But they should have been back at least fifteen minutes ago!” Zinnia said, clearly starting to panic. “More, if you consider the time we’ve spent talking since we realized it was twenty minutes since they disappeared!”

“Well,” Annie corrected, “that’s not technically true. We noticed—”

“I noticed,” Marcia briefly cut in.

“—at the twenty-minute mark,” Annie went on. “But that doesn’t mean that’s when they disappeared. It merely means that’s when we noticed—”

“I noticed.”

“—they weren’t exactly here anymore.”

“This is no time for petty squabbles about time,” said Jackie. “What do you think we should do?”

“We should look for them, of course,” Annie said. “There’s no doubt some simple explanation, and when we find it, Georgia can go back to being bored and Zinnia can go back to worrying about presents.”

“Okay,” said Durinda. “Where should we start?”

“The kitchen?” Annie asked as much as answered.

This seemed sensible to us, mostly because going to look in the kitchen was a lot less scary than going out into the dark night to look for Daddy in the woodshed.

So we rose as one. Even though it seemed a safe thing to do—go to the kitchen to look for our parents—we walked with caution, as if we might find an ax murderer there. In fact, before leaving the drawing room entirely, Annie grabbed the silver spear from the suit of armor’s grasp.

“Insurance,” she whispered.

“Mommy!” we all called softly as we tiptoed. “Daddy!” we called, in case he’d snuck in the back door.

In the kitchen, where we all ate breakfast together in the mornings before school, there was the usual boring kitchen stuff. There were the sharp knives, all still thankfully in their blocks; we checked. There was the tile floor that was so much fun to skate across, and the big picture window that looked out over the hill. There was even the talking refrigerator Mommy had invented. But there was no Mommy, no Daddy.

Immediately, Annie crossed to the fridge. She opened the door slowly.

“Fully stocked larder,” the talking refrigerator said. “No need to shop.” The refrigerator was always saying things that didn’t matter to us, since we didn’t have to do the shopping. It was always encouraging us to eat more too. The refrigerator thought we were too skinny.

We ignored the talking refrigerator as Annie pulled out a half-gallon carton and held it up for all to see. In big, cheery red and green letters, the carton read Eggnog on the front.

“It hasn’t even been opened,” Annie said.

“Then where did Mommy go before?” Rebecca asked. “And where’s Daddy? And what do we do now?” Fear had replaced her testiness.

“We search the rest of the house, of course,” Annie said.

And so we did.

We moved through the house: the bedrooms, six bathrooms, closets, the tower room, the seasonal rooms—we won’t talk about the seasonal rooms right now, but we did go through them. We even checked the basement, although Petal didn’t want to on account of the spiders.

Still no parents.

Last, we checked Mommy’s study, but only briefly poking our heads in. It was a room we were normally forbidden to enter.

“What now, Sherlock?” Georgia addressed Annie.

“We check out the woodshed, of course,” Annie said.

And, suddenly, fear was back for everybody.

It is one thing to look for your parents inside a house when you fully expect to find them somewhere, but it is quite another to venture outside when you are pretty sure both your parents have mysteriously disappeared.

Still, what else were we to do?

“I’ll get everyone’s coats,” Durinda offered, “boots too.”

“I’ll get the knives,” Jackie said, “for everyone.”

“But aren’t you supposed to be our pacifist?” Marcia observed.

“I’ve got my spear,” Annie said, ignoring Marcia.

Outside, it was easy enough to follow in Daddy’s footsteps; we were guided between the trees by the light from the moon. The footsteps went in one direction—toward the shed—with no return.

Carefully, we placed our booted steps in the holes he’d left in the snow.

“I’ll go in first,” Annie announced as we neared the woodshed. This was a very brave thing to do—also good timing, since none of the rest of us were feeling that brave right then. And, you know, she had the spear.

Annie threw the door open hard, like a cop on a TV program who’s about to make a bust. It was such a bold move. We were proud of her.
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Bravery, boldness—all for nothing. Daddy wasn’t in the woodshed any more than Mommy had been in the kitchen. Wherever our parents were, wherever they had disappeared to at approximately ten o’clock in the night on New Year’s Eve, they weren’t in the woodshed.

Back to the house we trudged, through our father’s steps, cold and dejected now. Worried too.

We removed our coats and boots and laid down our weapons. Except for Annie. She was enjoying holding that silver spear an awful lot.

“What do we do now?” Petal asked, rather petulantly we thought. “What’s happened to Mommy and Daddy?”

“They’ve disappeared, obviously,” Georgia said.

“Or else they’re dead,” Rebecca put in.

“Stop frightening Petal and Zinnia,” Jackie said evenly.

“Well, aren’t you frightened?” Georgia demanded.

Jackie tilted her head to one side and considered this. “Yes and no,” she finally said. “I think we should have some eggnog and think.”

“You get the eggnog,” Annie instructed Durinda and Jackie, “while I stoke the fire.” At that last, she removed a log she’d hidden in her coat while we were all out at the woodshed. She’d taken it without us noticing—we were that worried about Mommy and Daddy—although we had noticed she looked rather larger. And we were thankful of course that she’d thought to bring the log. The fire was nearly dead.

Once we were all gathered back in the drawing room, the fire nicely stoked, our eggnogs finally in hand, it was time to worry again.

“What do you think happened to them?” Petal asked.

“Maybe it’s all a surprise,” Zinnia said excitedly. “Maybe all this time they’ve been getting our presents, arranging them on a flying sleigh or something, and any moment now they’re going to land on the roof, and—”

“I think they’ve just disappeared,” Georgia said flatly.

“Or else they’re dead,” Rebecca put in.

“I wish you would all stop—” Jackie started to say, but she never got a chance to finish because right then Marcia screamed.

“That stone on the wall!”

“What?” Durinda asked, concerned, acting just like Mommy would.

Marcia pointed. “That stone in the wall! It wasn’t like that when we were in the room before! It’s never been like that! It’s sticking out!”

We all thought that Marcia had gone crazy from all the stress. But Durinda, still acting like Mommy, followed the direction of Marcia’s finger to the offending stone. Where Durinda looked, we all looked, and that’s when we saw: one of the stones had been disturbed!

Annie made her cautious way over to it, spear in hand. We all followed close behind her. We may have been scared but we were curious too.

Annie pried the stone the rest of the way out, revealing a secret hiding spot none of us had known about before. And in the hiding spot was the note that would change our lives. You may have seen this note already—in fact, we’re sure you have—but it was a pretty important event in our lives and we hope you won’t mind if we reprint it here and now:

 


Dear Annie, Durinda, Georgia, Jackie, Marcia, Petal, Rebecca, and Zinnia,

 

This may come as rather a shock to you, but it appears you each possess a power and a gift. The powers you already have—you merely don’t know you have them yet. The gifts are from your parents, and these you must also discover for yourselves. In fact, you must each discover both your power and your gift in order to reveal what happened to your parents. Have you got all that?



 

The note was unsigned.

“See?” said Zinnia. “It says gifts. I knew there would be presents!”

“I don’t think this means those kinds of gifts,” Annie said.

“What do you make of this?” Durinda asked.

“It means Mommy and Daddy really have disappeared,” Georgia said.

“Or else they’re dead,” Rebecca put in.

One tear swam out of Petal’s left eye as another ran out of Zinnia’s right eye, and Jackie put her arms around both.

Then eight sets of very similar brown eyes looked at one another, wondering what we should do next.

As the grandfather clock struck midnight, marking the New Year and turning us all over into 2008, Annie turned to Georgia and spoke.

“You said you were bored. Well”—she nodded—“I suppose we’ve all got plenty of excitement now.”


Chapter Two

“So what do we do now?” Georgia demanded.

“We feed the cats and go to bed,” Annie said.

“Is that all?”

“Well, the cats do need to be fed.”

There were eight cats living in the house, one for each of us: Anthrax, Dandruff, Greatorex, Jaguar, Minx, Precious, Rambunctious, and Zither. Each was gray and white, and it was always hard for anyone other than us to tell them apart. The cats could, of course, tell all of us apart too.

“But aren’t we going to do anything?” Georgia insisted. “You know, about Mommy and Daddy disappearing?”

“The best thing we can do right now is take care of the cats and take care of ourselves. In the light of day, we’ll see things more clearly.”

And we’d have been able to see things a lot more clearly even then if the lights hadn’t gone out right after we finished feeding the cats in the cat room. The cat room was like our drawing room, only for cats.

“Oh no!” Zinnia cried out. “Whatever bad person took Mommy and Daddy turned out the power—something awful is about to happen!”

“Now, now,” Durinda soothed. “Annie,” she directed, “call the electric company and find out what’s going on. It’s what Daddy would do.”

So Annie stumbled her way back to the drawing room, where, with the light from the fire, she could still make out the phone.

Annie phoned Information and waited to be connected to the electric company. When we heard her speak, her voice was deeper than usual.

“Hello”—she cleared her throat—“this is Robert Huit at Eight-eight-eight Middle Way, and I was wondering if you could tell me: Is it just my power that’s out, or is this a citywide problem?” She paused. “Ah, yes. Jolly good. Thanks so much. You chaps do great work.” And she hung up.

“Well,” Georgia said, “what’s going on?”

“It started snowing again”—Annie was still speaking in her faux Daddy voice and had to make herself stop—“and they say there must have been too much ice on the lines somewhere and one of them came down. They should have it fixed by morning.” She forced a smile. “I don’t think we’ll freeze by then if we put extra blankets on.”

“Thank God,” Petal said, “that this is affecting everyone and not just us. I was sure it was the work of the ax murderer.”

“May I ask you a question?” Rebecca said to Annie.

“Of course.”

“Why didn’t you say you were Lucy Huit? It would have been easier to impersonate Mommy, I should think.”

“Huh,” Annie said. “I dunno. I guess I never thought to impersonate anyone other than Daddy.”

“And what,” Rebecca pressed, “was all that stuff about ‘jolly good’ and ‘you chaps’? Daddy never talks that way! You made him sound British!”

“Well, but he could be British, couldn’t he? I mean, the electric company doesn’t know where we come from.”

Rebecca harrumphed. She did not find the answer satisfying.

But we were all tired by then.

It is strange. You would think that enormous amounts of fear, the kind we’d been through, would have been enough to keep us awake for weeks. But human beings are funny things, and we Sisters Eight are nothing if not human. We yawned as a group for, in the end, fear had worn us out.

Annie took down the twin candelabras from the mantel over the fireplace and handed one to Durinda. Then the two of them lit the three candles in each from the dwindling fire that still burned.

We made our way to bed, following behind them to our rooms on the floor above. Annie and Durinda supervised as we brushed our teeth and hair, then they did their own while we waited.

Usually, we slept in two rooms separated by a single large bathroom. In one room slept the four oldest; in the other, the youngest. But not on that night. Annie was worried that Petal and Zinnia would be too worried, Rebecca would insult their worries, and Marcia, the oldest in that room, wouldn’t be able to control the situation. So she made a minor switch.

“Durinda,” she said, “you sleep with the three youngest and I’ll take Marcia in with us.”

So that’s what we did. And in a way, as Annie and Durinda made the rounds from bed to bed, tucking each of us in with a kiss by the light cast from their candelabras, this minor switch was comforting. At least someone—Annie—was taking charge.

But as you can imagine, it was all very confusing for the cats. It took some time for Dandruff and Minx to find the right beds to sleep at the bottom of, but once they did, we were all out like lights.
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We awoke to the rumble of empty stomachs and the cats grumbling for more food. We awoke to a world filled with light.

The power had come back on.

“Rise and shine,” Annie said as she bustled around the bedrooms.

We put on our robes and brushed our teeth, feeling as though we’d hardly slept at all. Then we made our way downstairs to the smell of . . . nothing.

On Christmas Day and New Year’s Day mornings, Mommy always made big stacks of chocolate chip pancakes for us. This year, since we were supposed to be celebrating both holidays at once, we’d all secretly been expecting a double dose of the good stuff. But there was to be none of that. Or at least, none of that made by Mommy.

“How are we going to eat?” Petal asked, puzzled.

“We’re going to do it ourselves, of course,” Annie said.

Petal remained puzzled, as though Annie were speaking British again.

“Okay,” Annie announced, “here’s what we’re going to do. We’ll gather whatever ingredients we think go into the pancakes and do our best.”

“Actually,” Durinda said timidly, “I’ve watched Mommy closely when she’s made them. I’m pretty sure I can do it if Jackie helps me.”

“I can do that,” Jackie said gamely.

“Good.” Annie nodded. “Georgia and Rebecca, see to the cats.”

“You mean feed them?” Georgia asked.

“Feed them, of course,” Annie said. She paused and then added with a meaningful sniff of the air, “Also, clean the litter boxes.”

“But Mommy always does that!” Rebecca objected.

“Well,” Annie said, “Mommy’s not here right now, is she?”

“At least we don’t have to worry about the plants,” Durinda put in.

It was true.

Mommy had invented a flying watering can. It moved through the house on metal runners attached to the ceiling, stopping over each plant to give it a healthy sprinkle. Unfortunately, sometimes the flying watering can malfunctioned, sprinkling the floor—which we would then have to clean up—or even sometimes sprinkling a person.

“And what are you going to do,” Georgia demanded of Annie, “while we’re doing all of that?”

“I’ll be planning,” Annie said importantly. “Durinda, Jackie, Georgia, and Rebecca are doing breakfast and cat detail, and after we eat, Marcia, Petal, Zinnia, and myself will shovel the walk so the mailperson can get through tomorrow. Petal and Zinnia can even build snowpeople as we go, to take their minds off things. And I’ll get more wood for the fire.”

So that’s what we did, at Annie’s bidding. We went off to prepare breakfast, feed cats, and clean litter boxes.

As it turned out, to all of our wonder-filled surprise, Durinda was a fantastic cook. With Jackie’s help, of course.

“Yummy,” Zinnia pronounced, surrounding her pancakes with maple syrup as we sat down to our Christmas/New Year’s morning breakfast, fresh juice filling our glasses. We were eight at a table that usually sat ten.

It was hard to ignore those two empty chairs.

At last, Georgia spoke the words we were all thinking. Well, she spoke them because we’d put her up to it. While Annie was off getting the wood, we’d had a little conference and elected Georgia our spokesperson. Okay, maybe she volunteered.

“Annie,” Georgia said, “I’ve been wondering: why didn’t you call the cops right away last night?” Her words sounded innocent enough, and yet there was something about her tone that smacked of accusation.

Annie looked surprised by the question, as well as the tone. “It was New Year’s Eve,” she said, “late, and there was lots of snow. We live at the top of a hill. Do you think they’d have been in a hurry to rush out here? You’ve seen cop stories on TV. If we phoned them, they’d tell us we need to wait at least twenty-four hours to file a missing-persons report.”

“Then why not call them now?” Georgia prompted.

“Because twenty-four hours haven’t passed.” Annie speared another bite of pancake. “It hasn’t even been twelve hours yet.” She popped the pancake bite into her mouth.

But Georgia wouldn’t let up. “Then what about tonight at exactly ten, when it’s been twenty-four hours—will you call then?”

“No,” Annie said simply.

“But why ever not?” Jackie put in. Even our peacekeeper couldn’t help but be confused by Annie’s behavior.

“Because,” Annie said evenly, “they couldn’t do anything. And whatever they might do would only make a muddle of things.”

“I don’t think any of us follow you,” Marcia said.

“Okay, then, it’s like this,” Annie said, setting down her fork. “We don’t know what happened to Mommy and Daddy, correct?”

Seven heads nodded.

“But we did get that note,” Annie went on. “Someone left it there. It’s not a ransom note. It’s not a threatening note. But it does tell us what to do if we want to find out what happened to our parents: we must discover our own powers and our own gifts. And that’s what I propose we do.”

“But how will we do that?” Rebecca said. “And why can’t the police be looking for Mommy and Daddy while we’re . . .?” Rebecca’s eyes filled with horror. “Oh no! The reason you’re not calling them is that you’re certain Mommy and Daddy are . . . dead!”

“Don’t be daft,” Annie said crossly. “Here’s the situation: our mother disappeared from a kitchen where she went to make eggnog, our father disappeared from a woodshed. Now, we know our parents better than anyone in the world. On the other hand, the cops know nothing of our parents. Do you really think they can do better than we can?”

It made sense to us.

“And there’s another thing,” Annie said.

“Which is?” Georgia prompted.

“If we tell the cops, they’ll split us up. Then, not only will we not have parents, we won’t even have each other anymore.”

“How do you know that?” Georgia asked.

“Simple logic,” Annie said. “If we call the cops, they certainly won’t let us go on living here without a grownup. First they’ll call our relatives.”

We thought about our relatives: grandparents on different continents; Aunt Martha, who’d never had children; Uncle George, who’d never liked children. And when we saw them, all of them said we were too loud.

“None of them will take all of us,” Annie went on. “They might not even take any of us. And what do you think the chances are that they’ll find a foster home that will take on eight kids at once?”

It was a question with an obvious negative answer.

“Right,” Annie said. “If we call the cops, we’d be split up by nightfall.”

“And how long would that go on?” Petal asked, clearly worried.

“Forever,” Annie said, “if they don’t find Mommy and Daddy.”

Jackie was thinking. “So, then, we have to pretend everything’s fine here, that there are adults still living in the house, until we can figure out what happened to Mommy and Daddy?”

“Exactly,” Annie said.

We could all see, even Georgia could see, that she was right.

We’d eaten all we could eat of breakfast and were still digesting the news that we’d be living without adult supervision for an indefinite time when we noticed what a mess the kitchen was. Durinda had made a wonderful breakfast with Jackie’s help, as good as Mommy would have made, but there were dirty dishes and a dirty griddle, and pancake batter was splattered all over the counters, cabinets, and floor.
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“Right, then,” Annie said, “while Marcia, Petal, Zinnia, and I dress to tackle shoveling the walk, Georgia and Rebecca can clean up the kitchen.”

“That’s not fair!” Georgia said. “We cleaned the litter boxes!”

“Yes,” Annie said, “but Durinda and Jackie made breakfast. It wouldn’t be fair to ask them to clean up too. Besides, before you know it, we’ll be needing lunch, and then dinner—Durinda will have to see to that as well.”

We all thought about that, and even Georgia had to admit: it was fair.

“Before I become a scullery maid,” Georgia said, “is it possible to ask a question?”

“Of course,” Annie said.

“Who died and left you boss?”

“Hopefully, no one died,” Annie said. “But someone does need to take charge of organizing everything around here, and I am the oldest.”

“Only by a minute,” Georgia objected.

It was true. We’d each been born a minute apart, meaning that Annie was older than Durinda by only a single minute and older than the youngest of us, Zinnia, by only a whopping seven minutes. If fate had been different, with just a two-minute switch, Georgia might have been the oldest, with Annie the third in the line. It was a time technicality that regularly annoyed Georgia.

“Fine, then.” Annie paused, then spoke meaningfully. “Would you like the job?”

For a moment, we all thought Georgia might rise to the bait, and who knew what might happen then, or what Annie might do. But Georgia backed down with a muttered, “I still don’t see why you get to tell everyone what to do. And how do you think we’ll pull this off anyway?”

“We’re eight!” Annie said. “We can do anything!”

“You’re not eight!” Rebecca said. “None of us are!”

“Close enough,” Annie said. “It is now officially 2008. On August eighth, we’ll be eight. This is our eighth year on this planet. If people asked what year we were born, we’d say 2000, and they’d do the math and come up with eight. So why quibble?”

“Can I ask a question?” Zinnia’s voice was timid.

“Of course,” Annie said gently.

“It’s just this,” Zinnia said. “It’s what you said before about Durinda making lunch and then dinner. There’s plenty of food in the house now.” This was true. Mommy had done what she always referred to as “a big shop” when we’d arrived home from Utah. We probably had enough food to last us a week or two. “But,” Zinnia continued, “if this . . . goes on, what will we do when we run out of supplies?”

Annie shrugged. “I suppose one of us will have to learn how to drive.”

“You never said before,” Georgia said testily. “How long do we have to pull this off?”

Annie shrugged again. “As long as it takes.”


Chapter Three

The rest of the day went uneventfully; well, as uneventfully as it could go without any parents in the house. Durinda took care of the food at every meal and Annie organized us about everything else. We still hadn’t found our powers—or, if any of us had, we didn’t know it—and we were certain we hadn’t found any gifts. Could Durinda’s ability to cook be considered a power? We didn’t think so, but it definitely came in handy.

But the next morning found big changes. It was time to go back to school.

“Please don’t make us go in the hair-cutting room!” Petal cried.

“Of course I won’t,” Annie said. “It’s not my job to make any of you do anything that isn’t necessary for our survival.”

The hair-cutting room was one of our mother’s inventions, our least favorite. You sat in the chair, said what kind of hairstyle you wanted, and several sets of scissors flew around your head, wildly snipping away until the desired look was complete. It was a ritual: whenever we returned to school, we all had to get a trim. We mostly worried that when the desired look was complete, it would involve us missing our ears.

“But I could use a trim,” Annie said of her own short hair.
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We watched as she hopped into the cutting chair, put a smock on, and commanded the scissors, “Take a half inch off all around, please.” The scissors flew around her head as Annie sat there bravely, unflinching.

“Voilà!” she said, tearing off the smock when the cutting was done.

Our mother always drove us to school, but that was impossible now. So Annie phoned the school’s bus company. Imitating Daddy’s voice again, she informed them that eight Huits would now be taking the bus.

The bus company must have objected to the short notice, because we heard Annie say, sounding rather regal, “What do you mean I should have called you earlier about this change? Do you have any idea how much money I pay each year to keep eight children in that school?”

The bus company must have found Annie’s argument persuasive because we saw her smile. “Jolly good,” she said and hung up.

Then Durinda helped us arrange our hair the way we liked it and made us all put on our uniforms, which were plaid, plaid, and more plaid, and which we hated (although we suspected one of us loved it).

We’d always loved having Mommy drive us to school in her big purple vehicle, which was a Hummer that she’d doctored to make it environmentally sound, but riding the bus was a revelation.

“This is . . . fun,” Zinnia said as we bounced along. “Who knew taking public transportation could be so . . . bouncy! It’s so much more than yellow!”

Our school was called the Whistle Stop, a name we’d always agreed was stupid. But supposedly the man who had founded the school had made his fortune in railroads, and he liked the name. The lower school building, where we attended classes, was called the Station House.

The Whistle Stop ran kindergarten through twelfth grade, and it was a private school. We were in third grade there because we were incredibly smart and had skipped a year right upon entry. This was a good thing for the other students in our class; without us, there would have been just two students in that grade. Apparently, there had been a year in which few children were born in our city, or at least few children whose parents wanted to send them to a private school stupidly named the Whistle Stop.

The other two students in our grade were Will Simms, a towheaded boy we liked very much because he was always willing to get up to all manner of adventure with us, and Mandy Stenko, who we really didn’t like at all but who we tried to be nice to because without us she would have had nobody. Mandy was a true redhead who tried to personalize her uniform by wearing little smiley and rainbow buttons on the lapel of her yellow plaid blazer. We had the feeling she didn’t like us either.
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Our teacher was Mrs. McGillicuddy, who was a tall blonde with a long nose, on the bridge of which perched horn-rimmed glasses. The McG, as we called her amongst ourselves, was also not a fan of the Sisters Eight.

“There, there, Phyllis,” we’d overheard Principal Freud say to her early in the school year, the McG’s bun askew. “What do you expect me to do—hire another teacher full-time so that poor person can get stuck with the eight while you have to teach only the two left? I’m sorry, but it’s just not in the budget.”

“But you don’t understand!” the McG had cried. “They’re not human!”

At the time, we could tell that even Principal Freud thought this was a bit much. It wasn’t like we had done anything to our new teacher, not yet, not really. Yes, there had been that one toad incident, and we could tell it bothered the McG whenever Marcia corrected her grammar. But you couldn’t blame poor Jackie for the toad thing—it’s practically expected of third-graders, isn’t it?—and Marcia couldn’t help it if she was really good at grammar or that the McG’s own grammar was, well, lousy.

But here we were, back in school on the second day of January, and things were going great. Will was there (which was not always the case since he tended to get sick a lot); Mandy had yet to say anything mean; and the McG had yet to muddle her grammar, so Marcia had yet to correct her. It was a happy time.

And then that all changed.

The McG wanted to have that talk teachers always have the first day back at school: What Did You Do on Your Vacation?

That part went innocently enough.

“I was sick the first half,” Will said, “but then I got better and I got to go ice-skating. That half was really great.”

“My family went skiing on the Matterhorn,” Mandy said. Then for good measure, just in case we had somehow missed the fact that she was living a higher life than the rest of us were, she fluffed her hair.

“We got snowbound in Utah,” Durinda said.

“How awful,” the McG said, adding, “for your parents.”

Thankfully, the idea of being snowbound by a blizzard was exciting enough to the others that we didn’t have to say anything else about our vacation, like, say, how our parents had gone poof!

There was a lengthy pause. Then the McG said, “Isn’t anyone going to ask me how I spent my time off?”

“Of course, Mrs. McGillicuddy,” Petal said kindly. “We care.”

“I rested,” our teacher said. “I had a huge headache and I rested.”

A headache? For seventeen days? Surely, she wasn’t blaming us. . .

We were forced to endure a moment of silence in honor of the pain the McG had suffered. The bad part came when she broke the silence by saying, “Now, tell me, what did all you good children get for Christmas?”

“I got a new set of hockey skates and a stick,” Will said.

“I got
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