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For Meredith and Connor

At least your middle-school years were not this crazy


ONE

When Jordan Skidmore came down the stairs that morning, he didn’t expect to see a strange kid sitting in his family’s living room.

He really didn’t expect to see a strange kid who looked exactly like Jordan himself.

Jordan instantly forgot that he’d been running downstairs to tell his sister, Katherine, that he had dibs on the biggest TV in the house. He forgot that, until a moment earlier, he’d been happy to be staying home sick from school, and to have nothing ahead of him all day except taking it easy.

He skidded to a stop on the wooden floor. “Who—who are you?” he blurted.

It felt like a stupid question. Jordan might as well have skipped ahead to What evil scientist stole my DNA and secretly cloned me? That was how much he and the other kid looked alike. The other kid had Jordan’s exact same shade of light brown hair, the exact same shape and shade of dark blue eyes, even the exact same stupid chin dimple, positioned just enough off center to make his whole face look slightly askew.

No, wait—that kid’s dimple is a little to the right, and mine’s a little to the left, Jordan thought.

Which meant that looking at this kid was like looking into a mirror. Only this was a mirror image that could sit while Jordan was standing; he could shove back his messy hair while Jordan let both arms dangle uselessly—and he could raise his eyebrows and blink even as Jordan felt his own face stuck in a mask of shocked astonishment.

And it was a mirror image that could wear totally different clothes. Jordan had on a basketball camp T-shirt and gray sweatpants. This kid was wearing the nerdiest clothes ever: a sweater vest and short pants that buttoned at his knees and the same kind of stiff, ugly shoes Jordan’s dad wore to work.

Jordan also noticed that this mirror-image kid didn’t answer. But Katherine did. For the first time Jordan realized that his sister was sprawled on the floor by the other kid’s feet.

“Jordan, Jonah—the two of you have got to stop acting like the other one doesn’t exist!” she said.

Huh? Jordan thought.

Katherine was Jordan’s younger sister, eleven years old to Jordan’s thirteen. Still, she usually acted like it was her job to boss him around. Usually Jordan just ignored her. But what was she even talking about now?

“You’re exactly alike!” Katherine went on lecturing him. And . . . was she lecturing the other boy too? Did she know who he was and why he looked so much like Jordan? “You’re practically the same person! That’s why you’re not getting along!”

Jordan got the “exactly alike” part. But the rest of it made no sense. How could he and this other kid have ever gotten along or not gotten along—or acted like the other person did or did not exist—when they’d never seen each other before in their lives?

Jordan saw something like understanding slide over the other boy’s face. Did he know what Katherine meant?

Is this just some really, really good prank? Jordan wondered. And the other boy’s in on it?

The truth was, Jordan was more likely to try to prank Katherine than the other way around. And even if this was a Katherine prank, how could she have made someone look so much like Jordan? Even the best Hollywood makeup artist couldn’t do that, not even with makeup and a prosthetic nose and chin.

This kid wasn’t wearing makeup. His nose and chin looked as real as the nose and chin on Jordan’s own face.

So, then . . . Jordan scrambled for other explanations that didn’t involve impossible pranks or evil scientists and secret cloning.

Something truly awful occurred to him.

Jordan was adopted. He’d never known anything about his birth family. Though he never bothered thinking about it much, it was possible that dozens of people out there in the world looked like him. He might have all sorts of blood relatives—brothers, sisters, cousins, even—that he’d never met.

Brothers and cousins wouldn’t look exactly like me, Jordan argued with himself. Sisters definitely wouldn’t.

But the idea that this kid might have something to do with Jordan’s adoption made him feel even more unsettled. His mind blanked out for a moment. He barely noticed Katherine and the strange kid—Jonah? Was his name Jonah?—snapping their heads to the left, to gaze out the front window toward the driveway. He barely noticed the sound of a strange car speeding into the driveway and slamming on the brakes with such a screech that the car must have just barely missed smashing into the garage.

So it was even more of a jolt when the front door beside Jordan swung open and banged against the wall. He turned just in time to see three strange kids sweep in through the door. They all looked to be about thirteen too. Two were girls and one was a boy; one of the girls was super tall.

“I thought—I thought you were going to change back,” strange mirror-image boy stammered behind Jordan.

Jordan was kind of relieved to hear the other boy sounding shocked too. But was he talking about changing clothes? These kids’ clothes looked normal: T-shirts and jeans like anyone would wear.

Except . . . is that one of my shirts the boy is wearing? And one of Katherine’s shirts the shorter girl is wearing? Jordan wondered.

“We couldn’t wait,” the shorter girl said breathlessly. Her voice sounded kind of familiar, but Jordan couldn’t figure out why. “We had to make sure all three of you were safe first. Oh, Jonah . . . Jordan . . . Katherine . . .”

How does she know me and Katherine? Jordan wondered. And—does this prove mirror-image boy is named Jonah?

“We were so afraid we’d lose all three of you forever,” stolen-shirt boy wailed behind her.

Why would some kid Jordan had never seen before worry about losing Jordan and Katherine?

And does nobody else notice that this Jonah kid looks just like me? Jordan wondered.

Before he could ask any of these questions out loud, the shorter girl slammed into him, with stolen-shirt boy hitting him a split second later. It wasn’t a tackle. It was more like a running hug. The two of them pulled Jordan along, dragging him toward Katherine and Jonah. The kids yanked Katherine up from the floor and Jonah up from the chair into some weird group hug. Jordan didn’t even know any of these people except Katherine—and he and she had stopped hugging each other about the time Katherine started kindergarten.

Mom and Dad would probably like us to keep doing Skidmore family hugs all the time, but . . . ugh, Jordan thought. Not going to happen.

Maybe Katherine was thinking along the same lines, because as the two running huggers crushed them all closer together, she began stuttering, “M-mom? D-dad?”

Sarcasm, Jordan thought. Way to call those two out on how weird they’re being. They’re acting like parents!

But Katherine’s face looked deadly serious. And worried.

She was such a drama queen.

“What happened to you?” she asked the newly arrived trio of strange kids. “I mean, I can see what happened to you—you’re, like, kids. But why? Or—did you travel from the past? How much did Jonah mess up time after I left?”

“I didn’t mess up time!” Jonah protested hotly. “I fixed it!”

“Katherine, it’s true,” the taller girl said, hovering behind the weirdo group-hug scene. “You missed a lot. Jonah saved everyone.”

Jordan grimaced. None of this made sense. Travel from the past? Messed-up time? Huh? But he felt something like a stab of jealousy. Had Jordan ever accomplished anything that made people say his name with such reverence and pride?

Short answer: No, Jordan thought. His parents were the type who made a big deal when he got good grades or scored a soccer goal or did some Boy Scout service project. But even they would never say that Jordan had “saved everyone.”

Somehow this made Jordan feel even weirder about the fact that identical-boy Jonah had his arm wrapped around Jordan’s right side, even as Katherine hugged him from the left. Jordan jerked back, breaking everyone’s hold on him.

“I don’t know what any of you are talking about,” Jordan said, and it annoyed him that his voice came out squeaky and childish instead of strong and forceful. “But Katherine, you’re going to get in trouble for inviting all these people over when we’re both home sick.”

He sounded like a five-year-old threatening to tattle.

The short girl wearing Katherine’s clothes reached for Jordan again. “Oh, honey,” she said, patting his shoulder. “I can see where this would feel very strange to you.”

Her voice was familiar. So was the way she was patting his shoulder.

It was exactly what his mother would say and do.

Jordan stared into this strange girl’s face. And now that he was focused, he recognized her. This girl looked exactly like his mother did in old pictures—the ones from thirty years ago, when she was a teenager.

Jordan shifted his gaze to stolen-shirt boy’s face, and it matched Jordan’s memory of his father’s old pictures too.

How could these two kids who were standing in Jordan’s own living room right now, in the twenty-first century, look so much like pictures from the past?

Jordan could think of only one explanation.

Because suddenly he saw the real reason Katherine had stammered, M-mom? D-dad? She wasn’t being sarcastic. Just stunned. These really were his and Katherine’s parents. Only somehow they’d turned back into kids again.

Jordan collapsed to the floor.


TWO

“Jordan? Jordan?”

Katherine’s voice seemed to come at him from a million miles away. Jordan felt like he was surfacing in a pool after a really deep dive—or maybe like he was coming to after passing out.

“I didn’t . . . faint,” he murmured defensively. “Don’t tell anyone . . . I blacked out . . . like a wuss. It’s just because . . . I’m sick. I have a fever. Mom gave me cold medicine this morning . . .”

Jordan could barely squeeze out the word “Mom.” But talking about the medicine gave him an idea.

“Can cold medicine . . . make someone hallucinate?” he asked.

He liked this explanation. Probably he’d just had a weird medicine-induced hallucination—that was all.

Thinking that gave him the courage to open his eyelids just a crack, just enough to see Katherine hovering over him, her blond ponytail dangling down toward his face. He braced himself for her to make fun of him, as usual. But she seemed to be squinting at him with a look of concern.

“Did you hit your head or anything, falling?” she asked.

Since when would Katherine care? Jordan wondered.

“I’m fine,” Jordan lied, struggling to prove it by sitting up. But his vision swung out of focus again, and the best he could do was prop himself up on his elbows.

“It’s okay,” Katherine said, sounding much kinder than Jordan would have expected. The type of response he was used to would have been more like Don’t you ever dare do anything like that at school! You’d embarrass me!

“This is weird for me, too,” Katherine continued, wrinkling up her nose in a wry expression. “And I’ve gotten used to weird things the past few months.”

Why would Katherine be any more used to weirdness than Jordan was? Was this a setup for her to say, After all, I’ve had to live with weirdo you my whole life?

Katherine just sat there staring at him, a look of deep worry in her blue eyes. This made her look like Mom. And . . . like the girl who’d called Jordan “honey” a few moments ago.

Was that girl maybe Katherine’s mirror image in the same way that that Jonah kid was Jordan’s? She didn’t look as much like Katherine as Jonah looked like Jordan, but . . .

Jordan winced, and resisted the urge to look around for all the strange kids, to see if they were still around. He was going to stick to his hallucination theory, and as long as he didn’t see those kids again, he could still believe it.

“The others went into the kitchen so they wouldn’t freak you out even more when you woke up,” Katherine said, almost as if she knew what he was thinking. Her voice was steady and calm and strangely more mature-sounding than her usual sixth-grade-girl squealing. “I guess you had already blacked out when Jonah explained things. But . . . is it true? You really don’t remember having an identical twin your whole life?”

Jordan was so indignant he shoved himself the rest of the way up on his arms, so he was almost nose to nose with Katherine.

“Why would I remember having an identical twin my whole life?” he demanded. “I don’t have an identical twin! I’ve never had an identical twin! It’s just you and me and Mom and Dad—”

The thought of the Mom-like girl and the Dad-like boy he’d seen—or thought he’d seen—made his voice lose some of its certainty. And his traitorous brain was offering qualifiers: You know, you can’t really be sure about never having had an identical twin. You’re adopted. And there have been cases of identical twins being separated at birth and raised apart, neither one knowing about the other . . .

Katherine nodded slowly, still maddeningly calm.

“The thing is, I remember it being you and me and Jonah my whole life. I remember having both of you around from the very beginning,” she said. “But my brain kind of . . . hiccups or something every time I try to think of you and Jonah together. Jonah says that’s because the two of you grew up in different dimensions of time, and when Jonah fixed time, that smashed the dimensions back together again.”

Jordan waited for Katherine to laugh and squeal, Ha! Ha! Fooled you! You actually looked like you believed me there for a minute! You thought I would actually talk about different dimensions of time like they were real!

Katherine’s face stayed serious.

“Oh, right, and I guess you got to be in both our dimensions,” Jordan said, in a way that left two possibilities open. If she was joking, he could claim he was being sarcastic. But if she was telling the truth—or what she believed was the truth—well, he did want to know if she’d been in both dimensions.

“Exactly,” Katherine said. She smiled, almost as if she was proud of him. “You’re catching on to this stuff a lot faster than Jonah and I did.”

Huh? Jordan thought. I’m not catching on to anything.

But he wasn’t about to let Katherine see that.

“Of course you’d get to be in both dimensions,” Jordan taunted, still in a way that could be taken as serious. Or not. “Because you’re so special.”

“That’s not the reason,” Katherine said solemnly. It wasn’t like her to pass up the opportunity to say she was better than Jordan. “Just about everybody was in both dimensions. And a third dimension, too, that I don’t even know much about yet. But you and Jonah and, I guess, the other thirty-five kids from the plane—you were the only people who were in just one of the dimensions.”

She’d totally lost him now. He really didn’t like thinking about alternate dimensions or identical twins. This was childish, but he wanted to crawl back into bed and have Mom feel his feverish forehead and tell him, You’re just having a bad dream because of being sick and taking medicine. None of this is real.

“If I go back to my regular dimension of time, will Mom and Dad be their right ages?” he asked crankily.

Katherine bit her lip.

“Um . . . I don’t think you can go back,” she said. “And Mom and Dad being grown-ups again, that was supposed to be fixed already. But, I don’t know, I guess there’s some extra problem—”

She broke off as a sudden banging sound began at the front door. Someone outside screamed, “Jonah? Katherine? Kath-er-iiiine?”

Katherine scrambled up, ran to the door, and yanked it open.

“Chip!” she cried.

A boy with blond curly hair stumbled across the threshold and swept Katherine into the kind of embrace Jordan could never stand to watch in movies.

Who do they think they are? Jordan wondered. Romeo and Juliet?

Jordan had never seen this Chip kid before in his life. But Katherine was acting like she had. She and Chip were acting like they were in love, and they’d been separated for years by some horrible war, or some deadly epidemic no one was supposed to survive, or something else even more tragic and melodramatic.

Jordan had seen kids at school—mostly eighth graders—act like this over boyfriends or girlfriends just because they hadn’t seen each other overnight. But not Katherine. As far as Jordan knew, Katherine didn’t even have a boyfriend.

Katherine was eleven.

Now she and this Chip kid were kissing.

As Katherine’s older brother, shouldn’t Jordan say something like, Hey! Hey! Break it up, you two!?

Before Jordan could say anything, someone else—a dark-haired man—stepped past Katherine and Chip and into the house. He rushed over and crouched down to clap his hand on Jordan’s shoulder.

“Jonah—you made it back safely!” the man said. He winced slightly. “Have you . . . have you met Jordan yet?”

“I am Jordan,” Jordan protested.

The man winced again.

“Sorry,” he said. “I’m still getting used to this too.”

He seemed to be looking Jordan up and down. Defiantly, Jordan stared right back at him. Jordan guessed that Katherine or some of the other girls he knew would think this man was really handsome. But behind his chiseled good looks, the man had an air of exhaustion, or maybe even desperation, as if he’d just survived something traumatic.

Or maybe was still in the middle of something traumatic.

“I can see now that you’re not Jonah,” the man said, very seriously. Somehow Jordan could tell that the man was talking about more than just the placement of a chin dimple. Jordan felt almost insulted, as if the man were saying Jordan didn’t measure up. “It’s just . . . the last time I saw you, you were a year and a half old.”

Jordan realized that, on top of all the other oddities going on this morning, it was also strange that this man Jordan had never seen before—or didn’t remember ever seeing before—had just walked into Jordan’s house.

“Uh, do my parents know you?” Jordan asked.

“Jonah and Katherine do,” the man said. He stuck out his hand. “I’m JB.”

Jordan was saved from having to shake JB’s hand because Katherine came bouncing over just then, pulling Chip along behind her.

“It’s good to see you, too, JB!” she exclaimed, dipping down to give him a rough hug, as if he were some favorite uncle. Which, of course, he wasn’t. “I’m so glad Chip and the other kids are okay. Are you here to help Mom and Dad and Angela?”

JB cut his gaze back and forth between Jordan and Katherine and Chip.

“That situation is . . . complicated,” he said. “Maybe we should leave that subject for later?”

Jordan felt like he did when Mom and Dad spoke in code language because they didn’t want him and Katherine to know something. They’d kind of stopped doing that once he and Katherine hit middle school, because it mostly stopped working.

But now this guy is acting like he’s got secrets I’m not allowed to know about but Katherine is? Jordan thought indignantly.

“Oh, hey, Jordan,” Katherine said. “Aren’t you sick?”

“Um—” Jordan began.

“And, like, hallucinating or something?” Katherine continued. “And didn’t you black out a minute ago? Don’t you think you should just go back to bed?”

“And then everything will be fine when you wake up again,” JB said, too heartily.

“Oh, right,” Chip agreed. “That’s how these things work. When you’re sick, I mean.”

JB was still crouched in front of Jordan. Katherine stood right behind the man, her hand still on his shoulder, her arm still linked through Chip’s. It was like the three of them were a team—a team united against Jordan.

Jordan wanted to say, You’re sick too, Katherine. Don’t you think you should go back to bed? After you send these strangers away? Don’t you think Mom would be mad that you let them into the house?

But his mind kept . . . what had Katherine called it? “Hiccupping”? Jumping around, anyway . . . over certain details. Before he’d come downstairs, hadn’t he believed that Katherine was home sick too? Before he saw the oddly young versions of his parents, hadn’t he thought that Mom was working from home today, to take care of him and his sister? Why couldn’t he remember, one way or the other?

Jordan rubbed his forehead.

“Why do I feel like . . . ,” he began. But he saw how JB, Katherine, and Chip instantly drew closer, instantly began darting glances at one another, as if they needed to work together to handle whatever Jordan was going to ask.

How could I believe anything any of them might tell me? Jordan wondered.

“Maybe I will go back to bed,” Jordan said. “I feel kind of weird.”

“Great idea!” JB said in a totally fake voice, acting like Jordan was some kind of genius just for repeating the same plan Katherine had suggested.

Hadn’t she just suggested that? Or was Jordan a lot sicker and more confused than he thought?

Jordan turned and walked toward the stairs. He kept his head down as he climbed them, and acted like he felt too awful to ask any more questions.

He had to act like that. He had to pretend he wasn’t curious.

Because he was totally going to sneak back downstairs and listen to everything the others said as soon as they thought he was gone.


THREE

Coward, Jordan accused himself.

He was pretty sure a braver kid would have stayed downstairs, would have kept asking questions, would have demanded answers—and gotten them. Jordan should have been like some of the guys at school who were so sure of themselves they sometimes managed to talk teachers into postponing or even canceling tests. Any of those guys would have done something about the too-young Mom and Dad and the weird mirror-image kid, Jonah.

Jordan wasn’t like that.

Something had happened at the start of this school year: It was like suddenly all the seventh graders just knew that some of them were cool kids and some of them were not-so-cool kids and some of them were total losers. It wasn’t like elementary school, or even sixth grade, where pretty much everybody was goofy and nobody cared. (Or, at least, Jordan hadn’t cared.) Now, most days Jordan just hoped he counted as one of the not-so-cool kids and hadn’t slipped down into the category of total loser.

You’re acting like a loser, he told himself as he stepped into his room. His little charade would work only if Katherine heard him shut his bedroom door but didn’t hear him reopen it.

Jordan was just reaching back for the doorknob when his gaze swept his room, and—it wasn’t his room.

Or, rather, it was and it wasn’t, all at once. His Ohio State basketball poster was still angled above his desk, but it shared space with a Lego robotics poster he’d never seen before—though it looked a little like one he’d had when he was younger. He’d taken his own Lego poster down, actually, at the start of seventh grade. Several of the other posters around the room were strange too: one practically on top of another, as if someone blind had tried to decorate the room twice, once with Jordan’s actual posters and once with ones that were just a little different or a little like ones he used to have.

Jordan blinked, and for a moment he thought he saw a completely different room—a home office, maybe, with the kind of inspirational wall hangings his mom favored.

Oh, now I’m totally hallucinating, he thought.

He blinked again, and the weird version of his room was back. He forced himself to look at the furniture.

His desk and dresser were still there, but maybe Jordan was suffering from double vision or something, because now there seemed to be a second desk and a second dresser crowded beside each of Jordan’s. The new ones looked practically as much like the originals as Jordan looked like that Jonah kid downstairs.

Jordan glanced toward the bed, braced for the same kind of double-vision problem. But the bed was even more different: Somehow it had turned into bunk beds.

Jordan had never had bunk beds in his life.

And double vision wouldn’t make him see bunks.

How could someone have taken away my bed and replaced it with bunk beds just in the few minutes I was downstairs? Jordan wondered.

Somehow this change was even scarier than all the strange people downstairs, because Jordan could have an identical twin; there could be kids who looked like his parents’ childhood pictures.

The bunk beds were impossible.

Jordan got his hand around the doorknob. He spun out of the room and then he slammed the door, shutting himself off from the view of the strange posters and the extra desk and dresser and the preposterous bunk beds. He stood in the hallway for a moment, panting.

Just a hallucination, just a reaction to being sick, just . . .

He wasn’t convincing himself of anything.

Don’t be a loser. Don’t be a coward. There’s got to be some explanation for all this . . .

He began tiptoeing back down the hallway, back toward the stairs. Mom and Dad were the type of parents who liked having family pictures all over the house, and Jordan felt better seeing the old familiar photos: There was the picture of Jordan standing by his tent at his first Cub Scout campout . . . Katherine at five with a gymnastics trophy . . . both of them playing basketball when they were maybe seven and eight . . . Jordan proudly holding up the first fish he ever caught, a tiny sunfish . . . Er, no—was that a giant catfish? And why was he suddenly wearing a blue shirt in that picture, instead of a red one?

It couldn’t be a picture of that Jonah kid instead of me. Couldn’t be, couldn’t be, couldn’t be . . .

Jordan stopped looking at the pictures. He put his head down—there were school pictures hung along the stairway, and he kept his gaze away from any of them as he cautiously eased down one step at a time. He concentrated on avoiding squeaky spots on the stairs. When he reached the point where he could almost see into the living room, he stood on tiptoes and peeked around the corner—that room was empty. But he could hear voices coming from the kitchen at the back of the house.

Jordan tiptoed away from the living room and into the dining room the family almost never used. He crouched down beside the china cabinet, and practically under one part of it. This had been one of his favorite hiding places back when he and Katherine were little and they thought hide-and-seek was a thrilling game.

The buzz of voices in the kitchen broke out into distinguishable words.

“—feel sorry for him,” Katherine was saying. “He’s so confused. Is it really going to make any difference if he hears everything?”

“We have to contain the damage!”

That was JB’s voice, wasn’t it? JB’s voice, completely tense now that he wasn’t playacting for Jordan’s benefit?

“But if Jordan’s going to have to live with the—what did you call it? Blended dimensions?—for the rest of his life, shouldn’t he—”

Jordan thought this was the tall girl speaking now. She’d hung back so much while everybody else was running and hugging that he hadn’t noticed much about her. Was she maybe somebody else that he might have recognized if he’d looked a little closer? She was tall and pretty and African-American and . . .

And, really, that was all that had registered with him. He didn’t think she was anybody he’d ever seen before—at any age—but he couldn’t be sure.

“Angela, I’m not talking about the dimension challenges,” JB said, sounding impatient. “Those will work themselves out. I’m sure of it. It’s you and the two Skidmores being the wrong ages—and Chip’s parents too, and God know how many other adults around here—”

“Angela said that was going to be fixed. Right after we got to see our kids.” Was that Dad sounding so pathetic? He’d always been a little nerdy, but somehow that made him lovable as a grown-up.

Jordan was embarrassed for him now.

That whiny voice would get him labeled a total loser at school, Jordan thought.

“The time agency is working as fast as they can,” JB said, and Jordan had the feeling he was speaking through gritted teeth.

Time agency? Jordan thought. As in time travel, like Katherine was talking about before?

It didn’t make sense to Jordan. Even if time travel were possible, couldn’t someone spend years figuring out what to do—and then come back in time to make the fix? And to everyone else it would look like no time had passed at all?

“You’re saying we can’t do anything but wait?” This was the young version of Mom, sounding dismayed. The real, grown-up Mom didn’t like waiting or not having anything to do. Normally, if she saw Jordan or Katherine just lying around—when they weren’t sick—she’d be like, “Oh, could you help me fold this laundry?” or “Would you stir the soup in the Crock-Pot?” or “Want me to quiz you for your social studies test tomorrow?”

Jordan could hear Mom clearing her throat, the way she always did when she was annoyed.

“And you’re saying we have to keep our own son confined to his room and in the dark about everything until we’re adults again?” Mom asked. Jordan wanted to cheer. She may have been the wrong age, but at least she was on his side.

“That is what I’m saying.” This was JB again. “All of you need to sit tight and let the experts do their jobs.”

“JB, I thought you’d eased up on thinking experts are the only ones who can solve problems,” Jonah said—it had to be identical-boy Jonah. Except he sounded so calm and authoritative. Jordan could never in a million years imagine his own voice sounding this way. “These are my parents, remember? And they’ve just met you. Be nice.”

“I know, I know,” JB said, as if Jonah had every right to scold him. “I’m sorry. There’s just a lot at stake.”

“Isn’t there always?” Katherine asked. Was she teasing JB? “But if two totally different dimensions can smash together, and that’s working out, then can’t the age problems be okay too?”

Silence. Jordan had a feeling that JB might just be standing there in the kitchen with a look of panic on his face.

“The time agency was able to solve all your problems, JB,” Jonah said encouragingly.

What does that mean? Jordan wondered.

The only thing he could think of was that JB might have had his age messed up too. But how could he have changed back when nobody else did? Anyhow, it was hard to imagine JB as a teenager, so Jordan decided he was probably wrong. He listened even more intently.

“They only risked changing me because the alternative was worse,” JB said.

This was another mysterious statement that didn’t help Jordan in the least.

In the kitchen JB let out a heavy sigh.

“What happened with all the un-aging—it was unprecedented,” JB said. “We’ve got dozens of adults within a one-mile radius who went back to being thirteen-year-olds. An entire middle-school staff is now the same age as the students.”

Does he mean Harris—my school? Jordan wondered.

It should have been funny to imagine all Jordan’s teachers as thirteen-year-olds. But Jordan didn’t feel the least bit like laughing. The way JB was talking, none of this sounded like a joke.

“With every second that ticks by, the likelihood of permanent damage increases,” JB said grimly.

“But why—” Katherine began.

“We don’t know!” JB exploded. He seemed to be struggling to control his voice. He continued in a softer tone. “All we can think is that there was something seriously wrong with the Elucidator Charles Lindbergh was using.”

“Elucidator—that’s the device that lets people travel through time, right?” Mom asked.

Now even Mom was talking about time travel like it was real.

“Hold on—who’s Charles Lindbergh?” Chip asked. “What’s he got to do with anything? I thought this was all Gary and Hodge’s fault.”

“It was.” This was Jonah again. “But they manipulated Charles Lindbergh into doing some of their dirty work. Lindbergh was a famous pilot from, like, eighty or ninety years ago.”

“He was the one who kidnapped me and turned me back into a baby,” Katherine added.

Why wasn’t everyone laughing? None of them were actually taking her seriously, were they? Someone from eighty or ninety years ago couldn’t have kidnapped Katherine. As for turning her into a baby—

That’s not any crazier than Mom and Dad looking like teenagers again, Jordan thought.

He felt dizzy again. He leaned his head against the side of the china cabinet.

Maybe this was all just a dream? Maybe after Mom agreed to let him stay home from school, he’d fallen back asleep—in his normal bed, in his normal room, in his normal life—and everything since then had just been a particularly vivid nightmare?

He missed whatever was said next in the kitchen. Something rang, and JB groaned, “Noooo . . .” Then he muttered, “I’ll take care of it.”

Nobody answered him. Had JB maybe been speaking on a cell phone, instead of to the others in the kitchen?

“JB, what’s going on?” Angela asked. “They are going to be able to fix this, aren’t they?”

Jordan strained his ears to hear JB’s reply, but there wasn’t even a whisper. Jordan turned his head so he could press his ear tightly against the wall.

And then someone grabbed his arm and yanked him out from beside the china cabinet. It was JB.

“Get out from there!” JB snarled. “How much did you hear?”
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“Elucidator,” Jordan babbled, as JB’s fingers dug into his arm. “Charles Lindbergh. Time travel. And . . . there are bunk beds in my room.”

“Bunk beds? Really?” Katherine said, coming into the dining room behind JB. The others were right behind her.

“Haven’t our sons always had bunk beds?” Dad asked. But he was squinting like he really just wanted someone to agree with him, to talk him into the notion.

“Did the time agency put them there, or did it just happen?” Angela asked.

“Is my room his room now too?” Jonah asked. His tone was the opposite of Dad’s: He seemed to want someone to tell him no.

“Can we all please just stop talking about beds and rooms and—” JB seemed to be making a visible effort not to explode completely. He kept a firm grip on Jordan’s arm and began angling him back toward the stairs. “I know this is a difficult time for you, Jordan, but remember, you’re sick. You’re going to go back to sleep, and later you’ll just remember that you were delirious, and—”

“Don’t do that to my son,” Mom said. She stepped forward and jerked JB’s hand away from Jordan’s arm.

Whoa, Mom, Jordan thought. She looked like a middle-school cheerleader—especially since she was wearing a baby-blue sweatshirt of Katherine’s that said CHEER! in sparkly letters. But she sounded fierce.

Mom crossed her arms and faced JB directly.

“You may think you’re in charge here, because you’re the only one who’s an adult right now, and you know more about time travel than the rest of us,” Mom said. “But this is still our house—my, uh, husband’s and mine—and there are house rules. It’s not fair for you to lie to Jordan like that and make him think he’s just imagining things. I won’t allow it.”

The kid version of Dad stumbled over beside Mom and clumsily crossed his arms too.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “What she said.”

“Nobody messes with the Skidmore family,” Katherine said, giggling. She sidled up alongside Dad and Mom. “And Jordan probably already heard so much that you might as well tell him everything. And the rest of us too.”

Jordan locked eyes with Jonah, who was still standing on the other side of the dining room table.

See, this is my family. Not yours, Jordan wanted to say.

Why did he feel mad at Jonah, when JB was the one who’d grabbed him and tried to trick him and send him back to his room?

“JB, maybe some damage just can’t be contained,” the tall girl—Angela?—said softly. “Maybe it’s not even damage.”

“Sometimes when your troops complain against you, it’s not because they’re insubordinate,” Chip said. “It’s because you’re wrong.” He leaned close, as if he were some old man imparting wisdom, not just another teenager. “Ruler to ruler, I’ll tell you, sometimes you have to give the people some of what they’re asking for, lest they seize power for themselves.”

Was he trying to sound like some old king from a Shakespeare play or something? And what did he mean by “ruler to ruler”?

JB let out an exasperated-sounding sigh.

“Okay, okay,” he said. “Jordan can come back into the kitchen with us. But there are some questions I’m not answering from anybody.”

Everyone trooped back to the kitchen. Jordan noticed that there were five chairs around the kitchen table rather than the usual four—had someone pulled over an extra one just this morning, or was that another bizarre change that happened when the mysterious bunk beds appeared?

JB glowered at him, and Jordan decided he should stick to important questions, because there was no telling how long he’d be allowed to stay in the kitchen.

“How did you know I was in the dining room?” Jordan asked. “I didn’t make any noise.”

Mom and Dad looked as puzzled as Jordan felt. Katherine, Jonah, Chip, and Angela exchanged knowing glances.

“That’s something you should know about time travel,” Katherine said. “People from the future can see pretty much anything we do. Anytime.”

“That’s creepy,” Mom said, hunching up her shoulders and shivering. “Why isn’t that illegal?”

“It typically is in connection with the recent past,” JB said in a soothing tone. “But—”

“I’m confused,” Dad complained, his voice whiny again. “JB wasn’t in the future. He was standing right here with the rest of us. I didn’t hear Jordan make any noise. How did JB know he was out of his room?”

“His Elucidator told him,” Katherine explained. “That thing that looks like a cell phone. He got a message from the future.”

Seriously? Jordan thought. Katherine thinks we’re going to fall for that?

Nobody laughed or even smirked. The other kids all looked grim. JB frowned and put his hand over the pocket in his shirt where he’d evidently put his cell phone. Or his “Elucidator.” Whatever.

“Maybe we can limit the explanations to only the information that Jordan—and, for that matter, Linda and Michael—absolutely need,” JB muttered, sweeping his hand toward Mom and Dad, lumping them in with Jordan. “They’re not going to travel through time ever again, so they won’t need to know about Elucidators.”

“But it sounds like Elucidators and time travel shaped our lives—and our family,” Mom said in a steely voice. “Don’t we need to know about them to understand our past? What’s the saying? ‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it’?”

Trust Mom, even as a teenager, to come up with something like that.

JB stopped beside the island in the middle of the kitchen. Jordan would have preferred to sit down—he still felt a little dizzy—but everyone else seemed too keyed up for that. They all stood around the island, almost as if they were squaring off and choosing sides for an argument.

“You can’t expect the Skidmores not to have questions,” Chip said. It sounded like he was trying to be a peacemaker. “I mean, even I’m confused, and I’ve been to other centuries! The separate dimensions with Jonah and Jordan—how did that work? They were both in the same dimension back in the nineteen thirties, right?”

The nineteen thirties? Jordan thought. What?

But once again, everyone else seemed to accept this with absolute calm.

JB sighed and leaned against the island. “Jonah and Jordan, like typical identical twins, were born in the same dimension,” he began. “There was only one dimension when they were born, more than eighty years ago. Time split when they were kidnapped from history and—”

“No, no, no, no, no,” Jordan interrupted, because he couldn’t stand it any longer. “I don’t know about that Jonah kid, but I was not born more than eighty years ago. I’m thirteen! I’m not like them”—he gestured wildly at the kid versions of Mom and Dad—“I’ve never been any older than this! I’ve never been kidnapped, and I wasn’t ever in ‘history,’ and, and . . . I do not have an identical twin!”

Everyone looked back and forth between Jonah and Jordan. Jordan didn’t have to be a mind reader or have any of those time-travel Elucidator hocus-pocus skills to be able to tell: Every single person in the room was thinking some variation of Dude, scream all you want. But you two are identical.

“I mean, I’m not supposed to have a twin!” Jordan said. “It’s not right! It’s never been this way before!”

JB looked around at the whole crowd. “And you thought knowing more would make things easier for him?” he asked.

“This is hard no matter what,” Jonah said, and for some reason everyone turned to him respectfully, as though he were some wise person who knew more than anybody else.

“Maybe he really is eighty-some years old, and he got turned back into a kid, just like Mom and Dad,” Jordan said frantically, trying out a new theory. “But me—I’m thirteen. I was born thirteen years ago! I—”

“Quit embarrassing yourself,” Katherine muttered, digging her elbow into Jordan’s ribs. And this was so much like the normal Katherine, the one he was used to, that Jordan managed to bite down on his lip and keep from screaming anything else.

“The two of us are both thirteen, but we were both born more than eighty years ago,” Jonah said, still in that freakishly calm voice. But Jordan thought maybe the other kid wasn’t as calm as he sounded: He wouldn’t quite meet Jordan’s eyes. “The reason you don’t remember the nineteen thirties, Jordan, is because our enemies kidnapped you when you were only a year and a half old. And then they un-aged you and brought you to this time period. They kidnapped me, too. And a bunch of other kids.”

Jordan jerked his gaze accusingly toward JB—hadn’t JB said that he’d last seen Jordan when Jordan was only a year and a half old?

“It wasn’t me!” JB protested. “It was two men named Gary and Hodge.”

“They were collecting famous missing children from history, to take far into the future to be adopted by families who would pay them a lot of money,” Angela added.

“I’m famous?” Jordan asked incredulously. He turned to his parents and squinted at them in confusion. “And you paid time-traveling kidnappers to get me?”

“We didn’t know anything about the time travel or the kidnapping until . . .” Mom glanced at the kitchen clock. “Until about an hour ago.”

“But—this is weird—it’s like I can’t remember exactly how your adoption worked,” Dad said, wrinkling up his nose in a confused squint. “It’s like we went through one procedure with Jordan, and a different procedure with Jonah, but it was all at the same time. . . . Why would we have done the adoptions separately?”

“Because the two of us were in different dimensions, and you remember both of them,” Jonah said.

“Your brain is probably trying to fuse the memories from both dimensions together,” JB said. “It’s only because you’re in the midst of other oddities that you can see the discrepancy.”

He pulled out his phone—no, Elucidator, Jordan corrected himself—and glanced at it anxiously, as if hoping he’d gotten a message, maybe about Dad’s memory. JB grimaced. Did that mean he’d gotten bad news, or just no news at all? Jordan slid a little closer to JB and craned his neck, but he couldn’t see anything on the phone/Elucidator screen.

JB raised his head and glanced suspiciously toward Jordan. To cover for his spying, Jordan quickly blurted, “Let’s go back to . . . am I famous?”

“Oh yeah, that’s right—Jonah, if you went back to the nineteen thirties, did you find out your original identity?” Chip asked curiously. “Yours and Jordan’s, I guess, if you’re twins. Are you royalty, like me and Alex and Daniella and Gavin? The secret children of someone famous, like Emily? Or someone who only became famous in the future, like Brendan and Antonio? Or—”

“We’re nobodies,” Jonah said, and for the first time he didn’t sound calm. His voice was tight. “We were just fakes Gary and Hodge used to try to fool people. To fool Charles Lindbergh and to fool the people who wanted to adopt famous kids from history and”—he darted a quick glance at Jordan and then, just as quickly, looked away—“to fool me.”

Somehow he said the last part as though it were Jordan’s fault. Jordan wanted to protest: I didn’t do anything to try to fool you! I’d never even seen you before this morning! Believe me, I would have been happy never to have met you at all!

“But all the kids on the plane were famous!” Chip protested.

“Not me,” Jonah said, his face rigid. “Not Jordan, either.”

“What plane?” Jordan asked.

“The one that brought you to this time period,” Angela said, picking up the explanation. “Well, it was actually a time-travel device, but it looked like an ordinary plane. Gary and Hodge were trying to escape some time agents who were chasing them, and so they crash-landed the plane in this time period. Thirteen years ago, I mean. I was working at the airport then, and that’s how I got involved. I saw the plane appear out of nowhere, carrying only babies . . .”

She stopped and squinted toward JB.

“Wait,” she said. “Now the different dimensions are confusing me, too. Did Jordan’s plane crash-land, too? Or did Gary and Hodge send him here on purpose, just to confuse Jonah and make everything work with Charles Lindbergh?”

“Hard to say exactly at this point,” JB said distractedly, glancing down at his phone/Elucidator again. “Everything’s a little muddy right now, until . . . Ugh! Why can’t anyone locate that Lindbergh Elucidator at a moment that a qualified time agent can sneak into, so we can steal it?”

He slapped his hand against the granite counter.

“How about sending someone who isn’t a qualified time agent?” Jonah asked. “If you need that defective Elucidator so you can make Mom and Dad and Angela the right age again, then—”

“We would never send anyone except a qualified time agent after that Elucidator,” JB said, with a tight smile that seemed neither happy nor friendly. “So it doesn’t matter whether anyone else could sneak after it or not.”

He made time travel sound almost like hide-and-seek or capture the flag or some other spylike game—only with higher stakes and greater consequences. The minute JB’s gaze dropped to his phone/Elucidator again, Jordan saw all the other kids besides Mom and Dad exchanging significant glances.
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