
[image: image]



[image: image]





Dedication

For Meg




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Dedication

One: Finn

Two: Emma

Three: Chess

Four: Finn

Five: Emma

Six: Chess

Seven: Finn

Eight: Emma

Nine: Chess

Ten: Finn

Eleven: Emma

Twelve: Chess

Thirteen: Finn

Fourteen: Emma

Fifteen: Chess

Sixteen: Finn

Seventeen: Emma

Eighteen: Chess

Nineteen: Finn

Twenty: Emma

Twenty-One: Chess

Twenty-Two: Finn

Twenty-Three: Emma

Twenty-Four: Chess

Twenty-Five: Finn

Twenty-Six: Emma

Twenty-Seven: Chess

Twenty-Eight: Finn

Twenty-Nine: Emma

Thirty: Chess

Thirty-One: Finn

Thirty-Two: Emma

Thirty-Three: Chess

Thirty-Four: Finn

Thirty-Five: Emma

Thirty-Six: Chess

Thirty-Seven: Finn

Thirty-Eight: Emma

Thirty-Nine: Chess

Forty: Finn

Forty-One: Emma

Forty-Two: Chess

Forty-Three: Finn

Forty-Four: Emma

Forty-Five: Chess

Forty-Six: Finn

Forty-Seven: Emma

Forty-Eight: Chess

Forty-Nine: Finn

Fifty: Emma

Fifty-One: Chess

Fifty-Two: Finn

Fifty-Three: Emma

Fifty-Four: Chess

Fifty-Five: Finn

Fifty-Six: Emma

Fifty-Seven: Chess

Fifty-Eight: Finn

Fifty-Nine: Emma

Sixty: Chess

Sixty-One: Finn

Epilogue: Chess, Emma, Finn, and Natalie

    
    Acknowledgments

    Excerpt from Greystone Secrets #2: The Deceivers

    Excerpt from Remarkables


    About the Author

    Back Ad

Copyright

About the Publisher



One

[image: image]

Finn

The three Greystone kids always raced each other home when they got off the school bus, and Finn always won.

It wasn’t because he was the fastest.

Even he knew that his older brother and sister, Chess and Emma, let him win so he could make a grand entrance.

Today he burst into the house calling out, “Mom! We’re home! It’s time to come and adore us!”

“Adore” had been on his second-grade spelling list two weeks ago, and it had been a great discovery for him. So that was what it was called, the way he had felt his entire life.

Emma, who was in fourth grade, dropped her backpack on the rug beside him and kicked off her red sneakers. They flipped up and landed on top of the backpack—someday, Finn vowed, he would get Emma to teach him that trick.

“Twenty-three,” Emma said. There was no telling what she might have been counting. Finn hoped it was a prediction of how many chocolate chips would be in every cookie Mom was probably baking for them right now, for their after-school snack.

Finn sniffed. The house did not smell like cookies.

Oh well. Mom worked from home, designing websites, and sometimes she lost track of time. If today was more of a Goldfish-crackers-and-apple-slices kind of day, that was okay with Finn. He liked those, too.

“Mom!” he called again. “Your afternoon-break entertainment has arrived!”

“She’s in the kitchen,” Chess said, hanging his own backpack on the hook where it belonged. “Can’t you hear?”

“That would mean Finn had to listen for once, instead of talking,” Emma said, rubbing Finn’s head fondly and making his messy brown hair even messier. Finn knew she didn’t mean it as an insult. He was pretty sure Emma liked talking as much as he did.

Chess was the one everyone called “the quiet Greystone.” He was in sixth grade and had grown four inches in the past year. Now Finn had to tilt his head way back just to see his brother’s face. He also cupped his hand over his ear and pretended to be listening really, really hard. There was a low mumble coming from the kitchen—maybe a man’s voice?

“Is Mom watching TV?” Chess asked. “She never does that during the day.”

The kids all knew their mother’s routine. She never listened to anything but classical music while she worked, because she said songs with words were too distracting. And when she really didn’t want to be disturbed, she worked in a windowless room in the basement. The computer down there didn’t even connect to the internet.

The three Greystone kids called that “the Boring Room.”

Now Finn laughed at his older brother.

“Are you going to stand around asking stupid questions when you could get your answer just by walking into the kitchen?” Finn asked. “Let’s go eat!”

He dashed toward the kitchen, dodging both Emma’s backpack and the family’s cat, Rocket, lying in the middle of the floor. He yelled, “Mom, can I cut up apples? It’s my turn, isn’t it?”

Mom was standing at the kitchen counter with her back to Finn, but she didn’t turn around. She had both hands clenched onto the edge of the counter, as if she needed to hold on. Her cell phone lay facedown on the floor by her feet. Her laptop sat on the counter in front of her, but it was tilted up, so Finn couldn’t see what was on the screen.

“Mom?” Finn tried again.

She still didn’t turn around. It was like she didn’t even hear him, like she was in a soundproof bubble.

This was not like Mom. She had never acted like this before.

Then she began to moan: “No, no, no, no, no. . . .”
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Emma

Emma had had a substitute teacher that day. The sub had dressed all in gray and had gray hair and a gray face and even a gray voice—somehow, Emma decided, that was possible. And the sub made the entire day so dreary and dull that Emma had started looking for and counting weird things about the day just to keep herself awake.

The thing was, if you started looking for weirdness, suddenly everything seemed that way. Wasn’t it weird that the pattern of coats hanging up on the classroom hooks went blue-green-red, blue-green-red twice in a row? Wasn’t it weird that the sub could have a gray voice? (Or was that just normal for her?)

By the time Emma got off the school bus and began racing toward the house, she’d counted twenty-one things she considered indisputably weird. To her way of thinking, that actually made the day pretty interesting, and she was excited to tell Mom about the new trick she’d discovered for surviving school.

Then she noticed that the porch light was still on, even though Mom usually turned it off when Emma and her brothers left for school.

And then, stepping into the house, Emma noticed that the living room curtains were still drawn tight across the windows, and so were the blinds on the bay window at the back of the house. This turned the living room’s cheery yellow walls dim and shadowy; it made the whole house feel like a cave or a hideout.

Twenty-three weird things in one day. What if that was a normal amount, and Emma had just never noticed before?

She’d have to count again some other day—or, really, lots of other days—to know for sure.

Finn and Chess started yammering on about Mom and the kitchen and TV. Emma joined in and then rubbed Finn’s head, because it felt good to do something normal again. Mussing Finn’s hair was like petting a dog—you had to do it. Finn had thick, unruly hair with odd cowlicks that sprang up no matter how much Mom smoothed them down. Finn being Finn, he claimed this meant his hair had superpowers.

And . . . now Finn was racing off to the kitchen, shouting about apples.

Emma looked up at Chess, and they both shrugged and grinned and followed Finn.

But when they got to the kitchen, Mom wasn’t hugging Finn and reaching out to hug Emma and Chess, too. Finn stood in the middle of the kitchen, staring at Mom. Mom stood at the counter with her back to the kids, all her attention focused on her laptop.

And the voice coming out of the laptop was saying, “The kidnapped children are in second and fourth and sixth grade.”
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Chess

“Mom?” Chess said quietly.

His mother’s shoulders shook. And then, as if she was fighting for control, her whole body went still.

Just like before, Chess thought.

Of the three Greystone kids, only Chess remembered the awful day their father died. Chess had been four; Emma, two; and Finn, only a baby. But even Chess’s memories of that day were more like puzzle pieces he kept in a box in his mind, rather than one continuous video: Chess remembered the two sad-faced police officers at the door; he remembered the red Matchbox car he’d been holding in his hand when the door opened; he remembered the way Mom’s shoulders shook before her back went ramrod straight, and she turned around to face Chess and Emma and Finn.

Now Mom was reaching for the top part of her laptop, as if she planned to shut it and hide whatever it said. Something made Chess stride quickly across the kitchen and grab her hand to stop her.

“Someone was kidnapped,” he said. He caught a glimpse of a few words at the bottom of the computer screen. “Three kids in Arizona. Was it anyone you know?”

“No . . . ,” Mom whispered.

Her dark eyes were wide and dazed. The color had drained from her face.

Shock, Chess thought. The school nurse had come in and taught a first-aid unit to the sixth graders earlier that year, and Chess was proud of himself for remembering the symptoms.

It was just a shame he couldn’t remember any treatment.

Maybe he was feeling a little shocked himself. It was scary that anyone would kidnap anyone. But Arizona was a thousand miles away. And it wasn’t like there would be some crime ring going around kidnapping kids from any family who had a second grader, a fourth grader, and a sixth grader.

“Mom, maybe you should sit down,” Emma said.

Hmm. Maybe that was one of the treatments for shock.

Chess shot his sister a grateful look and took his mother’s arm, ready to help ease her toward the kitchen table.

“Rocky, Emma, and Finn Gustano were last seen leaving their school, Los Perales Elementary, in Mesa,” the voice coming out of the laptop speakers said.

Finn started cracking up.

“Isn’t that funny?” he cried. “Two of those kids have the same first names as me and Emma! That’s the third Finn I’ve ever known. Well, not that I actually know this one, but . . .” He slugged Chess in the arm. “Don’t you feel bad that you don’t have the same name as some kid who’s famous now? And I bet when they find these kids, they’ll get all the ice cream they want, and all the toys they want, and their parents probably won’t make them do homework ever again!”

But what if nobody ever finds these kids? Chess thought.

He wasn’t about to say that to Finn.

“Yeah, I’ve never met another kid named Rochester.” Chess forced himself to fake a smile at Finn. “Or with the nickname ‘Chess.’ Oh well.”

“Maybe you should sue Mom for giving you such a different name,” Finn suggested.

“Or maybe I should sue for getting such a boring, ordinary name,” Emma countered. “Did you know there are three other Emmas in fourth grade? And eight others in the rest of the school!”

But Chess tuned out his brother and sister. Because Mom lifted one hand and pointed toward the laptop screen. The way she held her hand was like a nightmare, like a Halloween ghost, like someone under a witch’s spell in a fairy tale. It was like she could only point, not speak.

“We’re repeating the information we have about the Gustano children,” the voice coming from the laptop said. A photo of a friendly-looking, dark-haired boy appeared on the screen. “The oldest of the three kidnapped siblings, Rochester Charles Gustano, who goes by Rocky, just turned twelve last Tuesday. . . .”

Chess’s hearing blanked out temporarily. His middle name was Charles, too. And his twelfth birthday had been last Tuesday.

How could there be another Rochester Charles, born the exact same day as him?

And how could that other kid have been kidnapped?
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Finn

Everybody was acting too serious. They’d all stopped talking. Even Emma. She’d taken the last two steps to join Mom and Chess at the counter, to stare silently at the laptop screen.

“Hello?” Finn said. “It’s snack time—remember?”

Nobody answered.

“Remember how you’re always telling me I have to quit right away when I’m playing computer games and you think it’s time for me to do something else?” Finn tried again.

He walked over and reached his hand for the power button on the laptop. He wasn’t really planning to switch it off—he’d heard too many lectures from Mom about not messing with her work. He just wanted to tease Mom a little, until she acted normal again.

Emma surprised him by grabbing his hand. At first it seemed like she was just trying to stop him from doing something dumb. Then it started feeling like she needed to hold his hand.

Finn stood on tiptoes and peered at the screen. He saw three pictures in a row, each with names and ages beneath. The kids in the pictures all had brown hair, just like Finn and Chess and Emma did, and they stared out at Finn with stiff school-picture-day smiles on their faces, as if they’d gotten the same warning Finn always got: “Remember, this is your official photo for the entire year, so no goofing off!” The youngest boy, the one Finn was already thinking of as Other-Finn, was perfectly snaggletoothed, with one adult front tooth partly grown in and one front tooth missing entirely.

Finn felt a little jealous. He’d lost both his front teeth two weeks after picture day last fall, and for some reason Mom wouldn’t agree to let him have his picture retaken just because of that.

“But Mom, this is what I look like in second grade,” he’d argued, sticking his tongue into the hole where his teeth used to be just for the sheer joy of it. “Don’t you want to remember me this way forever?”

“Don’t worry,” Mom had said, laughing and pretending to try to catch his tongue before he yanked it back. “I’m not going to forget, regardless.”

Finn dropped his gaze to see if Other-Finn was just a smidge older, and if that was the reason he’d been lucky enough to lose both his front teeth right before school picture day.

Finn Michael Gustano, it said below the picture. Born 3/4/11.

“He has the same middle name as me?” Finn said, stunned. “And wait—does three-four mean March fourth?”

“He has the same name as you,” Chess said, sounding dazed. “And the same birthday.”

“And that Emma is Emma Grace, just like me,” Emma added. She kept her gaze aimed at the screen, as if she was too surprised to look away. “And her birthday is April fourteenth, too.”

“That’s crazy,” Finn said. “Weird, weird, weird. Did they just steal our names and birthdays? Or—I know.” He yanked his hand away from Emma, put his fists on his hips, and tried to look stern. “Mom, did you let that other family clone us?”

He wanted everybody to laugh. He needed everybody to laugh. And then Mom would shut the laptop and forget those other kids; she would bring out snacks and ask Finn and Emma and Chess about school. Just like usual.

But Mom did none of those things. Even when Finn went over and snuggled against her, she didn’t move.

She just kept staring at the kids who’d been kidnapped.
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Emma

“Finn, you’re being silly,” Emma said. “Clones would look like us, not have the same names and birthdays.”

The girl on the computer screen had straight light brown hair while Emma’s was darker and wavy. It was hard to tell from a tiny picture, but the other girl may have even had bluish-purple eyes, while Emma’s were dark brown, almost black. Also: The other girl’s chin was rounder, her cheeks were fuller, her gaze was a little too . . . peaceful. In every picture anyone had ever taken of Emma, she looked like she was trying to solve complicated math problems in her head.

Sometimes she was. Having your picture taken was boring.

Seeing the picture of someone with your exact same birthday and almost your exact same name who’d been kidnapped wasn’t boring. It was the weirdest thing that had happened all day. But like all the other weirdness she’d catalogued that day, was it really all that stunning?

Emma was glad Finn’s question had awakened her brain again.

“Statistics,” Emma said. “Probability. There are billions of kids in the world. Probably millions of girls named Emma who have two brothers. Maybe thousands who have one brother named Finn, hundreds—or, well, at least dozens—who have a brother named Rochester. There’s probably some formula you could do to figure out the chances that parents who like the name ‘Emma’ would like the other two names, too. And for the birthdays—there are only three hundred and sixty-five possible birthdays anybody could have. Three hundred and sixty-six, if you count leap day. So you just need three hundred and sixty-seven people in a room together to be sure that at least one pair has the same birthday.”

“How many do you need to have three pairs of birthdays all the same?” Chess asked.

Emma was pretty sure there was a way to figure that out, but her mind was attacking the harder problem: How would you calculate the chances that two sets of siblings would have the same names, in the same order? You’d have to know the number of all possible names, wouldn’t you? Since people could just make up any name they wanted for their kids, was that even possible to put a number on?

Emma didn’t like it when math failed her.

“The . . . kidnapping,” Mom whispered. “The odds that anyone’s children would be kidnapped are . . . are . . .”

“Tiny,” Emma finished for her. “But this is like the chances of winning the lottery. There are overwhelming odds against anyone winning the lottery, so it’s stupid to buy a ticket. But somebody is going to win. Somebody gets to be the one in a million. Or else it’d be zero-in-a-million chances. But it’s only one person who has that good luck.”

“Being kidnapped sounds like bad luck to me,” Finn said, giggling. Then he furrowed his brow and pointed at the laptop screen. “Or are you saying those kids used up all the bad luck, so we never have to worry about being kidnapped? Thank you, Other-Finn and Other-Emma and Other-Rochester! Hope you get found soon!”

Mom seemed to shake herself and looked down at Finn as if she was seeing him—really seeing him—for the first time since he’d walked into the kitchen. Then she lifted her head, and her gaze darted first to Emma, then to Chess. She reached out and hugged all three kids, pulling them together so tightly that Emma could barely breathe.

“You don’t have to worry about being kidnapped,” she said in her usual firm voice. “I promise. I’ll do everything I can to prevent that.”

It would have been really reassuring, except that Mom’s voice quivered at the very end.

And why would Mom think she’d need to prevent anything?
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Chess

Chess woke up in the middle of the night with aches in his legs. Growing pains, he thought. Mom had explained them to him a year ago, and then she’d helped him look them up online. Finn had asked, “What? It hurts to grow as tall as Chess? Maybe I’ll just stay short!”

Finn was still so little he thought you could control things like that. Chess couldn’t remember his own brain ever working that way, thinking he got to choose whatever he wanted. For as long as Chess could remember, he’d had to be the responsible oldest kid, the one who had to help Mom with Emma and Finn. The mini grown-up.

Was it just because Dad had died when all three of them were so young? Or did the other Rochester, the one who’d been kidnapped, feel that way, too?

Chess could picture the other Rochester—Rocky—crouched beside his younger brother and sister in some locked, windowless back of a van somewhere, or some locked, windowless basement. The younger kids would be crying. But Rocky would be telling them, Everything’s going to be all right. I’ll take care of you. Even if he was really thinking, There’s no way out! What are we going to do?

Chess could picture it too well.

Those kids have probably already been rescued, he told himself. They probably got balloons and welcome-home banners and toys and ice cream—just like Finn said—hours ago.

But Chess had seen how Mom kept checking her phone under the table all through dinner, and even afterward, while everyone was doing homework. She also kept her laptop balanced on her knees when, as a special treat before bedtime, she let them watch the first half of The Lego Batman Movie. She said she was just typing up invoices to send out for her business, the kind of mindless work she could do while keeping one eye on animated Legos. But Chess was pretty sure she’d been checking news websites, too.

Mom would have told them if there’d been any news about the kids in Arizona being rescued.

Chess stretched his legs, then he slipped out of bed. Sometimes it helped to stand up. Sometimes it helped to walk.

He decided to go get a drink of water, but just as he put his hand on his doorknob, he heard another door open down the hall. Chess peeked out. The nightlight in the hallway cast eerie shadows, but he could tell that Mom’s door was open, down at the opposite end of the hall. A moment later, he heard the creak of the third step down on the stairway.

So Mom’s going downstairs, Chess thought.

Sometimes when she couldn’t sleep, she got up and worked in the middle of the night. She always said, “That’s the great thing about working for myself! I can work all night and sleep all day if I want to! I don’t have a boss telling me what to do!” But Chess wondered if that happened more often when she was worried or upset.

Did she ever wake up in the middle of the night and try to remember everything she could about Dad, the way Chess did sometimes?

And was that maybe the reason she decided to get up and work instead?

Chess decided to follow her. He tiptoed down the hall and went down the stairs by twos—it was only the third and the ninth ones that squeaked, so his descent was totally silent. He didn’t want to wake Emma or Finn. Sometimes when the younger kids weren’t around, Mom would tell Chess things she wouldn’t tell them.

But when Chess got down to the first floor, Mom was nowhere in sight. With all the curtains and blinds drawn, Chess had to navigate by the thin slats of moonlight that trickled in along the edges. Once he got to the kitchen, he also had the red glow of the digital clock on the stove.

It was 3:15 a.m. exactly when Chess noticed that the door to the basement was slightly ajar.

Seriously? Chess thought. It’s the middle of the night, and Mom still has to go down to the Boring Room to keep from being distracted?

He started down the basement stairs but froze when he heard Mom talking.

“I thought you’d never call!” she was saying.

Who would call Mom in the middle of the night? Who would she want to talk to then?

Chess strained his ears, trying to listen for even the barest hum of a reply, but there was nothing. Maybe the person on the other end of the phone call was whispering.

“Do not tell me to calm down!” Mom said. “This is exactly what I was afraid of!”

The pause was shorter this time, then Mom exploded again.

“Oh, right, it’s not my kids,” she said. “Not yet. But it’s somebody’s kids. It’s kids I can imagine really well, because I know exactly what an eight- and a ten- and a twelve-year-old are like. And I’ll tell you, they’re completely innocent. They’re—”

The person on the other end of the phone call must have interrupted her. But maybe she interrupted him—or her—right back, because she didn’t pause long enough to take a breath.

“It’s not a coincidence, Joe,” she said. She didn’t even sound like Mom now. She sounded cold and mean and cutting. “You have to fix this. Or so help me, I will.”
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Finn

Finn could smell the French toast as soon as he woke up.

“Special breakfast?” he shouted. “It’s a special breakfast day? Is school canceled? Is it a snow day? Or a holiday nobody told me about?”

He jumped out of bed and raced out into the hall. Emma was standing sleepily in her own doorway, sniffing the air.

“It’s sixty-eight degrees out,” she said. Finn was pretty sure she knew that because of a weather app, not from the smell of the air. But there was no telling with Emma.

“Okay, it’s not a snow day,” Finn admitted.

“Not a holiday, either,” Emma said sadly. She leaned in close and whispered, “It might be a bad-news special breakfast.”

Finn remembered that the last time Mom had made French toast, it was because she’d gotten overwhelmed with her job and had to work an entire Saturday. That French toast was like an apology for not taking the kids to the park.

“There shouldn’t be any such thing as bad-news special breakfast,” Finn said. “It’s going to make me stop liking maple syrup.”

“You will never stop liking maple syrup,” Emma said.

That was probably true. Finn was pretty sure he’d be able to drink it by the gallon, if Mom ever let him.

“I think it’s going to be about good news,” he said. “Maybe they found those kids in Arizona, and Mom’s celebrating.”

Finn expected Emma’s face to light up at that idea, but she stayed serious.

“Finn, don’t worry about those other kids,” she said. “They—”

“Chess! Emma! Finn!” Mom called from downstairs. “Are you all up and moving?”

“I’ll wake up Chess!” Finn shouted back. He realized Emma had yelled the same thing. They both took off running for Chess’s room. Normally Chess was the first one up, so this was a treat, too.

As soon as he shoved past Chess’s door, Finn launched himself toward the bed.

“Time! For! Breakfast!” he shouted as he landed. He bounced up and down with each word.

Beside him, Emma yelled, “Get up! Get up! Get up!”

Her bounces coordinated perfectly, too.

“We should be in the Olympics,” Finn said, giggling. “Mom should sign us up for gymnastics. We’d win all sorts of medals.”

He braced himself for Chess to push him and Emma off the bed. Maybe Chess would growl like a bear and pretend to be angry, and then they could have a mock wrestling match before breakfast.

But Chess just lay there. He blinked once, then twice. He had dark circles under his eyes, like he hadn’t gotten enough sleep. But he’d had the whole night for sleeping.

“Chess?” Finn said, tugging on his brother’s arm. “Talk to me, dude. Let me know you’re in there!”

Finn saw Chess’s face change, as if someone had flipped a switch. One moment, he looked groggy and sad—and just wrong, with those circles under his eyes. Finn might have even said Chess looked old, which was crazy.

The next moment, Chess had a goofy grin plastered on his face, but even that felt wrong.

“Arr, matey, who dares to disturb the pirate captain’s slumber?” Chess growled, which was from a book Finn had loved when he was little. Normally this would have been just as much fun as the bear growl and the wrestling match. But something was wrong with Chess this morning. He wasn’t just pretending or acting; it was more like he was pretending to pretend and acting like he was acting. He had layers. Lots of them.

What if that had always been true about Chess, and Finn had just never noticed before? What if noticing was a sign that Finn was growing up?

Finn kind of wanted to tell Chess and Emma this. Maybe both of them would sling their arms around his shoulders and say, “Ah, grasshopper, let us initiate you into this stage of growing up. We’re so proud of you! Neither of us figured out anything like that until we were nine!”

But Finn kind of didn’t even want to think about it.

Mom poked her head into Chess’s room just then. She put a stack of laundry on Chess’s dresser.

“Come on, kiddos—get a move on!” she said. “As soon as you’re all dressed, I have a special breakfast ready for you. . . .”

“It’s because you have bad news, isn’t it?” Finn blurted out. “We’re having bad-news French toast. Like that day we couldn’t go to the park.”

For a moment it seemed like Mom had been wearing a mask, and the mask slipped. It was almost like how Chess’s face had changed, except in reverse. For just that one moment, it looked like Mom might start crying the way really little kids did, with a trembling lip and huge puddles of tears in each eye. But then Mom smiled and came over and ruffled his hair.

“You’re onto me, huh?” she said. “I guess I’ll have to save the French toast for good-news days from now on. Anyhow, it’s not really bad news, just . . .”

“Spit it out,” Emma demanded.

On a normal day, Mom probably would have scolded Emma for how sassy and disrespectful that sounded. But today Mom just gulped and smiled harder.

“I found out this morning that I have to go away for a few days,” she said. “For work. I’m sorry.”

“Oh, that’s not so bad,” Finn said. And maybe he was acting and wearing a mask a little bit, too. Mom didn’t travel for her job very often, but when she did, Finn always felt strange the whole time. Even when he was at school and wouldn’t have seen her, anyhow. “Tell you what, you could make French toast every day between now and then, to make it up to us.”

Mom laughed, but it sounded especially fake. And sad.

“Finn, this is really last-minute,” she said. “I have to leave today. How about if we have bad-news French toast today, and then a celebration special breakfast when I get back?”

“When will that be, Mom?” Chess asked.

Chess wasn’t one of those kids who yelled at adults—neither were Finn or Emma. And Chess had actually spoken more quietly than usual, not louder. But Finn got a picture in his mind of Chess slashing a sword through the air and driving its point into the ground, like someone issuing a dare.

Finn glanced quickly back and forth between Mom and Chess. They both looked perfectly normal for a Tuesday morning. Chess’s hair was mashed on one side and sticking out on the other. He was wearing his Lakeside Elementary Safety Patrol shirt over his pajama bottoms. Mom had on an old Ohio State University sweatshirt that had once belonged to their dad, along with old jeans with a rip in the knee that had happened because she’d worn them a lot, not because she bought them that way. Her hair, which was just as dark and curly as Emma’s, was pulled back into a messy ponytail.

Still, Finn felt a little bit like he was watching strangers.

Mom started acting like she really needed to straighten one of the pictures on Chess’s wall, above his bed.

“I’m not quite sure when I’ll be back,” she said as she reached for the frame. She kept her head turned away from the kids. “Things are a little up in the air. I . . . I may not even be able to call home every day.”

Mom had turned into a stranger. She didn’t leave things up in the air. Whenever she went away, she left behind a list of what she was doing every day, and exactly where she would be, and how the kids or their babysitter could reach her every single minute, even if her cell phone broke.

Finn stopped feeling like he’d reached a new stage of growing up. No matter how much he tried to hold it back, his bottom lip started to tremble.





Eight

[image: image]

Emma

Hello? Mom? Don’t you see you’re going to make Finn cry? Emma wanted to shout. You do not do that to a second grader right before school!

“So you’ll have Mrs. Rabinsky stay with us while you’re away?” Emma asked quickly. Mrs. Rabinsky was an old, grandmotherly type who made no secret of the fact that Finn was her favorite of the three kids. The idea of even just one afternoon and evening of Mrs. Rabinsky asking constantly, “What would you like for dinner, Finn?” and “Finn, could you tell us more about your day at school?” and “Do you want me to read you a bedtime story, Finn?” kind of turned Emma’s stomach. But she wasn’t going to complain if it would cheer Finn up now.

“Actually, no,” Mom said. She had her face turned to the side, but Emma could see that Mom was biting her lip. “I’m, um, still working out those arrangements, too. Like I said, this just came up. You know I’ll cancel the trip if I can’t be sure the three of you are all right.”

“So why don’t you just cancel the trip already?” Finn asked eagerly. “If it’s not that important. If it’s cancel-er-able.”

Mom didn’t laugh and tell him that “cancel-er-able” was not a word.

“Finn . . . ,” she began.

“Two things can be important at the same time,” Chess said tonelessly. “Mom’s job and spending time with us, both.”

Emma glanced over her shoulder at her older brother. Chess was just quoting an explanation Mom gave all the time. But did he actually think that was going to help, when he sounded so much like he was reading from a script?

Emma waggled her eyebrows warningly at Chess and mouthed at him, Sound normal!

The truth was, sometimes she, Chess, and Mom all acted like Mrs. Rabinsky. As if taking care of Finn and keeping him happy was the most important thing.

“I think Mom’s going to have some big adventure,” Emma announced. “And she’ll bring back great stories. And presents.”

This time, Mom did laugh. But it was an odd laugh, one that trailed off awkwardly.

“Emma, I’m just meeting with a client in Chicago who needs a lot of hand-holding,” she said. “I don’t think it will be much of an adventure. But I will bring presents. Okay?” She looked down at the clock on Chess’s bedside table. “Now, seriously, everyone—move!”

They all scattered for a frenzy of clothes changing, face washing, and teeth brushing. Emma skipped combing her hair, because she wanted to be the first one down to the kitchen. She had a secret, and she hadn’t quite decided yet if she wanted to tell Mom.

Last night after everyone had gone to bed, Emma had crept back out of her room and gone downstairs and slipped Mom’s cell phone out of her purse. Disappointingly, Mom was one of those parents who thought kids should wait until middle school before getting phones of their own; she also didn’t think looking at a screen right before bedtime was a good idea. So Emma had had to be sneaky. She’d typed in the password, which Mom probably didn’t know Emma knew. And then, sitting alone in the dark, Emma had looked up everything she could about those kids in Arizona.

They’d actually been kidnapped on Friday. So three whole days had passed while three kids named Rochester, Emma, and Finn in Ohio had no idea that three other kids named Rochester, Emma, and Finn had been kidnapped in Arizona.

That was weird. It seemed like Chess, Emma, and Finn should have known instantly about everything that happened to their Arizona doubles. Like Emma should have felt a twinge in her side when she was sitting in social studies class and realized, Oh no! The other Emma Grace is in danger!

It felt like Chess, Emma, and Finn should have known all along that those other kids existed.

Emma found a site dedicated to missing children, and she tested herself looking at the page about the Emma from Arizona. Why does this make me feel so weird? Would I feel this way if Emma Chang, Emma Pulaski, or Emma Jones from school were kidnapped?

She would feel sad about any kidnapped kid. But she would feel even more sad if it was someone from her school, regardless of the kid’s name. Just being from her school was enough of a link.

Emma had had the name Emma her entire life. She was used to sharing it with other girls.

She wasn’t used to sharing it with another Emma who also had an older brother named Rochester and a younger brother named Finn. Not when they also all had matching birthdays.

She tried to make herself feel better staring at all the details about Arizona Emma that were different: Look! Arizona Emma is only four foot five, not four foot seven like me! And she weighs five pounds less, too! When Emma clicked over to the other kids’ information, she saw that the kidnapped boys’ heights and weights were different from Chess’s and Finn’s, too. That made sense: Chess was taller than practically every other boy his age; Finn was one of the shortest kids in his class.

Emma zoomed in on the pictures of the two kidnapped brothers, which she hadn’t looked at closely before. The younger boy’s ears tilted slightly, making him look a little elfin, just like Finn. Other-Finn had the same mischievous gleam in his eye, too. Rocky Gustano held one eyebrow higher than the other, as if he hadn’t expected the picture to be taken just then—Chess always looked surprised in pictures, too.

Both boys—and Other-Emma, too—had skin a shade or two darker than any of the Greystone kids’. But that could just be from living in Arizona, where there was more sunshine.

Or it could just be the way the pictures showed up on the phone screen. If the Gustano and Greystone kids were standing side by side, maybe their skin tones would look identical. Maybe their hair and eye colors would, too.

None of those details are things I can count, Emma told herself. But with things that are numbers, like height and weight, I could throw those into the equation if I wanted to calculate the odds of those kids having so much in common with us, and . . .

It really bothered Emma that she couldn’t calculate the odds, because of not knowing all the possible names in the world.

Because without that, she kept thinking, This isn’t random. There are too many similarities. We are connected to those Arizona kids. Somehow.

That was what she wanted to tell Mom. Even if she had to confess that she’d used Mom’s phone without permission.

But when Emma reached the kitchen, she found Finn already sitting at the table, digging French toast slices out of the dish where Mom had been keeping them warm. And Chess arrived right on her heels.

“Emma, your hair,” Mom said. She pressed her hands against her own head and moved them outward, pantomiming an explosion.

That probably was what Emma’s hair looked like. She hadn’t actually checked the mirror.

“It’s the humidity, isn’t it?” Mom said sympathetically. “Chess, you go ahead and start eating. Emma and I will go back upstairs and work on her hair together.”

Perfect! Emma thought. She’d have Mom to herself.

But just then, Mom’s phone pinged. Mom yanked it out of her purse and gave a relieved sigh.

“You don’t have to go to Chicago after all?” Finn said hopefully. Syrup dripped from his forkful of French toast and rolled toward the dimple in his right cheek.

“No, sorry, I do,” Mom said. She quickly typed something into her phone. “It’s just, now I know who’s taking care of you three while I’m away. She said yes. The perfect person.”

“Who?” Chess said.

Emma saw Mom hesitate before she looked up from her phone. Mom glanced at the clock on the stove, then she put down the phone and pulled the ponytail rubber band out of her own hair. She scooped Emma’s hair back and wrapped the rubber band around it.

“Sorry, Emma, I think we’ve got to go with the quick fix today,” Mom said. She reached over and turned the water on in the sink, cupped her hand under the faucet, then slid that hand over Emma’s hair, smoothing down all the stray locks. “There. Now go eat.”

“Who’s staying with us?” Emma repeated Chess’s question as she sat down and began filling her plate alongside him.

“Do you remember Ms. Morales, who was PTO president at Lakeside the year before last?” Mom said.

“Why would we?” Chess asked.

“You’re making us stay with a stranger?” Finn wailed.

Mom looked back at her phone, but not before Emma caught a glimpse of Mom’s face.

Is Mom . . . panicking? Emma wondered.

Emma felt like she was trying to solve some huge math problem that didn’t involve numbers but people and events: The kidnapped kids in Arizona. Mom’s unexpected business trip. And now this, the unknown babysitter. And Mom’s panic.

None of it felt random.

Mom’s trip is connected to the Arizona kids somehow, Emma thought. And even though she doesn’t want to, she’s leaving us with some woman we don’t even know because, because . . .

Emma didn’t know the answer to that part.

What if this was like the kind of huge math problems that Emma hadn’t gotten around to studying yet?

The ones that didn’t actually have any solutions?





Nine
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Chess

Chess should never have gone back to bed last night. He should have continued down the basement stairs and turned on the lights and said, Mom, I heard you on the phone. What did you mean when you said, “This is exactly what I was afraid of”? And “Not yet”? Do you think Emma and Finn and I are in danger of being kidnapped, too? What’s going on?

He’d almost done that. He’d even touched his toes to the next step down.

But then he’d heard Mom sniffle. And it was definitely an “I’m about to cry” sniffle. And that made Chess freeze.

What if this has something to do with Dad?

That was the only reason Mom ever cried. After that day when the police officers came to the door, Chess remembered lots and lots of nights when he woke up and heard Mom crying. As a four-year-old, he’d go curl up beside her and try to wipe away her tears. And then one night she’d said, “Chess, this helps me, but I’m not sure it’s good for you. Whenever you’re sad, please come and tell me. You can cry on my shoulder anytime you want. But you really shouldn’t have to comfort me all the time. You’re only four!”

After that, Chess had started pretending he didn’t hear her crying. He made himself stay in bed whenever he heard weeping. Not because he wanted to. But because he knew it made Mom sadder if he was sad, too.

All of that had happened eight years ago, but still, just that one sniffle last night had made Chess move his foot back from the stair below. It had made him decide, I’ll ask Mom about everything tomorrow. When she’s not crying. First thing in the morning, when I get up before Emma and Finn.

And then he’d accidentally slept later than Emma and Finn. And now Mom was leaving. And just as his job last night had been to keep from making Mom sadder, he knew that now she was counting on him to keep Emma and Finn from freaking out about having to stay with a stranger.

“Ms. Morales is the woman Finn always called Perfume Lady,” Mom said, sounding desperate. “Remember? Because he said she smelled good?”

“Oh, right,” Chess said, even though he didn’t remember.

Finn and Emma had puzzled looks on their faces, too.

“So she’ll make our house smell like perfume?” Finn asked doubtfully.

“No, the three of you are going to stay at her house,” Mom said. They had never done that before with a babysitter. “You know, she has a daughter, too, and it wouldn’t be fair to make them uproot their lives when they’re doing a favor for us.”

So there’s some strange kid we have to get used to, too? Chess wanted to wail. It’d be fine for Emma and Finn. Finn got along with everybody, and Emma didn’t care whether people liked her or not. But being around people he didn’t know always made Chess feel like he had to be on his best behavior.

It wasn’t like his worst behavior was ever that bad. But being on good behavior wasn’t relaxing.

“Ms. Morales will pick you up after school,” Mom said. “You know what that means, don’t you?”

“We get to wear the same clothes and never brush our teeth the whole time you’re away?” Finn asked, a gleam in his eye. “Because we’re going to her house after that, not ours, and staying there until you get back?”

Finn’s actually going to be okay with this, Chess thought in amazement. He’s acting like it’ll be an adventure.

Of course, Finn hadn’t heard Mom in the basement last night saying, “This is exactly what I was afraid of.”

“No, you don’t get to re-wear clothes and have dirty teeth,” Mom said briskly. “I’ll pack suitcases for each of you and give them to Susanna.” She glanced at the kitchen clock for probably the fifth time since Chess had stepped into the room.

“So what does it mean that Ms. Morales is picking us up after school?” Emma asked. Chess knew it was wrong, but he was glad that she sounded sulky. Maybe Emma and Chess together could get Mom to explain what was
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