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CHAPTER ONE

August 2017

MY HEAD HURT AND MY mouth was dry, but at least I hadn’t woken up on the floor with my air mattress deflated underneath me. For a minute, I felt like I might vomit. Until that feeling passed, I stayed very still and kept my eyes closed against the sunlight. I wasn’t ready to deal with the morning. Or the afternoon. Or the night. I was not prepared to deal with time.

I’d taken my car back to the bank the day before. I could’ve waited for them to repossess it, but I hated surprises. Unexpected news. Scary movies. Surprise parties. Sure, it’s a party, but with people popping out from behind furniture to shout at you. There’s nothing fun about that. If I left it up to the bank, I would wake up on some rapidly approaching morning, and my car would be gone. Instead of waiting for the repo jump scare, I did what the customer service rep at the bank called voluntary repossession.

“It won’t look as bad on your credit report, if you turn it over,” she’d said. That wasn’t true, but I didn’t call her on it. After all, it wasn’t her fault I’d lost my job and stopped paying my car loan.

At the bank headquarters, I handed in my keys and left my car. Then I took five different buses back to the apartment, where I was behind on the rent by two months and the landlord had already served me with my three-day Notice to Quit. I walked the last few blocks from the bus stop, tired and dripping with sweat, to find Reilly sitting on the apartment steps.

Reilly, who knew how much I hated surprises, had arrived unannounced to pick up the things he left at the apartment when he moved out. He seemed softer and paler, with his hair long past shaggy. Like living with his parents had turned him into a teenager again.

Had we gotten drunk? Was that why I felt so awful? Had I slept with him? I slithered my hand off the mattress, reaching for my phone, but instead of carpet, I felt wood. A nightstand instead of the floor.

I was dreaming. Or I had time traveled back to before I sold my bedroom furniture. Dressers, nightstand, bed frame, mattress, everything for three hundred dollars. Enough to pay my phone bill and my car insurance and buy groceries for one more month.

Since it probably wasn’t time travel, I opened my eyes to figure out where I was.

A nice bedroom. Wallpapered, furnished with dark wood furniture and gauzy curtains. In the last two weeks, I’d texted everyone I could think of, hoping someone had a couch I could sleep on or a corner where I could put my leaky air mattress, but it turned out I didn’t have any friends like that. All I had were acquaintances who said things like I wish I could, but I don’t think my roommates would be okay with that.

So whose house was this?

I might have panicked, not knowing where I was, but the world seemed so blurry. Behind my right eye was a dark, thumping pain, and when I sat up, the nausea returned. Through an open door, I could see a bathroom. I swung my legs off the bed and onto a thick, patterned rug over hardwood floors. I’d slept with my shoes on someone’s bed.

Holding my hand over my mouth, I shuffled into the bathroom, which was done in yellow tiles, with peach fixtures. The wallpaper was tropical flowers with peach-faced lovebirds hidden here and there. Kneeling in front of the toilet, I catalogued what was in my line of sight. A cracked tile on the wall, broken grout lines on the floor, the chrome on the flush handle worn through to brass. Old, but clean. Along the top of the toilet tank stood a row of full-sized toiletries. Not like at a hotel.

In the end I didn’t vomit. I also didn’t remember where I was. I used the toilet, washed my hands, and drank from the faucet. My mouth was so dry. Then I went back into the bedroom to get my phone. Except my laptop bag wasn’t there. Through the buzz of my headache, I tried to think logically. No bag meant no phone, but it also meant no wallet, no ID, and no money. Not that I had much left. I sat down on the edge of the bed, trying to figure out what had happened after Reilly showed up, but that was all blurry, too.

As the buzzing headache started to fade, my confusion converted to anxiety. I checked all the drawers in the bedroom, thinking my bag might be in one, but they were empty except for someone else’s clothes.

Two other doors led out of the room. One was a closet. The other wouldn’t open. I twisted the glass knob, carefully at first and then harder, trying to understand how to open it. I was convinced it was my mistake because I was groggy. There would be a harmless explanation for why my bag wasn’t there, for why the door wouldn’t open.

I knocked on the door and said, “Hello?”

Nobody answered.

Pressing my shoulder against the door, as I turned the knob, I wondered how hard it was to kick a door open. You see it on TV, but that doesn’t give you any idea how difficult it is in real life. Also it seemed too … everything. Loud. Rude. Destructive.

It was darker now than it had been when I woke up. Not morning, but evening.

I went to the windows and pulled back the curtains. I was on the second floor, looking out over a large fenced yard. Beyond that, where I expected to see the Kansas City skyline, there was nothing but trees. As I stared out at the sunset, I noticed the bars on the window. Black wrought iron bars from top to bottom in both windows. In the bathroom, that window was barred, too.

“Are you hungry?” a woman said. I rushed back into the bedroom, but I was alone. Next to the door was a little metal speaker mounted to the wall.

“Talia?” I said. The name bubbled to the surface with no effort.

“Yes or no?” the woman said. No, Talia had a British accent. This woman sounded American.

“Yes, I’m hungry.” If this woman brought food, she would have to open the door. I could see her and talk to her, find out where I was.

“Sit at the table, facing the door, and wait.”

Orders. I was locked in and receiving orders. I wasn’t a guest.

How had I ended up there?

The answer had to be Talia. After Reilly left, I’d gone to the coffee shop, because it was closer than the library, and the day was already miserably hot. I’d been there filling out job applications for about an hour when a barista came by my table and said, “The Wi-Fi is supposed to be for paying customers. Are you gonna order something?”

I wasn’t. Too embarrassed to argue, I’d apologized and made my shame-faced escape. On the way out, I’d bumped into a woman and apologized again. Outside, I cursed and cried, but it wasn’t the barista’s fault. You can’t run a business by letting people who can’t afford coffee take up table space and use your Wi-Fi.

The woman I’d bumped into found me outside, sniffling and sitting on the sidewalk with my laptop. I felt guilty, but I was stealing the coffee shop’s Wi-Fi, right through the wall.

“You alright, love?” she said. “I heard what the barista said to you. Little twat.”

“I’m fine, thanks. It’s not his fault.”

“Still a little twat. You weren’t hurting anybody. Anyway, my name is Talia.” She was white, somewhere between fifty and sixty, with a streak of gray in her dark hair. Despite the heat, she wore a matching sweater set, red lipstick, and a bunch of gold jewelry. She held out her manicured hand, so that I felt obligated to shake it with my grubby, on-the-verge-of-homeless hand.

“I’m Beatrice.”

“You don’t look alright, Beatrice. Do you want to tell me what’s happened?”

I wasn’t sure that I did, but for the first time in weeks, I felt something other than invisible.

What had I told Talia? Everything? She’d bought me a coffee—the kind of big frothy iced coffee with a crown of whipped cream like I hadn’t had in months—and we sat in her car while I told her my sob story.

“Don’t you worry, love. I bet I’ve got a job for you,” she said, which seemed like a spark of light at the end of a long dark tunnel. Don’t most jobs start with an offer from a stranger?

There was no clock in the room, but I guessed I’d been sitting at the table for about ten minutes before I heard the door being unlatched. When it opened, a woman rolled in a cart like they sometimes bring your room service on in a hotel. I guessed she was in her early forties with olive skin and dark blond hair. I would’ve considered her pretty, but there was something worn about her face. She had on jeans, house slippers, and a long, gray cardigan.

“Put your hands flat on the table,” she said. After I did, she lifted a tray off the cart and set it in front of me as she closed the door. Then she rolled the cart back to the door.

“Where am I?”

“You’re here. That’s all you need to know. You’re here to be a nanny. If you do your job, you’ll be fine. If you don’t do your job, you won’t be fine. Do you understand?”

“No. I don’t understand at all.”

“Eat your dinner.”

She looked annoyed, which made me angry. I was the one who was locked in a room, so why was she annoyed? Hidden in her sweater pocket, she turned something over in her hand. A cell phone? Did she have my phone?

“I want my phone, and I want to leave.” I hoped my voice wasn’t shaking, but it had started to sink in that maybe this wasn’t a misunderstanding. Maybe I had been kidnapped.

“We’re seventy miles from the nearest neighbor, and nobody knows you’re here. If you try to leave, you’ll die. How’s that for clear? They don’t like problems. So you stay and work, or you get dead.”

“Who are They?”

“Dangerous people. I work for Them. Now you work for Them, too. You’ve got a few days before the kid gets here. I’ll bring you food. You eat and rest. In a couple days, I’ll show you the rest of your area.”

“My area?”

I was trying to understand that this woman had told me I would be murdered if I didn’t do what I was told. By some dangerous people. They.

“For now, your area is this floor. Your room, the kids’ rooms, the classroom, and the dining room,” she said.

“Kids? Are there more than one?”

“There are however many kids They send. The clothes in the dresser are for you. There are toiletries in the bathroom. If you need anything—within reason—you tell me. Okay?”

“I want to talk to Talia,” I said.

The woman laughed.

“That’s not going to happen. Talia is a recruiter. She finds losers, nobodies that They can use. She found you. Now her job is done. You’re never going to see her again.”

“Can I—can I call my family? Tell them I’m okay? So they don’t worry about me.”

She laughed harder, but stopped as soon as I stood up from the table. Like a faucet being turned off.

“Sit down.” The look she gave me was a warning.

I didn’t mean anything aggressive by standing up, but if we were talking, I wanted to talk as equals. After a minute of staring at each other, I sat down.

“You want to call your daddy?” she said. “The one who doesn’t care you’re homeless? You think he’s worried about you?”

Had I told Talia that? Thinking about spilling those secrets to a stranger mortified me. So much that I couldn’t bear to sit there with this woman sneering at me. There wasn’t a lock on the inside of the door—I knew that from my attempts to open it—so that meant it was unlocked. What was the woman going to do if I walked out?

I stood up and took a step toward the door. She pulled out the thing she’d been toying with in her sweater pocket and pointed it at me. Not a phone, but a Taser. Something hit my belly that felt like an electric bee sting, and my whole body locked up. The floor rushed up toward me, and I landed hard on the rug beside the bed. My arms and legs wouldn’t move, and the bee sting feeling spread from my belly up over my chest.

When it stopped, I lay on the floor, panting and crying. The woman hadn’t moved from her place by the door. She looked down at me as she wound up the wires to her Taser.

The door opened behind her, and a man stepped inside. He was tall and powerfully built. He wore a pair of cargo pants tucked into military-style boots and a blue satin athletic jacket.

“I told you she was going to try something. Redheads are feisty,” he said, bending over to look at me. I didn’t feel very feisty lying on the floor, unable to move.

“And I told you I could handle her. Doesn’t it look like she’s been handled?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Go.”

The man shrugged and left, pulling the door closed behind him. As he did, his jacket swung open, revealing a gun in a holster under his arm. My father was into guns, so I’d grown up around them, but seeing one in a situation where I was helpless, where I’d already been threatened with death, was more terrifying than I’d expected. I couldn’t stop shivering, from fear or from the Taser.

“Don’t fuck with me, you little drama queen. You do what I say, and you’ll be alright. You fuck around, and you’ll find out that there are worse places than this They can send you to.” The woman opened the door, rolled the empty cart out, and closed the door.

After I stopped crying and shivering, I stayed on the rug until the sun was gone, leaving not even a faint blue glow. In the dark, I crawled to the door and tried the knob. Locked. Beside the door, underneath the speaker, was an old-fashioned push button switch that, when I pressed it, turned on a pendant light over the table.

In a daze, I sat at the table and took the lid off the dinner tray. There was a sandwich on a plate, a bowl of potato salad, a bowl of grapes, and a plate with two chocolate chip cookies. An empty plastic tumbler lay on its side between the bowls. I was so hungry that I felt weak. I hadn’t eaten anything in the last two days except a granola bar and a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. And the coffee Talia had bought me. The coffee I’d so gratefully slurped down, sitting in her car.

At least now I knew how I’d ended up there. Obviously Talia had put something in my coffee, powerful enough to knock me out for a whole day. Maybe this other woman planned to drug me, too. I went around the room, trying to decide if there was a way for me to escape, but the door was locked and the windows were barred. The only light outside, besides the stars, came from windows on the floor below me. Otherwise it was completely dark out.

Since there was no escape route, I searched for something I could use as a weapon. The one thing missing from the toiletries in the bathroom was a razor. There was nothing under the bed. In the closet were extra blankets and a dozen plastic hangers. I supposed those could be used as a weapon in a pinch. Not necessarily by me, but by somebody. The chair was sturdy, but only useful as a weapon on someone unsuspecting, and these people weren’t unsuspecting.

No escape, no weapons, and I was hungry.

I filled the empty glass from the bathroom faucet and sat down to my meal, which was better than what I’d been getting from the food bank. The sandwich was turkey with lettuce, tomato, and mayo on fresh bread, which I disassembled layer by layer, before putting it back together. It seemed like it would be hard to plant drugs in a sandwich, so I went ahead and ate it.

The potato salad looked homemade and was still warm, but if there were drugs, they’d be in that. The cookies were store-bought so they were probably safe. The grapes, I didn’t know. Could you drug grapes? I ate them anyway, because the food bank never had fresh produce.

After I finished eating, I waited. Fear of the unexpected had me running through scenarios in my head. Would the woman come back? Would the man with the gun come back? Thinking about that, I dragged the chair from the table and jammed it up under the doorknob. They could lock me in, but I would lock them out.

Then I checked for cameras, because it seemed likely that people who would drug and kidnap me might also spy on me. After spending a ridiculous amount of time squinting at every screw and running my fingers over every dark spot on the furniture, I gave up. If there were cameras, I couldn’t find them.

Finally I did what you do, even in inhospitable hotels. I brushed my teeth and took a shower. It felt like it had been a lot longer than twelve hours since I’d done either. The toiletries looked expensive, all the packaging printed in Japanese. Surely I wasn’t in Japan; that was something to throw me off. Alongside the toiletries were a box of tampons and a box of pads. The labels on them were in English, French, and Arabic.

Someone had planned pretty thoroughly for me, right down to the clothes in the drawers, which were my size. Two sets of pajamas, three long-sleeved T-shirts, two pairs of yoga pants, a pair of stretch khaki pants, plus underwear, bras, and socks. Everything seemed new, but with the labels cut out.

Undressed under the bathroom lights, I found at least a dozen bruises on me. A long scuff down my back. A purple square on my hip. Dark rings around each wrist. Besides the bright red Taser marks on my belly, there were three circular bruises on my right thigh with little scabs in the centers of them. So Talia had put something in my coffee, but later someone had injected me with more drugs? After that, I must have been loaded in a car and driven to the house in the woods—apparently by somebody who hadn’t been too concerned with handling me carefully. The man with the gun?

Wanting to be ready for whatever happened next, I chose the khakis and a shirt instead of pajamas. I even put on socks and my shoes. Then I sat on the edge of a strange bed, fully dressed, trying to be prepared for something unknown. Out of habit, I kept reaching for my phone in my pocket, but my phone was gone, and the khakis didn’t have pockets.

There was a bookcase in the corner beside the door. Half of the books were “literary classics” that had never been opened, and the rest were hardback bestsellers from the last five years or so, mostly mysteries and thrillers. I picked a murder mystery that gave no clue about where it had come from. Not a price sticker, a name written in the front, or a receipt left in between the pages. I read a few chapters, trying to stay awake, but my eyes kept drooping closed. Whether that was from the drugs or exhaustion, it didn’t matter.

After I gave up on the book, I sat up, yawning and waiting for the sudden and malevolent appearance of the mysterious They the woman had referred to. They had brought me here. They could send me someplace worse. They might kill me.

Eventually, I wore myself out with worrying. By my best guess, it was past midnight. The lights from the first floor had been turned off. Nobody was coming.

I fell asleep, then jolted awake shivering, my eyes bleary from the lights. I got up to turn the lights off and tested the locked door. Knowing it was a reckless move, I took my shoes off, pulled back the covers on the bed, and crawled under them. It felt heavenly. Soft mattress, crisp clean sheets, big fluffy pillows. For a minute, I actually felt grateful. Until I remembered that the door was locked, and outside, trees sprawled out darkly as far as I could see.


CHAPTER TWO

WHEN I MADE IT HOME after leaving my car at the bank, Reilly had been waiting outside the apartment, smiling a smile that I once considered cute. Quirky. Now it was the smile of a man who owed me thousands of dollars in rent he would never pay. I was still glad to see him. I even hugged him, that’s how lonely I was. He smelled like a stranger, like whatever laundry soap his parents used.

From my perspective, Reilly and I had put all our eggs in the same basket when we graduated. We’d lived together, worked together, everything. After the start-up went under and we both lost our jobs, I realized he was always going to have a backup basket. One that didn’t have room for me.

Inside the apartment, I showed him where his things were piled in the dining nook, which had been empty since I sold the table and chairs. What remained was a stack of boxes and an expensive gaming monitor.

“I’m surprised you didn’t sell my monitor,” he said. “Except you’re too nice to do that.”

If I was nice to somebody else, if Reilly thought someone else was taking advantage of me, he called me Bambi. As in Stop being a Bambi and letting people take advantage of you. When he was taking advantage of me, though, that was me being nice.

Bambi wasn’t even Reilly’s word. I’d made the mistake of confessing to him that my father called me that after I gave my new coat away to a girl at school who didn’t have one. “You’re raising a Bambi,” he’d told my mother.

Now, a few years too late, I could see that Reilly was going to grow up to be like my father. Whatever the opposite of a Bambi was. Selfish. Hard. Always coming out ahead.

It hadn’t occurred to me to sell Reilly’s monitor, because I was nice. On the outside anyway, because inside I could always find something mean to think about people. I wanted to be nice because the alternative was being mean on the outside, too. The alternative was to become my father.

What irritated me was that Bambi didn’t even make sense as an insult. I didn’t think Dad or Reilly had ever seen the movie. They didn’t realize that Bambi was a boy or that he grew up to be the Prince of the Forest. They just meant that I was weak. I was not going to be a doormat, though. I didn’t help Reilly carry his things out to the car. Standing there not helping while he went up and down the stairs in the heat was harder than I expected.

Once he was down to the last box, I expected him to take it and make a quick getaway. Instead he stood squinting at his phone for a few minutes.

“Hey, did you change the Wi-Fi name?” he said.

“I don’t have Wi-Fi anymore.” I didn’t have a lot of things anymore.

“You don’t—” He finally seemed to notice how empty the place we’d called home for two years was. “Are you moving out?”

“Next week.” If I didn’t leave on my own, I’d be waiting for the sheriff’s department to throw me a surprise party.

“Oh, did you get out of the lease?”

“No.”

There was a small window when I could have unloaded on him. Vented all the months of frustration and anxiety while my bank account emptied out and the bills piled up. The words wouldn’t come, though, even the ones I’d repeated in my head until they were polished to a sharp edge.

“Well, let me know where you end up, okay?” he said.

“Okay.”

I didn’t say A homeless shelter, if I get lucky and a spot opens up. I was on the waiting list at three different shelters. They were all full. I’d confessed that to my friend Gina, who had said, “You’re gonna be okay. You’re gonna find something. It’s gonna work out.” She didn’t volunteer to let me sleep on her couch. I don’t know if she thought I was being dramatic or if she preferred to turn her head and not see me about to become homeless.

I wasn’t afraid of ending up at a shelter. I’d lived in one before. I was afraid of ending up in a bus shelter. Or on a park bench. Or on a piece of cardboard beside a dumpster.

The first time Reilly left, I’d cried as I followed him out to the stairs and watched him until he got in his car. This time, as soon as he stepped out on the landing, I closed the door and locked it. I had loved him, but I was only a convenience for him. Somebody to do the grocery shopping and pay half the bills and clean the apartment and have sex with. A Bambi.

Now I needed to put all that energy into myself. As I walked over to the coffee shop, I was hoping for a miracle. And there was Talia with the kind words. Talia with the air-conditioned Mercedes. Talia with the drugged coffee.

I unloaded on her all the things I should’ve said to Reilly. Then I unloaded all the things that kept me awake at night. How the minimum wage jobs never called back because I had a college degree and I’d never worked retail or food service. How the better-paying jobs made me suffer through interviews and then told me I wasn’t quite what they were looking for. How the people you think are your friends ghost you when you need help the most.

Talia had hugged me, her gold bracelets jangling against my back.

“What about your family?” she said. “Can’t they take you in for a bit? Until you get back on your feet?”

Feeling weirdly giddy at exposing all my secrets, I played for her the most recent voicemail from my father.

“Beatrice. Cynthia called me to say she was worried about you. That you’d left a message on her voicemail that concerned her. I hope you didn’t ask her for money. She’s not your stepmother anymore. You shouldn’t be calling her with your problems. Instead of looking for a handout, you need to get out and pound the pavement. Print out a bunch of copies of your résumé and walk into the places where you want to work. You can’t wait for someone to call you. Adulthood is hard. You have to take responsibility for yourself. You and that dance degree. You might as well have gotten a degree in underwater basket weaving. You should have gotten a degree in something practical. Like teaching. Or marketing. And you let that boy use you like a doormat. You made this problem for yourself. Make better decisions. I’ll talk to you later.”

“He sounds like a right git,” Talia said.

Two things struck me as funny: she’d called my father a git, and her accent sounded fake the longer I listened to it. In the middle of laughing, I yawned.

“You like that?”

“Right git,” I said.

“Here, let me have your phone. I’ll put it on my charger.”

I gave it to her, relieved to have someone, even a stranger, taking care of me.

“Is that what you studied at university? Dancing?” Talia asked.

“And modern languages.”

“Oh, you studied languages?”

“Spanish, French, Korean, and German. In that order of fluency.” It felt like bragging, and I blushed, my head spinning. We were driving. Was she taking me home? I didn’t remember that she’d started the car, but we were driving.

“Impressive. Most Americans only speak English. So you must have traveled quite a bit?”

“No. I can’t afford to. I’ve only been to Mexico and Canada. Where are we going?”

“To my office to talk about that job.”

I wanted to ask how far her office was, but I couldn’t keep my eyes open.

“Good girl,” she said, patting my leg. “You get some rest.”


CHAPTER THREE

IT WAS BROAD DAYLIGHT WHEN I woke up again. I reached for my phone, but my hand skimmed over the top of the nightstand and found nothing. I’d had a cell phone since I was fourteen, nearly a decade, and it felt weird to be without it. Like waking up with flippers instead of hands. I sat up and tried to think rationally about the situation. They’d taken my phone and my laptop, so I was cut off from communicating with anybody. The door was locked, and the windows were barred. They’d fed me. What the woman had told me didn’t add up. If I was a prisoner, why was my prison so nice? What were They planning to do with me? Who kidnaps a nanny?

I gave up on making sense of it, got out of bed, and went to the bathroom. Me flushing the toilet must have alerted the woman that I was awake, because she announced my breakfast over the intercom by saying, “Sit at the table.”

I wondered what would happen if I left the chair under the doorknob. Probably the man with the gun would come. I removed it. Remembering the Taser, I sat at the table and placed my hands flat on it. I always felt more comfortable with a routine, even one as messed up as this. The woman came with the cart, this time wearing a red cardigan. She took the Taser out of her sweater pocket.

“Did you learn your lesson last night?” she said.

“Yes.” In case me flinching wasn’t answer enough.

“Good. You move toward me, or I can’t see your hands, I will zap you again.”

After putting the Taser away, she lifted the lid on last night’s dinner tray and frowned.

“What’s wrong with the potato salad?”

“I thought”—I was embarrassed to say it out loud—“maybe you put drugs in it.”

She snorted.

“I don’t need to drug you. There’s nowhere for you to go. Where’s the glass?”

“I kept it to drink out of.”

“I’ll bring you a new one each time. It needs to be returned with the tray.” A new rule.

“Do you want me to get it?” I’d left it on the edge of the sink.

“No. Put it on this tray when you’re done.”

She swapped last night’s dinner tray for a new one. Then she rolled the cart to the door with one hand, the other hand in her pocket.

“Wait,” I said. “What am I supposed to do?”

“Nothing until the kid gets here. Practically a vacation for you. Eat and sleep and read.” Her gaze went to the novel on the nightstand.

“Thank you. For breakfast.”

She rolled her eyes and said, “Don’t bother. I know all the tricks. I’ve tried all the tricks.”

“My name is Beatrice.”

“I know your name.” I assumed she had my bag, with my driver’s license and passport.

“What’s your name?”

“You don’t need to talk about me to anyone.”

“I have to call you something, right?”

She gave an irritated sigh but said, “You can call me Isabel.”

Once she was gone and the door was locked, I took the cover off the tray. Breakfast was scrambled eggs and sausage links, a little cold, a warm blueberry muffin, and a bowl with clementine orange segments. Another empty plastic cup lay beside the dishes.

She didn’t have to drug me, she’d said, which could have been a lie, but the door was locked, and the man had a gun. I ate the food. Then I paced around the room, looking for clues. Something that would tell me where I was. Something to tell me who They were. In a movie, there would have been a cryptic message scratched into the bed frame or under the table, or secret notes scribbled in the books. I checked all the furniture and flipped through the books, but found nothing.

When lunch arrived, I returned both of the used water glasses for a clean one. I was a well-behaved prisoner. A Bambi.

“Whose books are these? The newer ones. Are those yours?” I asked while Isabel swapped out the trays. She didn’t answer.

“What do I do with my laundry?” I tried.

“You need something washed now?”

“No. I just wondered.”

After dinner, she brought a hamper, a canvas bag on wheels that she rolled into the closet while I sat at the table with my hands visible.

“When will the kid or kids get here?” I said.

“A few days.”

“You said there was a classroom. Can I see it? What am I supposed to be teaching?”

“You can teach them pig Latin for all I care,” she said, but at the door, she looked back at me. “Come on.”

With her hand in her pocket, she held the door for me to go out ahead of her. Once I stepped into the hallway, I could see there was no way I could have kicked the door down. The interior was wood, but the exterior had a metal plate over it and was latched with three steel bars that slid across it. It looked like something out of an old asylum. Maybe it was.

Directly across from my room was a pair of louvered doors.

“That’s the laundry.” Then she pointed down the hallway. “The last door on the left is the classroom.”

I walked ahead, trying to observe as much as I could. On the right, there were three more bedrooms, the doors as securely made as mine. On the left, after the laundry, was a dining room. Inside was a table with six chairs. In one corner stood a large wooden cabinet with a single door and a small glass window. Past the dining room was the classroom, which was about twice the size of my room. It looked like something from the early twentieth century. Four student desks and a teacher desk, all made of heavy dark wood. Built-in bookcases lined the interior wall, and a world map behind the teacher desk covered a chalkboard. Some of the materials, like the map, were clearly out of date, but there were new materials, too, including a set of math workbooks sealed in plastic wrap.

All the windows had bars.

“They want to keep this kid’s daddy happy, I guess. Pretend like he’s going to private school or something,” Isabel said.

I was pretty good at identifying people’s accents, but hers I couldn’t pin down. Not something standard. A mix of things, but primarily cynicism.

“There’s one more thing you should see. So you can satisfy your curiosity.”

She gestured for me to walk in front of her, past the dining room, and then past my room. Not my room. The room They were keeping me prisoner in.

At the end of the hallway, where there should have been a staircase, there was a large steel door with a deadbolt and an electronic keypad. I supposed there were more latches on the outside. In the corner, pointing down at the door and a section of the hallway, was a security camera, the only one I’d seen.

“This is the only way off the second floor. It’s always locked, even when I’m up here. You can’t escape, so don’t even think about it. If you try to escape or try to attack me—if you try anything, it won’t end well for you.”

“They’ll kill me?” I said.

“Exactly. Do your job, and you’ll be okay.”

Words of wisdom from Isabel were not that different from my father’s words of wisdom.


CHAPTER FOUR

OVER THE NEXT FOUR DAYS, I learned the other rules I needed to follow. Some of them I learned the hard way, like what to do when Isabel came upstairs. When she knocked on the bedroom door, it was only a warning, not a courtesy. I was supposed to immediately go sit at the table and wait for her to come in. Once I made the mistake of being in the middle of brushing my teeth when she knocked. I decided to finish brushing instead of going to the table with a mouthful of toothpaste, which meant I was hurrying out of the bathroom, on my way to the table, when she opened the door. She promptly tased me.

If I was somewhere besides my room when I heard the stair door unlock, I was supposed to come out in the hallway so she could see me. If I didn’t, she said she’d send someone to “deal with me.” The big goon with the gun, I assumed. I almost got tased a third time, because I stepped out of the laundry room with a stack of clean clothes right as she was opening the stair door. Luckily, I was far enough away from her that I had time to drop the clothes and show her my empty hands before she fired. Having been tased twice, I could figure out those rules without her telling me. Keep my distance and never have anything in my hands when she came upstairs.

After I was allowed free range of the second floor—“my area”—I took a pencil from the classroom, trying and failing to see it as a weapon. That seemed as farfetched as me karate chopping someone with a plastic hanger. I picked one of the literary novels in my room—not Bleak House, which seemed too on the nose, but Little Dorrit by Charles Dickens. In the back of it, I started keeping a record of the days, beginning with the date I met Talia—August 25, 2017.

On the day that officially marked a week since I’d come to the house, I woke to the sound of a lawn mower. For a moment, everything felt normal. August in Kansas. Hot and sunny. I would roll over and wake up Reilly. If he hadn’t stayed up too late gaming, maybe I would talk him into going to Cozy’s Café for breakfast. After we ate, we could hang out at the pool before the worst of the heat and everybody else in the apartment complex showed up. That was my favorite way to spend a Saturday morning.

Then I remembered where I was. A place with locks on the doors. A place with rules. Do what I’m told or end up dead. Return all the dishes. No pockets allowed. Isabel had taken my laundry away and, when she returned it, the one pair of pants that truly belonged to me had the bottoms of the pockets cut off. If the goal was to make me feel helpless, it only half worked. Sticking my hands into my bottomless jeans pockets reminded me over and over that I needed help. I needed to escape.

I got out of bed and went across the hall to the dining room. The person riding the lawn mower out front wasn’t Isabel or the giant goon from the first night, whom I hadn’t seen again. It was a man in a ball cap and a plaid shirt. Someone who could help me? As he circled back toward the house, I raised my hand to wave. He waved back.

He went on mowing, and I went back to my bedroom to shower and dress. By the time I was ready, the mower had started up in the backyard, exactly as I’d hoped. The man circled the edges of the fenced yard, cruising under the low-hanging branches of two big spruce trees. When he killed the mower to clear some loose branches, I unlocked the window and pushed the lower sash up. With the wrought iron bars on the outside, I guess They didn’t care if I opened the windows.

“Hello!” I yelled. I picked that over Help! They started with the same syllable. “Up here! Hi!”

He turned and lifted his head. When he saw me, he took off his ball cap and smiled. He wore his hair in a blond crew cut, flattened where his cap had pressed down on it. I guessed he was about my age, twenty-five at most.

“Hi. I’m Beatrice Meadows. Who are you?”

“Hey, Beatrice. I’m the groundskeeper.”

I’d given him my full name for a reason. I assumed he had a reason for not giving me his name at all.

“Do you live here?”

“Yeah, over the garage.” He pointed to the south, but I couldn’t see anything past the trees. “So I’ll prolly see you around.”

“Can you help me?”

He seemed about to say something when I heard a door open below my window.

“Are you already flirting with her?” Isabel said.

“We were just talking,” he said.

“Your job is mowing. Not talking.”

“Aw, you can’t blame her for being bored, locked up there like Rapunzel.”

A long spidery shiver traveled down my spine. He knew I was a prisoner.

A few minutes later, Isabel called on the intercom.

“I guess you’re ready for breakfast,” she said.

“The mower woke me.”

No answer, but I went to sit at the table, because usually her abrupt silence meant she was bringing my tray.

She didn’t say anything when she entered my room, so I didn’t say anything. I’d already learned that she didn’t like for me to smile at her or ask her how she was or say Good morning. Tricks, that’s what she thought it all was, and to some degree she was right, because it’s not exactly sincere when you’re trying to make friends with your jailer. After a week, I’d figured out that Stockholm syndrome was a complete misunderstanding. It’s not that you start to care about your kidnappers. It’s that you begin to understand that your existence, survival, happiness, safety, health—everything—depends on how well you can read the people holding you captive. I was trying to figure Isabel out, to learn what made her angry, what I could do to make her, if not friendly, then less hostile toward me. I needed a friend, and she was the one person I had access to.

“His name is Aiden. He’s not your friend. He can’t help you.” The word help sounded despicable the way she said it.

“Okay. Thanks for breakfast.”

She didn’t like that, either, but I’d decided I wouldn’t be rude, even if she deserved it. I was trying to be as nice on the inside as I was on the outside, but she didn’t make it easy. After she left, I took the cover off the tray and started eating. Eggs Benedict with fruit salad and a cinnamon bun. No coffee. I’d already asked and been told no, but aside from that, the food was good. I wondered if she cooked what she liked or if she was going off a set menu. Not that I was going to ask. Like Aiden the groundskeeper, Isabel was not my friend. She was not going to help me.


CHAPTER FIVE

TWO DAYS LATER, AFTER I was in bed for the night, I heard a car pull up and men arguing outside. I got up and crossed to the dining room to look out the front windows. There was a black SUV parked in the drive out front. Two men stood at the back hatch, one of them the enormous goon I’d seen on the first night. The other man was too short to be Aiden, so that was someone new. He smoked while the large one lifted a duffel bag out of the back.

A few minutes after the goons entered the house, I heard talking on the stairs. I ran back to my room and closed the door. In the hallway, Isabel said, “He smells like piss.”

“You’ve got that nanny now, so not your problem.” The tall goon. His accent was vaguely Boston. In my head, I called him Lazlo.

“Fancy digs. This is how I’m gonna get ahead. Less moving. More business,” the other goon said. There was something eastern European in his accent, but long faded. I decided to call him Gustav.

“This place is a dump. And you’re not smart enough for business,” Isabel said.

Her knock was usually two quick raps, but someone pounded on the door hard enough to make the latches rattle. I froze, scared to open it. Here, more than any place I’d been in my life, the unexpected was terrifying. Beyond the routine around meals, I had no idea what was going to happen.

“Get out here, Trixie!” Isabel shouted.

When I opened the door, she and the goons were standing around the duffel bag. She wore her usual clothes, but the goons wore matching Adidas track suits, like they were participants in the Mafia Olympics. Gustav was a little taller than me, and he had deep-set eyes that went over me in a way that made me wish I’d changed out of my pajamas.

It wasn’t simply that I didn’t know Lazlo’s and Gustav’s real names. I didn’t want to know their names. I didn’t want to know them. Isabel had tased me, but they seemed like the people I needed to be afraid of. I could see the shapes of their guns hidden under their track jackets.

“Take it down to the next room.” She pointed. Lazlo picked up the duffel bag and did what he was told. When he came out of the room, he stopped and looked at me.

“Beatrice, right?” he said, smiling under a heavy five-o’clock shadow. “We didn’t get a chance to meet when I picked you up. I’m—”

“Shut up,” Isabel said. “She’s not here for that kind of work.”

I tried not to think about what that kind of work might be. Lazlo smiled at me for a moment longer, like we were sharing a joke. I felt like puking, knowing that when I was unconscious, he had likely brought me to this place. He walked back toward the stairs without a word, but Gustav stayed, staring at me until Isabel shooed him away. After they were gone, she said, “Well, there’s your kid. Smells like he needs a bath. There are new clothes in his room.”

“There’s my kid? What does that—” It hit me square in the chest what she meant. “There’s a child in that bag? They put a child in a duffel bag? Is he—”

I’d been about to ask if he was okay. If he was alive. Instead I dropped to the floor beside the bag and jerked the zipper down, releasing more of the stink of puke and pee. Folded up inside like a chick in an egg was a little boy, about six or seven years old. His black hair was plastered wetly to his forehead, and there was dried blood on his shirt collar and neck. Where I put my hand on his cheek, he was warm to the touch. I held my breath, willing him to breathe until he inhaled and exhaled.

“Who is he? Where did he come from?” I said, trying to keep my voice calm, so she wouldn’t brush me off as a drama queen.

“Not my business. Not yours, either. Quit asking questions and do your job.”

Once she was gone, I turned on the overhead lights and sat down on the floor again.

“It’s okay,” I said, trying to reassure myself. The boy’s eyes moved slightly from side to side. He was only pretending to be asleep.

“Hi. My name is Beatrice. What’s yours?”

He didn’t react, so I tried the same in Spanish, French, Korean, and German. Then in Russian and Mandarin, although I wasn’t sure what I would have done if he’d responded to those. I’d only taken a semester of each.

He finally opened his eyes and blinked against the light.

I reached out, intending to take his hand, but he curled up more tightly like he expected violence. I backed off and reapproached more carefully. When he relaxed, I slowly offered my hand. He took it, and I helped him to his feet. He stood in front of me, shaking, about to cry.

“I’m sorry. I don’t—I don’t know why you’re here. I don’t know why I’m here. But I’m not going to hurt you. Do you want to take a bath? You can have a bath and put on clean clothes.”

I tried it in several more languages. He didn’t answer, but he didn’t resist, either. I walked him into the bathroom, which was laid out in the mirror image of mine. Tiled in blue with green fixtures, it was wallpapered in blue, green, and gold plaid.

Once the tub was filled, I wasn’t sure how to approach the problem. I’d never bathed a child. I didn’t know anything about being a nanny. He stood there, rocking back and forth, and he seemed unable to help me. First, I removed his dirty clothes and checked the blood stains on them against his bare skin. He had bruises and scratches all over, including two dark purple welts on his thigh, where he’d probably been injected with drugs, too. In places, blood had soaked all the way through his clothes, but there were no corresponding wounds. Someone else had bled on him. On his feet, he wore only socks. I piled his dirty clothes on the floor beside the tub and lifted him into the hot soapy water. He was heavier than I expected. The whole time he sat frozen, watching me while I bathed him.

After he was cleaned up, I wrapped him in a towel and set him down on the edge of the bed. As promised, the dresser drawers contained new, clean clothes with the labels cut out. I dressed the boy in a pair of navy blue cotton pajamas with dinosaurs printed on them, lifting each limp arm to put it into the sleeve and feeding his feet into the legs.

After he was dressed, I went to put his bloody clothes into the duffel bag. In the bottom was a single boy’s dress shoe, three bullet casings, and a bloody, crumpled newspaper. I removed it and turned it over. Excélsior it said, printed in Mexico City. In the upper left it said Lunes, 4 de septiembre de 2017. Based on my own calculations, I’d thought September fourth was tomorrow. Had I lost a day when I was kidnapped? Two days?

Whatever day it was, that newspaper had been printed in Mexico City and brought to wherever I was. Proof of life from his kidnappers? Had his parents received a photo of their little boy, bloodied and terrified, next to this newspaper? I carried the duffel and the dirty clothes to the laundry room. The newspaper and bullet casings, I hid in the back of my closet. I wasn’t sure what good that kind of evidence would do me, but I wanted to keep a record of what this little boy had been through.

If Isabel planned to bring food, she would have done it by then, so I got the water glass from my room and the leftover dinner roll off my tray. The boy ate the bread in three bites and drank a glass of water. There was dried blood under his fingernails that I hadn’t managed to wash away.

“Tú vienes de México?” I tried.

He shook his head. Maybe he knew Spanish, or maybe he only recognized the word México.

I could guess what I was supposed to do next. I was supposed to put him in bed and bolt the door. I was supposed to be his jailer the same way Isabel was mine. I couldn’t. Leaving the light on, like I’d done on my first night, I tucked him into bed. Then I lay down next to him and pulled the edge of the quilt over myself.

“I know you’re scared,” I said. “I’m sorry. We just have to obey the rules, and we’ll be okay.”

Then I repeated it in Spanish, French, Korean, and German. He didn’t respond, but later, when I thought he was asleep, he whispered, “Soy Nestor.”

“Te llamas Nestor?”

“Sí.”

“Encantada, Nestor. Soy Beatrice.”

“Encantado, señora.”

We didn’t talk any more than that, but I fell asleep relieved that I would be able to communicate with him.

I woke up to Isabel standing over me, her hand in her pocket. Nestor was asleep with his head on my arm. I put my hand up, knowing I couldn’t protect myself from her but wanting to protect him.

“You’re not supposed to be in here. You sleep in your room. He sleeps in his room. Otherwise you’ll have to be in lockdown again,” she said.

“He was scared last night. I didn’t want to leave him alone.”

“Okay, Nanny, but from now on, everybody in their own room, or I’ll lock you in.”

“Okay.” Every day brought a new rule.

“Breakfast is in the dining room.”

That day started our official routine.

Each morning, Isabel woke me with the intercom. Without a clock, I only knew it was morning. Breakfast arrived in the dumbwaiter, which was what the wood cabinet in the dining room held. With a little prompting, Nestor could wash and dress himself, and after breakfast, we went to the classroom.

During the day, I focused on keeping him distracted. Drawing pictures, playing Old Maid or Go Fish with the one deck of cards we had. We spoke mostly in Spanish, but he was withdrawn. Of course he was withdrawn. He’d been kidnapped. I was on high alert, expecting that at any moment the goons would return, stuff Nestor back in the duffel bag, and take him away. For a kidnapped child, I assumed that was the happy ending. His parents would pay a ransom, and he would go home. I didn’t know what the happy ending was for a kidnapped nanny.

In the afternoons, we did what Nestor referred to as calistenia. Most days that meant yoga or dancing. In the classroom, we uncovered an old portable record player and several dozen records, including a Beatles album and a three-record set called Danza Folklorica de la Pampa Uruguaya. We danced the milonga and the bachata to that. Even without the music, I could do the choreography to “Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It),” which was the first choreo I’d taught myself in high school, watching the video on YouTube until I memorized it. While we were dancing, we felt something like happiness, but it never lasted.

Other days calistenia meant calisthenics that we learned from a book printed by the US Army in 1954. Some days it meant running up and down the hallway until Isabel yelled over the intercom. She could be as irritated as she wanted, but we weren’t allowed outside, and we needed physical exercise. Especially as the weeks passed and the daylight hours got shorter, Nestor and I needed to be tired enough to sleep. Even then, sleep wasn’t a guarantee, because we both had nightmares.

Auxilio! was the word that regularly brought Nestor out of sleep. The first night I heard him scream for help, I jumped out of bed and ran down the hallway to him, thinking it was urgent. He was sitting up in bed, pale and shaking. Not in need of help, but comfort.

“Do you want to tell me what happened?” I asked, but several more nights passed before he volunteered an answer.

“They shot them. They killed them.” Except in Spanish, he used the word asesinaron, which was closer to murdered or assassinated.

“Who?”

He shook his head.

“Who did they kill?” I tried.

His driver and his two bodyguards, that’s whose blood had soaked into his clothes. The three men had been murdered right in front of him, had died trying to protect him. Then he’d been sedated and stuffed in a duffel bag. Those were the terrors that woke him up at night. The gunfire, the blood, the bag. I comforted him the best I could, knowing I couldn’t protect him any better than a pair of trained bodyguards had been able to.

In bits and pieces, one nightmare at a time, I learned how Nestor came to be there. I had assumed his family must be wealthy because who kidnaps the son of a poor family? He went to a private school in Caracas, and his father worked for the Venezuelan government. That was all Nestor knew, that Papá worked for the government. I filled in the blanks as best I could, but I wondered what was taking so long. Why hadn’t Nestor been ransomed yet?

I thought the answer had come one night in October when Isabel woke me.

“Get the boy up and dressed in his suit,” she said over the intercom.

“Why?” My heart thumped violently with not being prepared for what was about to happen.

“Not your business.”

I wanted to scream How is it not my business when I am the person living this life? I am the person this is happening to! I didn’t say a word.

“Shut up and do what you’re told,” my father used to say. He had more diplomatic ways of saying that to adults, but I was his child, so he didn’t have to be polite to me. Neither did Isabel. In some ways, I’d been training since childhood for this situation. I knew how to be quiet and obey the rules, but I was afraid of the unknown. A change in Nestor’s and my routine could mean anything. I was willing to guess that 100 percent of those unknown things were bad.


CHAPTER SIX

AFTER I PUT ON CLOTHES and calmed myself, I went down to Nestor’s room to wake him up.

“Is it morning?” he said.

“No, but Isabel told us to get dressed. Maybe we’re going somewhere.” I said us and we, hoping to make it seem less frightening, so that he didn’t feel alone. As far as it was in my power, I would go wherever he went.

The suit was navy blue and cut like a school uniform. It had been in Nestor’s closet since he came, but he’d never worn it, and it was a little too big for him. After he was dressed, I wetted a washcloth to wipe his face, combed his hair, and clipped on his tie. As soon as we walked down to the stair door, Isabel opened it.

Stepping out onto the stairs for the first time, I saw the basic purpose of the security camera in the hallway. There was a small black-and-white video monitor mounted on the wall in the stairwell so that Isabel could see us before she opened the door.

Nestor cried as we went down the stairs. I wanted to cry because I couldn’t guess what was getting ready to happen. At the bottom of the stairs was a long tiled foyer, and the goons were there waiting for us. Nestor clung to my hand and tried to vanish behind me. I wasn’t sure which was more unsettling: the way Lazlo smiled so cheerfully or the way Gustav’s eyes were like a shark’s.

Isabel led Nestor and me into a formal dining room, where there were empty china hutches and a long table with high-backed chairs. Once we were inside, she slid the heavy pocket doors closed. For the moment we were safe from the goons. A laptop was set up on one end of the table, and Isabel set Nestor down in front of it. She took the chair to his right and, without being ordered, I took the one on his left, where I could see a sliver of the screen.

“Don’t be seen and don’t be heard,” she said to me. “Do you understand?”

When I nodded, she reached over to click a few keys on the laptop, and a man in a suit and tie with dark hair graying at the temples appeared on the screen. In the upper right corner was a gray square with the outline of a person.

“As promised,” said the anonymous voice behind the blank square.

“Nestor? Hijo?” said the man in the suit.

“Papá?” Nestor, who had just stopped crying, started crying again.

“Como estas? Estas bien? Estas a salvo?” Nestor’s father was fighting tears, too.

“Sí, Papá.”

“Tú ves bien. Te ves saludable. Tú estás comiendo bien?”

“Sí, Papá. Y I talk English with Bea—”

Isabel tapped the laptop’s mute button and shook her head. Nestor swallowed hard.

“Tutora,” I whispered. I’d blanked on the word for nanny. “Your tutor.”

Nestor’s father was frowning at the computer when she unmuted the laptop. I nodded at Nestor to encourage him to keep talking.

“I—I study English with your—my tutor.”

“That’s good. I’m proud of you working hard.” Nestor’s father shifted effortlessly to English. “What’s your tutor like?”

“She is nice. I have a nice room. We have books.”

“What did you eat for breakfast this morning?”

“We don’t eat breakfast todavia.”

“Y para cena anoche?” Was he trying to figure out what time zone we were in? I was.

“Pollo con patatas y vegetales,” Nestor said. His eyes were still on Isabel. Anxious.

“Bueno. Muy saludable. Estoy tan orgulloso de ti.”

“Papá, cuando—”

“Satisfecho, señor ministro?” the anonymous voice said. Mister Minister?

“Yes, but please, the pipeline isn’t—”

“Let’s discuss without an audience.”

“Te amo, Nestor,” the minister said. “No será mucho más. Pronto, mi hijo. Prometo.”

“Te amo, Papá,” Nestor said through tears. “Amo Mamá y Sophia y Tío Ronaldo.”

“Por favor—” I wasn’t sure what I was going to plead for, but the screen was already blank. The anonymous voice had cut off the call. Isabel reached over and closed the laptop while Nestor sobbed. Now that I didn’t have to worry about being seen, I shifted him onto my lap.

“I told you to keep your mouth shut. Don’t try that shit again,” Isabel said. With one hand on her Taser, she used the other to knock against my forehead. Like I was a door. “Don’t think I won’t tase you because you’re holding him. Now get back upstairs.”

“He’s a child. Can’t you see he’s scared?”

“I don’t care.” Her mouth was locked in a frown, but her eyes were harder to read. Did she feel any sympathy for Nestor?

“Please, can he have a snack? Some warm milk or something?”

For a moment she scowled at me, sitting there with Nestor’s head tucked under my chin. Then she shrugged and said, “Fine. I’ll send something up.”

As soon as we were through the upstairs door, she slammed and latched it. I walked Nestor to his room and helped him out of the suit. Once he was back in his pajamas, I held him close to me, patting his back. He leaned into me with complete trust, a thing that frightened me as much as the unknown. I was the only person he had there.

“I want my mamá,” he mumbled, reverting to Spanish. “When do I get to see my mamá?”

“I don’t know. I wish I knew.”

A sob escaped him that felt like it came from the bottom of his chest. I knew that feeling.

“Mamá.”

“When I wasn’t much older than you, I lost my mother, too,” I said. I didn’t know how to comfort him, but I wanted him to know he wasn’t alone. He was quiet, listening. “I had to go live with strangers. So I know it’s scary to be someplace strange with people you don’t know.”

“But you got to see your mother again?”

I swallowed so hard I wondered if he could hear me. Had I used the wrong phrase? Did that idiom not work in Spanish? No, he was too young. He didn’t understand that lost meant dead. I couldn’t tell him. There was no use in telling him.

“Yes! Of course,” I said, but the lie clogged my throat with tears. “And you’re going to go home to your family, too. You’re going to see your mamá again.”

Technically, I did see my mother again. After I went into foster care, she bounced back and forth between the shelter and the hospital until a local hospice program agreed to take her. Twice after that my foster mother took me to see her. Once at a park near the shelter and once in hospice. The next visit had to be rescheduled, because one of the other foster kids had a court date. Mom died before the rescheduled visit. It was nobody’s fault, but I couldn’t tell Nestor that. He needed all the hope he could get, not the grief that clung to me like stale cigarette smoke in my hair.

The sound of the dumbwaiter coming up to the dining room spared me from telling more lies that were technically true. It had taken so long because Isabel had warmed up milk to go with store-bought cookies. Maybe she was not as hard as she seemed. Nestor and I didn’t talk while he ate, and after he finished, I took him back to his room and tucked him in. If it had been up to me, I would have stayed with him, but I didn’t dare risk getting caught by Isabel.

Back in my room, I took out the copy of Little Dorrit where I kept my calendar. In the margins of the pages, I added to my notes. I’d written down everything Nestor had told me—where he lived, his parents’ names—but I added the fact that They had called his father Mister Minister. So was he a government minister in Venezuela? He had said “the pipeline isn’t …” Isn’t what? Venezuela produced oil, so probably an oil pipeline. Was something about a pipeline Their ransom demand? I’d always thought of ransom as money, but if you kidnapped the son of a man with power or influence, I guessed the ransom payment could be using that power or influence to benefit you. Something like that might take time, might require you to keep a hostage long term and provide proof of life over and over. Would the minister get to talk to his son whenever he was expected to do something for Them? Reward or motivation.

“Pronto,” Nestor’s father had said. Soon. Nestor had already been at the house for two months, so what did soon mean? When would he go home? And when he went home, what would happen to me?

A few days after the first call, we were brought down to the parlor in the daytime so that Nestor could be photographed in his suit. For a minute, Isabel pinned a patch to his jacket, and then it did look like a school uniform.

The photos, I assumed, were for Nestor’s family, so they could maintain the lie that he was away at boarding school and not being held hostage. If anyone knew, surely his father would lose his position and his power with it. And if he lost his power, what would happen to Nestor? I tried to imagine what it would be like, being forced to play a role in your child’s kidnapping. To have to cover for the people who were extorting you. Whatever hell I was living in, at least it wasn’t that.


CHAPTER SEVEN

NESTOR’S FATHER KEPT SAYING SOON, and he made the same promises when they had their call in November. By the third call, in December, I stopped believing in soon. It made the world seem darker. That next morning, I ignored the summons to the dumbwaiter and stood at my bedroom windows, looking out at a thin layer of snow in the backyard. I’d been there since summer and now it was winter.

I thought about Amanda, the girl at school who didn’t have a coat, and how she used to stand against the building shivering at recess. I knew her family was poor. She never had money for field trips, and she smelled like cigarettes and dirty laundry. Still, I’d thought everyone had a coat. Even poor people.

“Aren’t you cold? Where’s your coat?” I asked her.

“I’m going by Neiman Marcus after school to pick it up.”

“Oh. I didn’t know.”

“Dummy,” she said, irritated by my ignorance. “Besides, I’d rather be cold than wear an ugly JCPenney coat like yours.”

My coat had actually come from Dillard’s at the mall, but I took the insult in the spirit it was given. I shoved her into a snowdrift when the teacher wasn’t looking. Except the teacher was looking, and I got a one-day suspension. My mother had to leave work early and come to the school to pick me up.

I told the story in my defense: how Amanda had insulted my coat and me.

“Can you think of a reason why she wouldn’t have a coat?” Mom said.

“No.”

“Because coats cost money, and maybe her family can’t afford one.”

I was stunned. We weren’t rich, but I had everything I needed and most of the things I wanted. That’s how safe my world was when I was seven. Even 9/11, which had happened that fall, was a distant hum for me. Burning buildings in a city far away. My parents never talked about it in front of me.

“The girl with no coat insulted your coat, so you pushed her down?” my mother had said.

“Yes.” I was beginning to feel less certain that I’d been wronged. Less proud of defending myself.

“It makes me ashamed that you would be so unkind.”

I remembered it as the first harsh thing my mother had ever said to me. I cried the whole drive home. The day after my suspension, Mom sent me off to school with last winter’s coat in a paper gift bag for Amanda. When it came time for us to get dressed to go out to recess, I took the freshly washed coat out of the bag. I could see the shiny spots on the elbows and the place where the right pocket stitching was coming undone. Some monster between pride and shame hit me so hard, I’m not sure I ever recovered from it. I put my new coat into the bag and gave it to Amanda.

When they found out what I’d done, Mom wanted to buy me another new coat, but my father forbade it.

“You’re teaching her to be a doormat,” Dad said.

“She pushed a girl down in the snow. That’s not something to be proud of.”

“That’s what the girl says. For all you know, she lied. If Beatrice wants to be a fool and give away her new coat, she can wear the old one. Just know, that’s your doing. You’re raising a Bambi. A sucker.”

That wasn’t the first or last argument they had about how to raise me.

By spring, the old coat was tight on my shoulders and the right pocket had fallen off. As for Amanda, we hadn’t been friends before and we weren’t friends after.

The next fall, I got a new coat, but I knew that every time my father looked at me, he saw a clumsy little do-gooder, getting walked all over. The fall after that, I didn’t get a new coat. Then I was the girl at school who never had money for field trips and smelled like unwashed clothes.

Things could change that fast. You could go from safely middle class to living in a homeless shelter. You could be the person giving charity one year and the person getting it the next year. Remembering that, I also remembered what my mother had taught me after the coat incident: “We all get to choose, not our situations, but how we respond to them.”

I didn’t have any choice about being trapped in that house, but I could choose how I dealt with it.

The only schedule Isabel enforced was our meals. We ate when she said and what she served. Sometimes she eavesdropped on us, using the intercom system, and she came upstairs a few times a week. Mostly she came to tell me to clean something, but occasionally to snoop through our rooms, like she didn’t already know what was there. The first time, she’d found and removed the bullet casings and the newspaper from my closet. She never looked at Little Dorrit, shelved between Great Expectations and Oliver Twist.

She also never showed any interest in Nestor’s education. She hadn’t been joking when she said I could teach him pig Latin for all she cared. If I didn’t teach him, nobody would make me.

The morning after his December call, I stopped pretending that playing Go Fish was school. I skipped breakfast and wrote English vocabulary words on the chalkboard. I made three columns. The first was my, your, his, her, their, our. The middle was mother, father, brother, sister, friend, neighbor. The last was happy, sad, pretty, ugly, tall, short, kind, cruel. When Nestor finished his breakfast, he came down to the classroom and stared.

“Qué es esto?” he said.

“It’s time for you to start going to school.”

I regretted saying it that way immediately, because school had made me so anxious as a kid. Not Nestor. His eyes lit up, and he hurried to his desk. When I put a pencil and a blank sheet of paper on his desk, he started writing down the vocabulary words.

“First, I want you to write down the Spanish for each word. Then I want you to write a sentence using a word from each column,” I said.

That exercise took up half the morning, because after he wrote a sentence for each row, we mixed them up so he could practice moving around nouns, possessives, and adjectives. I worried that it was a remedial exercise, but at no point did Nestor look bored. Learning was the distraction he needed. After English, we did Spanish vocabulary and grammar. Those seemed like the most important subjects and the ones I was most qualified to teach, but after lunch I moved on to thinner ice. Ripping off the cellophane wrapper, I broke out the first math workbook. Nestor was seven, so the math was only addition and subtraction, but he liked it.

After that, we did school every morning. Whenever I felt like I was about to tumble off into depression, I reminded myself that I was the only person there who cared for Nestor. If I didn’t teach him, how would he learn? I didn’t know how long he would be kept in that house, but I imagined him at eight, then ten, then twelve, nearly illiterate and ignorant of the world. That kept me committed.

I taught Nestor everything I could think of about the world. Once his English vocabulary got bigger, I added geography and science to our studies. He learned yoga poses and plant names. We drew floorplans of the house, of houses we’d lived in before. He even learned how to do laundry. For what I calculated was Christmas week, we read Dickens’s A Christmas Carol together. There was nothing else that seemed like a holiday.

As soon as Nestor finished the first math workbook, we moved on to the second one. I envied him the time-devouring process of memorizing multiplication tables. I’d gone into winter imagining that my brain would be rewired to be more productive now that I didn’t have a cell phone. Instead of playing silly video games or restlessly scrolling through other people’s lives on social media, I would read more, think more, study more. I had an entire set of albums from the Defense Language Institute from the 1960s to help me learn more Russian. The records were outdated, but I could at least learn the basics from them.

Despite my best intentions, that wasn’t how the winter went. In the evenings, after Nestor was in bed, I usually put a Russian record on the portable player and listened to it while laying out hand after hand of Solitaire. Mindlessly burning the hours until I was ready to sleep. Anything to keep me from thinking about my situation.

During the day, I did read, because despite how I wasted my time alone, I felt guilty wasting time in front of Nestor while he was doing schoolwork. I started working my way through the literary classics that took up so much shelf space in the classroom. Never in my life had I written in a book, but having already defaced Little Dorrit, I started marking up the books I read. Underlining passages and jotting down questions. After all, if They killed me, maybe this was all I would leave behind to be discovered someday.

Then at last spring came. The sun shone, the snow melted, the grass turned green again. When I opened my bedroom window, the air was crisp but smelled like growing things. In April, when Isabel called Nestor down to talk with his father, I tried to negotiate with her.

“Now that it’s warming up, maybe we could go out in the backyard?”

“No,” she said. Then she closed the dining room door on me while Nestor had his call. Sometimes, I was allowed in during the call, but other times I wasn’t. Those nights, I waited in the foyer, where Gustav and Lazlo bickered like an old married couple. They didn’t live there like Isabel, but they always came when Nestor had a call.

“I’m not saying she has to. I’m saying it would be nice,” Gustav said.

“It’s almost midnight. Why do you want coffee anyway?” Lazlo said.

“Because I do.”

“You drink coffee, and you’ll be awake half the night playing your stupid video game.”

“What else do I have to do? And I want coffee.”

There was a creeping tendril of Kansas nice in the back of my throat that almost made me say I could make you coffee. That seemed like a bad idea for two reasons. I assumed it would make Isabel mad, and it would create a familiarity between the goons and me that I was not interested in. I kept quiet.

When the dining room doors opened, Nestor looked okay for a call night. He had cried a little, but not a lot. He came to me immediately, eager to be away from Isabel and the computer.

“Can we talk about going out in the yard tomorrow?” I said.

“No.”

Isabel dismissed us with that one word, and I obediently led Nestor back upstairs, but in my heart, rage was building. We had spent all winter locked upstairs. By my calendar, we were entering our ninth month of captivity.

I hadn’t spoken to Aiden since the day I introduced myself, but I often used him as a kind of human Magic 8 Ball. Whenever I saw him out the windows, I tried to guess from his behavior what kind of day it would be. If I waved and he waved back, it would be a good day. Occasionally, he waved first, which gave me a nameless hope for the future. A few times he tipped his hat at me instead of waving, which usually meant that something was off. Sometimes he didn’t wave, because he didn’t look up, too busy pushing a snowblower or a wheelbarrow. Other times, he saw me wave but didn’t wave back. That usually meant Isabel was in a bad mood and it would be a bad day. Another time, he stormed outside and flipped the bird at the house as he left. That was a scary day, trying to guess what had caused him to argue with Isabel, trying to be prepared for what that might mean for those of us upstairs.

The morning after Isabel said no to going outside, I didn’t wait to see what Aiden might portend for the day. If I waited, I might lose my nerve. If I had to say what I felt to her face, I’d definitely chicken out.

Instead, I sent our breakfast dishes down in the dumbwaiter with a note. Nestor is eight years old, and he needs sunshine and fresh air. Please can he go outside? I wrote it on an unfolded sheet of paper and laid it on top of the dishes so she would see it even if she didn’t want to.

She didn’t answer, so I sent another note the next day.

If the point is to keep Nestor healthy, aren’t you worried about stunting his growth by keeping him inside all the time?

No answer to that, either.

I waited three days and a wave from Aiden before I dared to send another note, not as meek as the previous ones.

I wouldn’t treat a dog like this, making it live in a kennel and never seeing the sun.

A few minutes after that note went down, the intercom clicked on.

“I’m not reading these fucking notes of yours,” Isabel snarled.

“You must be, or you wouldn’t know I’m sending them.” It was the closest I’d come to back-talking her since she’d threatened to tase me while I was holding Nestor. My stomach clenched so tightly around my breakfast, I wasn’t sure it would stay down.

“I said no. I’m not arguing about it.”

“I don’t understand what the problem is. The backyard is fenced. The gate is padlocked. I can see that from my bedroom window.”

Click. The intercom went off.

I had stared down at the backyard enough to memorize it. I guessed the fence at eight feet high, wrought iron, with uprights close enough together that probably only my arm would fit through. There was a single gate that allowed Aiden to bring the lawn mower into the yard, which was the only time it was unlocked. What did Isabel think we were going to do? There were two big spruce trees, one of them close enough to the fence that it might be possible to use it as a ladder. I already knew there was nothing but wilderness beyond the fence, though, and if I tried to climb the tree, she could come out and tase me.

I was both furious and despairing. I almost accepted defeat, because if I asked, Isabel would send up vitamins, like she sent up Advil when I had bad cramps. But there was Nestor, who stared down from the second floor windows every day, witnessing the eighth summer of his life, and he was missing it.

The next day’s note said simply Even murderers get to have yard time in prison.

Maybe I was being melodramatic, but there was no end in sight to our imprisonment, and I was done trying to pretend that was reasonable.

The next morning, after Isabel sent up breakfast, she said, “Eat and be at the door in thirty minutes.”

I could hear the anger in her voice, so I figured she meant to punish me for my note. She sometimes referred to my cleaning chores as punishment. Or she punished us with food. If we made too much noise, we didn’t get dessert. Sometimes she sent dinner for Nestor and not me, if she thought I’d asked too many questions. What would be the punishment for pointing out the immorality of keeping a child locked inside?

There was no clock, so it was silly of her to expect us to know what half an hour was, but she called again later and said, “Come to the door. Both of you.”

We reported to the door, and she marched us downstairs to the main foyer. Turning to the right led to the parlor and the front door. To the left, past the dining room, the foyer split into two hallways, one of which led to the back door.

“Enjoy,” she said once we were outside, and locked the door behind us.

Nestor and I looked at each other and then around the yard. This was punishment?

If Isabel thought we would be bothered by the chill in the air, it was only because she hadn’t gone nine months without stepping outside. The temperature was probably fifty degrees, and we were wearing lightweight clothes, but we didn’t care. We were outside.

That first day, all we did was run up and down and chase each other, jumping and yelling. It was cold enough to make our noses red, but the sun was shining. The air smelled like green things growing. The grass was springy. There was a lock between us and the rest of the world, but being outside felt like freedom.

I could see now why we were always locked upstairs: The downstairs windows didn’t have bars on them. That knowledge set my brain to work on the possibilities that existed downstairs. I tried to gather as much information as I could without being obvious, because I assumed Isabel would be spying on us through the gaps in the curtains.

Nestor and I were collecting spruce cones, for reasons we hadn’t discussed, when I looked up and saw someone squatting at the corner of the house, outside the fence. It was the groundskeeper, hooking a hose up to the faucet. He wore blue jeans, a flannel shirt, work boots, and a ball cap, like before.

“Hi!” I called, because being outside made me hopeful again. “I’m Beatrice. Remember?”

He smiled and nodded. I jogged over to the fence, but Nestor stayed back. We were both afraid of the goons, and for all we knew, Aiden was one of them. If goons came in a ridiculously handsome version. Up close, I saw that he was unnecessarily good-looking. Who needed someone that beautiful to mow the lawn? Why wasn’t he in Hollywood making movies?

“I’m Aiden,” he said when I reached the fence. Isabel must have given him permission to say that. Whatever she’d told him, he seemed unsure of what to do when I put my hand through the fence. I did it without thinking, because my father taught me that’s what I was supposed to do as an adult. After a moment, Aiden took my hand. Nestor was the only person I had touched in the last nine months, and from the surprised look on Aiden’s face, I guessed physical contact was rare for him, too. Both our hands were cold, his rough from work and mine soft from Japanese lotion. He held mine until I pulled back. As my hand slipped out of his, he squeezed the ends of my fingers for a second, like he was trying to hold on to me.

“It’s nice. The yard, it’s nice. I guess that’s all you,” I said, because there was a sadness about his eyes. Like a puppy in an ASPCA commercial. “Do you want to say hi to Aiden, Nestor?”

Nestor shook his head. It was a stupid idea I got from a crime show I used to watch: that I was going to convince Isabel, and now Aiden, that Nestor and I were people by using our names. If they believed we were people, they might help us. It hadn’t worked on Isabel. After all those months, she still called me Trixie or Nanny, and she never called Nestor anything but the boy.

“It must be nice getting to work outside all day,” I said.

“Not in the winter, it isn’t.” Aiden laughed, showing off neat white teeth and dimples. I looked like a chinless troll whenever someone took a picture of me laughing, but somehow he was more attractive when he laughed.

“Do you— How long have you worked here?”

He stopped smiling and looked away from me.

“Where is ‘here’ anyway? Do you know how long we’re going to be here?”

“She won’t like you asking questions,” he said. I already knew that, but I’d hoped he might feel differently.

He squatted back down to finish tightening the hose and then turned on the faucet.

“Will we see you again?” He might not like questions, but maybe I could wear him down.

“Prolly. Britney told me you were gonna have some outdoor time while the weather’s good.”

I almost said Who’s Britney? But that was a question, and then I realized he must mean Isabel. What was her name then? Britney or Isabel? If he’d known we would be outside, had he come to see us on purpose? I was going to try one more question, but he was already walking around the corner of the house, trailing the hose behind him. He wasn’t our jailer, but he wasn’t our savior, either.


CHAPTER EIGHT

August 2018

EVENTUALLY, ISABEL GAVE UP ON yard time being a punishment, and let us go out in the afternoon, when it warmed up. Sometimes we did our calisthenics or yoga on the grass, but often we repeated our first day of carefree running around. We found a use for the spruce cones by inventing a game that was a cross between bocce and a carnival ring toss.

One day when we went out, there was a brand-new soccer ball lying in the grass. Nestor was so excited that, in the middle of teaching me the rules, he got distracted by the urge to reenact his favorite game highlights. That mostly involved me yelling, “GOOOOOOOOOOAAAAAAL,” while he ran around and punched the air.

I tried to thank Isabel for the ball, but she said, “Do I look like Santa Claus?”

I doubted the goons had done it, which left Aiden.

A few days later, Nestor and I were lying in the grass, resting, when the back door opened. I assumed it would be Isabel, but when I rolled over to look, Aiden stood on the narrow patio. He looked friendly but uncertain, a combination of things that made it difficult for me to decide how to behave toward him.

“Hey, can I come play soccer?” he said.

“Fútbol,” Nestor said, jumping to his feet. He struggled with the same dilemma I did. Was it okay to be rude to someone holding you hostage? Was it safe to be rude?

To make things easier for Nestor, I stood up and kicked the ball to Aiden. He kicked it back, more skillfully than I had, and after I returned it, he passed it to Nestor. Aiden actually knew how to play soccer, and that was the only common ground Nestor would allow. When Aiden asked about our spruce cone game that he’d seen us playing, Nestor rebuffed him.

“He gave me the ball, so I will let him play,” he said later, sitting on my bed.

Nestor didn’t visit my room every evening, but often enough that we had a routine. After he was in his pajamas, he would sit on the foot of my bed and tell me stories about his family. Sometimes we discussed the things happening around us. There are no how-to manuals for being a hostage, but it seemed important to talk about his situation. I guess it was our situation, but I kept things focused on what he was experiencing.

“Do you know what an ally is?”

“Like America was England’s ally in the Second World War,” he said. I should have known he would understand that. One of his first solo English reading efforts had been a 1950s young reader book about the war. I wasn’t sure how accurate it was because it felt like military propaganda to me, but Nestor loved it.

“That’s exactly right! We’re alone here, so we need an ally. Someone who likes us, who might help us. Think about Aiden like that.”

“Is he going to help us?” he said, frowning.

“I don’t know yet. But to find out, we have to make friends with him.”

As the summer wore on, we both struggled with not letting our guard down around Aiden. He was young. He wouldn’t answer questions, but he laughed and joked with us. Like us, he wasn’t quite free because he had to obey Isabel. Plenty of days that summer, he played with us, but as often Isabel would open the back door and say, “Not your job.” Then he would have to go do his real job.

Aiden’s job included a truck, which made him different from us. It was an older blue Ford with rusted wheel wells. His job also included a cell phone. Once while we were playing soccer, he showed us a bicycle kick, and the phone fell out of his pocket. He hurriedly put it away, but Nestor and I looked at each other, acknowledging the existence of the phone, an umbilical cord to the rest of the world. From then on, Aiden must have left the phone in his truck because that never happened again.

Nestor and I clung to the yard, staying out as long as Isabel would let us. I didn’t even care if I got sunburned. Sometimes instead of asking to come inside, we would yell for Aiden to let us drink water out of the hose. He did, feeding the hose through the fence and laughing as we slurped up the lukewarm, rubbery water.

I think Isabel started to view the summer as a kind of vacation. Nobody running along the hallway upstairs. No jumping jacks. No notes in the dumbwaiter. No lunch to be cooked and sent upstairs, either. All summer our lunches were sandwiches and potato chips. Occasionally with fruit salad or baby carrots, but not always.

Somewhere in June, on a day we weren’t entirely sure of, Nestor had turned eight. My twenty-fourth birthday had passed unnoticed in April, but I’d wanted to do something for Nestor.

“We’re not doing birthdays,” Isabel said when I asked.

To make clear there would be no birthdays, she hadn’t made a cake for dessert that week like she usually did. Nothing we could misinterpret as an acknowledgment of Nestor’s birthday. Despite birthdays being forbidden, those summer months were the best we’d had since we came to the house. It had to end, though, and by what I calculated was late September, the temperature fell sharply. Running around wasn’t enough to keep us warm anymore.

That day, Aiden was trimming the shrubs that circled the back fence, so I walked over and pressed my face against the bars.

“Are we ever going to get to leave here?” I said, although I knew it was useless to ask.

“I’m just the groundskeeper. That’s it. Nobody tells me anything.”

“But you work for Them. Don’t you?”

Aiden looked at me in silence. I’d spent all summer pretending he wasn’t one of the people keeping Nestor and me prisoner, but he was.

“Yeah,” he said grudgingly.

“You could leave.” It wasn’t a question, but I’d never been brave enough to talk to him that way before.

“No, I can’t.”

We were quiet for a minute, me staring at him while he looked down at the clippers in his hand. My cheeks were going numb where they pressed against the fence bars.

“I didn’t know you were a prisoner, too.” It sounded mean the way I said it, like my niceness had been depleted. I felt mean, standing inside the fence, while he stood outside, truck keys in one pocket, cell phone in the other.

“It’s not that simple. People like Britney and me. We’re not locked up, but we’re not free, either. They won’t let us go.” He looked up at the house, like he was worried about getting caught.

“Why do you call her Britney?” I said.

“That’s her name.”

“She told me her name was Isabel.”

“Sometimes that’s how it is.” He shrugged.

“You don’t really know her, do you?”

“I’ve talked to you more than I’ve talked to her. But she’s in charge. She can tell Them I’m not doing my job if she wants. Get me in trouble.”

Nestor, who stood a few feet behind me, said, “What’s your real name?”

Aiden raised the clippers and went back to trimming the shrub without answering. I was relieved because I hadn’t meant for Nestor to hear me talk about Them.

“Time’s up!” Isabel yelled out the back door. Had she overheard us talking?

Nestor ran across the yard to get his soccer ball. He didn’t trust Aiden, but he wanted the ball.

The next few days were cold and rainy. Then cold and snowy. I dared to ask Isabel if we could have coats and gloves for playing outside. The answer was no, and not the kind of no that meant I could negotiate. The kind of no that meant if I didn’t let it go, I might find myself scrubbing bathroom tile or going without dinner.

A few nights later, she told me to put Nestor in his suit for a call. We weren’t nervous about the routine now that we’d been through it a dozen times. His suit had been too big when he first came, then fit him perfectly in May. Now it was snug because he’d grown. I felt proud of that. I was taking care of him the best I could.

That night, though, instead of having me come downstairs with Nestor, Isabel took him by himself and left me alone. I sat in the hall, shaking, my fear of the unknown seeping into me. If the routine changed, what did that mean? Was Nestor leaving? Had Isabel discovered my homemade calendar and notes in Little Dorrit? Had I said too much to Aiden? Had he said too much to me?

When Isabel returned Nestor later, he was silent and almost motionless, the same way he had been when he first arrived. I was able to take him to his room and change his clothes, but he didn’t help me.

“Qué pasó, Nestor?” I asked, but he didn’t answer.

I went back to my room but couldn’t sleep. When I checked on him later, he lay in bed with the light from the hallway reflecting off his open eyes. I didn’t want to get caught breaking the rules, so instead of staying with him, I walked him down the hall and tucked him into my bed. That way I would be in my room when Isabel called in the morning.

When I asked him again what had happened during the call with his father, he started to tremble.

“Ellos me mostraron un video,” he said.

“What kind of video?”

“Cuando … cuando me tomaron.”

Not only had They kidnapped Nestor, but They had taken a video to show him later. Like the worst souvenir. Something to remind him of that day’s terror. Something to make his father obey.


CHAPTER NINE

THAT WINTER, I TEETERED ON the edge of depression. I woke up every morning thinking about the fact that I had been in that house over a year. Did anybody miss me? Did anybody wonder where I was? Were they looking for me? Nestor at least knew his parents loved him. I was alone. I thought I’d already processed that feeling, but I was wrong.

I hadn’t lied to Nestor when I compared his kidnapping to my going into foster care, because it had felt like being kidnapped. Strangers had come and taken me from my mother’s hospital room while I cried. They took me to a house that smelled like Lysol, where I shared a room with three strangers, also foster kids. My belongings, which had already been whittled down to a plastic tub and a garbage bag, never came from the shelter.

The bedroom had brown carpet and blue walls with cross-stitch hangings of Bible verses. Two bunk beds and two dressers. Each girl got a bed and three drawers. We were allowed to have one stuffed animal each on our beds.

The Garbers weren’t bad people. They didn’t abuse us, which happened in other foster homes, according to my new foster sisters, but they weren’t family. They had two kids of their own and a room full of rotating heartbreaks. Kids whose parents had died, like my mother was getting ready to. Kids whose parents had gotten in trouble. Kids whose parents had abandoned them. Like my father had done, although I didn’t think of it that way at the time. He had simply divorced my mother, moved to California, and gotten remarried. It never occurred to me that he would come get me, which was good, because he didn’t.

The Garbers fed us, sent us to school, and made sure we were reasonably clean and clothed. “You get what you get, and you don’t throw a fit” was Mrs. Garber’s motto. If you didn’t like her cheesy burrito casserole, you’d have to wait until the next meal to eat.

If a foster made problems, she got sent somewhere else. If you behaved and did your chores, you could stay. “Go along to get along,” Mrs. Garber always said. There had been a girl who was worse off than the rest of us. Her mother, she told me, whispering from the bunk above me late at night, had been letting men have sex with her for money. I barely understood that, because sex was what mommies and daddies did to make babies. I was nine, and she was a couple years older. Not old enough to be a mommy. Because she hid in our bedroom and cried so much, I tried to do her chores for her so she wouldn’t get in trouble. When I got caught, she was sent away, and I got a lecture. Fosters weren’t allowed to be depressed. The Garbers called it laziness if you didn’t bounce out of bed and do your chores. If you ever got frustrated or angry, you had a bad attitude.

There were usually four fosters and rarely fewer, I suppose because an empty bed was easy to fill. Girls rotated in and out so regularly that by the time I left, I’d been there the longest. The note my foster mother put in my file said Nice girl. Quiet. If I hadn’t felt invisible before I saw that note, I did after. On the weekends, when I wasn’t in school, I sometimes went whole days without saying a word. I was a ghost who washed dishes, took out the trash, and read library books.

I lived with the Garbers for fifteen months, and then one day my caseworker brought a strange woman to the house to take me away. Not a new foster parent, but my new stepmother, Cynthia.

“Her father is so busy with work, and I didn’t like the idea of her flying by herself,” Cynthia had said. She told me the same thing on the way to San Diego, that she’d come because Dad was so busy with work. She was already lying to herself about what kind of person my father was. It would take seven years and a cancer diagnosis before she stopped doing that.

So I knew what it felt like to be a child taken away from my home and my mother, but I wasn’t prepared for what it would feel like to be the replacement parent. To worry that I would say or do the wrong thing, that I would somehow cause Nestor to suffer more than he already was. There were days when I wanted to lie in bed and cry, but I couldn’t because of him. He wasn’t mine, but he was mine to take care of. I had to get up every morning and put on my best face for him.

If it had been just me, maybe I never would have set my sights on escaping. Nice girl. Quiet. At the Garbers I had obeyed the rules, and I did the same at the house in the woods. It wasn’t just me, though. I started to worry that Nestor would never go home, that They would keep using him to manipulate his father. Then I started to think about how we could leave that place. The first idea I came up with had to do with finding an illness that couldn’t be dealt with at the house. A woman in Germany had escaped from the dungeon her father kept her in because one of the children got sick.

The problem was that I needed an illness that could be convincingly faked. While Nestor worked on memorizing countries and capitals, I pored over a first aid book from the sixties, trying to come up with something. Appendicitis, ovarian cyst, tonsillitis. The more I read, the more I doubted I could convince Isabel. She was too untrusting to take my word on anything.

Then one morning in October, Nestor woke up with the left side of his face swollen, and there was a dark spot on one of his teeth. When I told Isabel, she sent up pain medicine and antibiotics. That seemed to work, but as soon as he finished the course of antibiotics, his face swelled up again.

Then the swelling got worse, and he had a fever.

I asked her to look at the tooth, but she refused. She stood in the doorway of Nestor’s room and watched us with suspicion, as though we were somehow faking his swollen face and fever. She kept her hand in her pocket, like she thought we were going to jump her.

“Maybe we should pull it,” she said.

“Do you know how to pull a tooth?”

She didn’t answer. If she decided pulling his tooth was the solution, that would be my job.

“He needs to go to a dentist.”

“We’ll see,” she said before going back downstairs. With dinner, she sent up more pain medication, which didn’t solve anything but at least helped him sleep.

When I returned the dishes with Nestor’s untouched food, I sent a note. The swelling is worse, and his breath smells rotten. This could kill him if it isn’t taken care of. The infection could spread to his brain. If you don’t believe me, google Deamonte Driver.

As much as I hoped this was our chance to make contact with the outside, I was seriously worried that, like Deamonte, Nestor could die from an abscessed tooth. I didn’t care if Isabel punished me, as long as she did something.

There was no answer that night, but I woke up the next morning to the sound of a helicopter. That answered some questions I had, but raised others. Was that how they had brought me to the house? Who was the helicopter registered to? Unlike cars, a helicopter required a licensed pilot instead of two random goons. Did the pilot work for Them, too?

The man who got off the helicopter did not look like a goon, and he wore scrubs under his jacket. Aiden helped Lazlo unload two large cases and carry them into the house. I got dressed so that when Isabel called, I was ready to take Nestor downstairs. I’d written a little note, although it was hard to hide. With no pockets, I had to hold it between my first and second fingers, careful not to drop it. I’d made it as small as I could, but folded to look like a swan, so it wouldn’t look like trash. How I would pass it to the dentist, I didn’t know.

In the parlor, the dentist had set up his equipment around a large armchair tilted back against a sawhorse. Nestor leaned back in a fog of Lortab, his eyes fluttering as the dentist worked on the abscessed tooth.

“I’m going to give him a fluoride treatment, but he needs to do better brushing and flossing,” the dentist said to me after he repaired two smaller cavities and cleaned Nestor’s teeth.

“Okay.” I hadn’t supervised Nestor’s hygiene as much as I should have. I wasn’t used to being a nanny.

After he finished and I helped Nestor to the couch, the dentist said, “How long has it been since you saw a dentist?”

“A few years.” Since I turned eighteen and my father dropped me from his insurance. The start-up I’d worked for hadn’t offered benefits like that.

“Sit down.” The dentist patted the armchair.

I looked at Isabel, expecting her to say something, but she nodded.

All that worrying about how I was going to pass him a note, and he sat me right down in front of him where my hand was a few inches from the pockets at the waist of his scrub shirt. When he leaned forward to look in my mouth, all I had to do was slip my thumb in between my fingers, pull the note loose, and push it into his pocket. While he cleaned my teeth, my little swan took flight, right under Isabel’s nose. I had so much adrenaline pumping through my body, I couldn’t feel anything the dentist did.

“I’m going to give you a fluoride treatment, too, but you need to do better with your flossing.” After that, he dug around in his case and brought out a little plastic bag of toothbrushes, paste, and floss. “Anybody else?”

“Aiden,” Isabel said. He must have been lurking out in the hallway with the goons, because when she said his name, he stepped into the parlor. Then she turned to me. “Upstairs.”

As Aiden passed me on his way to take my place in the armchair, it felt like he was going to say something. Besides “Beatrice,” which he did say, in a voice slightly above a whisper. For a moment his eyes met mine, and I blushed before I even understood why. Up close, his sad eyes smoldered and held mine long enough to create intimacy in that random moment, where we were surrounded by Nestor, the dentist, and Isabel. She made a sound, a fake cough, and he glanced sideways at her. Then we moved past each other, and I tried to act like I was perfectly fine.

Carrying the bag, I walked Nestor up and put him to bed. Then I went to my room and hoped. Listening to the helicopter take off, I imagined some day in the near future a law enforcement helicopter landing. I imagined being rescued, all because of a note to a visiting dentist. I imagined that for as long as it took for the sun to set.

Not long after, Isabel called for me to come downstairs. In the foyer, the carpet runner had been rolled up. On the long tiled floor sat a mop bucket, a rag, and a toothbrush, still in its plastic wrapper from the dentist.

Isabel reached into her sweater pocket, the opposite one to her Taser. When she opened her hand, my little origami swan sat in her palm. As I watched, she rolled it between her thumb and forefinger, opening the folds to reveal my note and then letting it flutter to the floor.

“You thought you were being clever, didn’t you? He didn’t even read it because he gets paid enough not to. Nobody who comes here is going to help you. Everybody who comes here works for Them. Do you understand now?”

“Yes.” I understood now, and it was devastating.

“Take your clothes off.”

I’d had my head down, but when she said that I jerked it up in surprise.

“You heard me. Strip.”

I started shaking. I couldn’t help myself. She reached into her other pocket and brought out the Taser.

“You can do what I say or you can get zapped and then do what I say.”

She meant it. While I undressed, she took out a pack of cigarettes and lit one. Although I couldn’t stop shaking, I didn’t make any effort to cover myself once I was naked. Isabel looked me over, appraising me for some unknown purpose, before she pointed at the bucket.

“Now get to scrubbing.”

I scrubbed. Naked, on my hands and knees, I scrubbed the foyer from the front door to the back door, while Isabel sat in a chair, smoking. When she finished with one cigarette, she flicked it out onto the floor, and I cleaned up the ash while she lit another. My little swan went the same way, burned to ashes and washed down the drain in a bucket full of dirty water. By the time I reached the back door, my knees were bruised, my fingertips were wrinkled, and I was shivering with cold. There, Isabel turned me around and made me repeat the process in reverse. Whenever she decided it was time, I had to carry the bucket into the kitchen to get fresh water. Then she made me start over.

The thing that I love about dancing is that you repeat the same movements over and over, creating muscle memory. It’s exhausting and sometimes painful, but at the end of all that practice you have something that is powerful and beautiful. Something meaningful. When you scrub a floor like that, you repeat the same movements until your whole body hurts, but you aren’t creating anything. There’s no beauty and, after a few hours, your knees lock up, your hands swell, your back spasms, your shoulders are on fire, and if you cry, someone takes out a Taser and, like your father used to, says, “Quit crying, or I’ll really give you something to cry about.”

I didn’t know how long it took. Long enough that I thought Isabel might get bored, but she never did. She went on smoking and watching me scrub, until I reached the front door again. I waited there for orders. She leaned over me, the closest I’d ever been to her, a cigarette balanced elegantly between her fingers. I held my breath, bracing myself for what would come next. After a moment, she tossed the cigarette into the mop bucket.

“Don’t you ever try something like that again. Your life isn’t worth a dime to Them if you cause problems.” I expected her to ask me if I understood, but she didn’t. “Now, get your ass upstairs.”

I got up on shaking legs and limped to where my clothes were crumpled at the foot of the stairs. By the time she reached me, I was nearly dressed.

In the darkness of my bedroom, I lay on the rug and cried, like when I was freshly kidnapped and tased. Being caught and having my note crumpled in Isabel’s hand felt like a crushing blow. It left behind a wound that all my hope leaked out of. Almost all my hope. When I finished crying, I opened my nightstand drawer and reached inside to find the spruce cone I kept there.

At the end of summer, we had asked for permission to take some spruce cones up to our area.

“Why?” Isabel had said.

“Something to remind us of outside while we’re inside.”

“I swear, the way you’re obsessed with going outside.” She rolled her eyes at me.

“It smells good,” Nestor said with a smile I recognized. He used it when he was trying to be polite to Isabel and the goons. A mask that hid his true feelings, which were mostly fear. Imagine having to figure that out by age eight.

We were allowed a single spruce cone each. Nestor kept his on the windowsill where he could see it from his bed. I stored mine in my nightstand drawer so that every morning, I could open it and take a deep breath of freedom.

I held it that night, and turned my thoughts to those things I could control, unlike dentists and origami swans and Isabel. With my bruised knees going to dark purple, I began to work my way backward through the possibilities for escape. How could I do it?

The circular drive in front of the house was to the east, and the road that led to it came from the north. The goons in their SUV arrived from that direction. If a person were to escape from this house, they would need to follow the road without being seen.

To reach that road, first a person would need to find a way out of the house. The backyard wasn’t escape-proof no matter how much I’d pretended it was to Isabel. I wasn’t quite as limber as I’d been the last time I climbed a tree, but I was pretty sure I could make it up the spruce and over the fence.

I wondered if Nestor sometimes thought of it, because by silent agreement, neither of us ever tried to climb the tree. As though we were keeping that little secret to ourselves.


CHAPTER TEN

AFTER THE BRUTAL DISAPPOINTMENT OF the dentist and the punishment that followed, November was especially dismal. Nestor lost his enthusiasm for things, and some days, he sat at his desk, staring blankly at a book without turning the pages. His sad little face convinced me to call Isabel on the intercom. The dining room was the only place where I had a call button, and I didn’t dare abuse that privilege. There would be more punishments if I did.

“Can I talk to you about something?” I said when she answered.

“How long is this conversation going to be?”

“I don’t know. I know you said no birthdays, but could we do something for Christmas?”

Nestor had been sitting at the table, waiting for me to serve lunch, but he perked up at that.

“No. No birthdays. No Christmas.”

“Nestor is a little boy and he’s stuck here, far away from his family. Please, can he have something nice?” I was always braver over the intercom than I was face-to-face with Isabel, but I knew I might be making a date with a mop bucket by pushing her. At least it wouldn’t be a surprise the second time.

Below us in the kitchen, she grumbled and said, “I’ll come up.”

She had told me if I needed anything—within reason—that I could ask, but there was no way to know what was unreasonable until I asked.

While Nestor and I ate lunch, Isabel stood in the doorway with her arms crossed.

“No tree. It’s too messy,” she said before I mentioned it. That hardly seemed fair since she didn’t clean on the second floor. I did.

“Can we make some decorations out of construction paper?”

“I suppose you’d want scissors for that.”

“The safety scissors.” I was allowed to use them to trim Nestor’s hair under Isabel’s supervision.

“We’ll see.”

“What about toys? He doesn’t have any toys at all. All we have is a deck of cards.”

What I didn’t say was that Nestor’s childhood hung in the balance of Isabel’s decision. He’d already lost a year in that dreary house.

“Like what kind of toys?”

“I don’t know. Maybe we could look on the internet?”

“No.”

“You could look on the internet and pick out some things for him. And maybe we could have a Christmas dinner. Like, not anything big, not extra work for you. I could help cook it.”

“What’s wrong with what I cook?” Isabel said, uncrossing her arms. There was a tiny crack in her cynicism that looked like hurt feelings.

“There’s nothing wrong with it. The food you make is really good but, when you were little, didn’t you have special holiday foods? My mom always made a Danish ring for Christmas morning. And sugar cookies. And for lunch we had a big ham and—”

“We’ll see.” That seemed like a positive opening for negotiation. If I was careful and didn’t make her angry, I might be able to wear her down. Before I could try, her phone rang. She walked down the hallway to answer it.

Nestor and I had finished lunch and gone back to work in the classroom by the time she returned. Her mouth was pursed in irritation, and her hand was in her Taser pocket.

“Take him to his room,” she said. I settled Nestor while she waited in the hallway. When I stepped outside and pulled the door closed, she reached past me and slid the latch into place.

As we came back by the dining room, she said, “Wait here.”

The sudden change in routine turned my lunch upside down in my stomach.

After she left, I peeked out the front windows and watched as the goons arrived.

When they came upstairs, Isabel looked irritated, and Lazlo was carrying another duffel bag. I put my hand over my mouth to keep quiet, but all I could think about was what had been in the last duffel bag. Was there a child in this one, too?

“Don’t give me that look,” Lazlo said to Isabel. “They called us the same time they called you. We came straight from the airport.”

I’d never heard them mention an airport before, but it made sense. I doubted the goons had driven Nestor all the way from Caracas to whatever cold, northern place we were in, and I was pretty sure a helicopter couldn’t fly that far.

“Am I ever going to meet her?” Gustav said while he stared at me.

“No,” Isabel said.

“This is Beatrice,” Lazlo said. “She’s from Kansas.”

Isabel led us down the hall to the bedroom past Nestor’s. Lazlo followed her, carrying the duffel bag. I followed him, staring at the bag. Gustav followed me and used that opportunity to pinch my butt. I nearly jumped out of my skin, and the involuntary sound that came out of me was somewhere between a shriek and a squeal. Loud enough to make Isabel stop and look back at us in annoyance. In my real life, I didn’t know what I would have done if a stranger had pinched me like that. There, where I could see the shape of a gun under his jacket, I didn’t dare do anything.

“What’ve you been doing to her, Britney? She’s jumpy,” he said, laughing.

“Leave her alone. And stop being a fuckup.” I felt a moment of relief before Isabel glared at me, her hand in the pocket with the Taser. “And you, stop being a drama queen.”

She resumed our walk down the hallway. Inside the third bedroom, Lazlo set the bag down and reached out like he was going to open it.

“You’ve done your job. Time to go.” Isabel pushed his hand away. I’d never seen any of them touch each other before.

He hesitated for a second before he stepped out of the room. I wished he would hurry so I could open the bag.

“Enjoy your new project,” Isabel said.

“Normal people don’t put children in duffel bags.” She was gone before I finished the sentence.

The girl inside the bag was small, a toddler, with curly brown hair and impossibly long eyelashes. She was dressed in a filthy pink footed onesie, and she looked dead. She looked so dead, I couldn’t even focus on her breathing. I was already crying before I worked up my nerve to check the pulse in her neck.

Alive. She was alive but more sedated than Nestor had been. Had They not taken into account how small she was?

Like Nestor, she’d wet herself, and her pajamas were soaked with urine. Because she was unconscious, I cleaned her up with a warm, wet washcloth. There were no clean clothes for her, so I dressed her in one of my T-shirts and carried her to my bedroom. On her thigh, she had injection marks. Like Nestor. Like me. She hadn’t been wearing a diaper, but I tucked her into bed with a towel folded under her, just in case. When I went across the hall to put her pajamas in the wash, Nestor called out, “Beatrice, is that you? What’s happening?”

“Everything’s okay. We have some new company.”

When I opened the door, the emptiness in his face had been replaced by curiosity, which was something at least.

The second floor was his area, too, so I brought him to see the little girl sleeping. I checked again. She was still alive, but I worried that someday They would drug a child too much and Lazlo would deliver a corpse in a duffel bag. Thinking of that made me so anxious I couldn’t leave her alone. Nestor looked like he might cry. I wasn’t sure what he thought about this small girl being brought to our prison, but it was nothing good.

“Seventeen minus four is?” I said.

“Thirteen.”

“Good.”

“Seventeen times four?”

“Ses— Sixty-four.”

“That’s very close. Go get your math workbook, and we’ll have class in here.”

We spent the afternoon sitting at the table in my room, working on Nestor’s math. The girl slept through dinner, but woke up a little after that. Seeing nothing and nobody that she recognized, she screamed and cried until she made herself sick.

“Neh! Neh! Neh!” she sobbed while I wiped the watery, yellow vomit off her chest, gagging the whole time. Neh clearly meant “no.” I could figure that much out from the way she slapped at my hands, trying to get away from me. She crouched in the corner between my bed and the bookcase while I went through every language I knew even a few words of. She didn’t respond to any of them.

Bubo, I didn’t know, but the way she said it, her little voice cracking, I guessed it meant “mommy” or “mama.” I wondered where her mother was, and all I could think of was what had happened to the men who’d been with Nestor when he was kidnapped. Had her mother been with her?

I’d sent Nestor to his room to read so he wouldn’t have to witness her meltdown, but I knew he could hear her through the wall between our bedrooms. Eventually, she wore herself out. When I picked her up and put her on the bed, she lay there, her eyes glassy with exhaustion and whispered, “Bubo, Bubo, Bubo,” until I cried, too.

Rules or no rules, I kept the girl in my room that night, and I woke up in the morning with my shirt clamped in her little hand. She didn’t want to let go. If her bubo wasn’t there, now I was Bubo. In the classroom, she sat on my lap, holding tight to my shirt, while Nestor and I tried to figure out her name.

She watched him carefully when he squatted down in front of her to say, “I’m Nestor. What’s your name?” We went over our names, pointing—Nestor, Beatrice, Nestor, Beatrice—but when we pointed at her, she was silent.

After lunch, which she refused to eat, Nestor recited the US states and capitals for us. When he got to Minnesota, she let go of me and pointed. First at him, then me, then herself.

“Minnesota?” I said.

Nestor tried: “Minn-uh-so-ta. Saint Paul, Minnesota.”

“Minu,” she said.

“Minu?” I tested it, pointing at each of us again. “Nestor. Beatrice. Minu?”

“Minu.”

Whether it was her name or not, we called her that, and she responded to it. That same day I started teaching her English. The same words I would have started with for any toddler: milk, bath, potty, bed, sleep.

The next day Isabel sent our breakfast and lunch up to the dining room early in the morning, and then she got into a gray sedan and drove away. We were alone in the house, locked up tight on the second floor.

After I woke Nestor, I put Minu into the tub in her blue and yellow bathroom with its bicycle wallpaper to give her a real bath and shampoo her hair. I wished I had some bath toys for her, rubber duckies or something, but I settled for making up a little song with her name in it. “Minu takes a bath and gets squeaky, squeaky clean-u. Minu gets clean-u in her bath. Minu gets clean-u toes. Minu gets clean-u feet. Minu gets clean-u knees.” On and on like that. The other words were meaningless to her, but she repeated her name every time I sang it.

When I straightened up to get her towel, I glanced out the window above the foot of the tub. Like the window in my bathroom, like all the windows on the second floor, there were bars over it. Unlike on the other windows, I could see the screwheads. All the other screws had been ground down or welded over, but these had clearly visible pan head screws attaching the bars to the window frame. Eight screws altogether, and all with a light coating of paint. Were they newer? Or had someone forgotten to cover them?

My brain immediately started looking for escape potential. Could I use the edge of a spoon? I only had silverware during the day. Could I remove the screws and the bars during the day, and then escape at night? What would I do about Nestor and Minu? I would have to escape and bring back help. Isabel had told me there was nothing but woods around us, that we were seventy miles from civilization, but I wasn’t a weakling. Not physically. I could walk and probably pretty far.

There wasn’t enough time to work through all the possibilities before Isabel returned and, after she came back, she sent up a hamper full of new and newly de-labeled clothes for Minu. I was tempted to read something into her choices as I ran them through the wash. Pajamas with unicorns. A pink sweater with pearl buttons. Leggings with rainbows. Were they things that she’d picked out in an instant, whatever the store had in the right size? Or had she thought about the items, considered what a little girl would look like dressed in them?

The larger-sized clothes she’d bought for Nestor a few months earlier had all seemed very generic. Clothes for a boy his size rather than clothes for him. The clothes she bought for me were a version of what she wore in my size.

The clothes for Minu seemed personal.

“Did They tell you the girl’s name?” I asked. I didn’t volunteer what Nestor and I had worked out.

“No. And there’s no use in asking.”

“So They drop a kid off whenever and don’t tell you anything?” I pushed, wondering if I could get her to vent her frustration.

“I don’t know. I’ve been here exactly three weeks longer than you have.”

“You haven’t done this before?”

“This? No.”

“Well, how did you start working for Them?” I tried to make it sound neutral, like I was interested in future career opportunities.

“No use in asking.”

“But do you—”

“Stop asking questions,” Isabel said. “The more you know, the less likely it is that you’ll ever get to go home.”

“You think there’s a chance I could go home?”

“Maybe.”

I wanted to ask why she didn’t leave. Maybe she would give the same kind of answer Aiden had. Or maybe she would tase me again. Or maybe she would point out that I didn’t have a home to go to. What was home? Was anybody looking for me? I didn’t have access to the news, so there was no way to know if anyone had noticed that I was gone.

I wished I’d never started thinking about it because it made me want to cry.

When I took Minu to the bathroom before bed, though, I looked at the screws holding the window bars on. I needed the right tool and the right opportunity.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

ONE ADVANTAGE TO NOT HAVING phones or computers was that we were easily amused by simple things. Word puzzles, drawing, funny face competitions, hide-and-seek—although Isabel banned that after Nestor hid in the dumbwaiter and scared the hell out of her. For a while I’d hoped the dumbwaiter might be the secret to our escape, but she kept the downstairs door locked except when she was using it.

My negotiations for Christmas didn’t seem likely to pan out, and it was already late November. Isabel grudgingly provided us with more playing cards, crayons, paper, plastic bath toys, and a few board games like Chutes and Ladders and Don’t Break the Ice. I felt guilty that I wasn’t teaching the kids more, but Minu was so traumatized that her favorite activity was sitting on my lap and sucking her thumb. So I was content with anything that helped us pass the time. Even Minu would laugh as she used the little toy hammer to knock out plastic blocks of ice.

I got so desperate for distraction and information that I took the lid off my toilet tank and broke the plastic chain that controlled the float. Then I tossed a scrap of toilet paper into the bowl and went into the dining room to call Isabel.

“I’m sorry to bother you, but my toilet won’t flush,” I said.

“Is it clogged? Did you clog it up?” She sounded angry and suspicious, her usual setting.

“No, but I push the handle and it doesn’t flush.”

A long annoyed sigh.

“I’ll send Aiden up later.”

“Thanks.” Thanking her was always dangerous. It seemed polite, but it bothered her. Maybe it reminded her that she was responsible for keeping me against my will.

When she brought Aiden up later, the kids were napping and I was in the classroom. As I walked toward my room, I heard her say, “You don’t need a code for the door.”

“I thought it might make things easier for you so I could come do maintenance,” he said.

“You worry about yourself.” She was so prickly.

I expected her to come inside with him, but when the door closed, Aiden was alone and carrying a toolbox. I tried not to stare at it, but all I could think about was whether there were screwdrivers in it. Whether I could figure out how to get one.

Unlike Isabel, with a hand always on her Taser, he carried the toolbox into the bathroom like he wasn’t worried about me at all. But then he was younger than her and bigger than me. He had broad shoulders and strong-looking forearms. What my stepmom called “a strapping lad.”

“So it doesn’t flush,” he said.

“Nope. I push the lever, and nothing happens.”

Setting the toolbox down, he straddled the toilet like a chair. He put his hands on the tank lid like he was going to remove it, but didn’t.

“How are you doing, Beatrice?” The look he gave me was friendly, but I wasn’t sure how to answer.

“Okay, I guess.”

“You keeping busy?”

“I’m getting some reading done. Teaching Nestor long division. Trying to teach Minu some table manners.” With the basics out of the way, I wasn’t sure if I was brave enough to say something less neutral. I risked it: “Staring longingly out the windows, wishing I was free.”

He laughed awkwardly, maybe a little embarrassed. I wondered if Isabel was eavesdropping on the intercom.

“I know it sucks, but there are worse things,” he said.

“So she tells me when she wants to threaten me.”

“Yeah, it’s no fun being locked up. I been there.”

At last, I identified his accent. All that remained of it were a few words where the k or p sounded more like a g or b, and a vestigial tendency to say dere instead of there. He was from somewhere in Louisiana.

“Did They …” I lowered my voice. “Did They kidnap you, too?”

“Yeah, that’s how it works. You have enough books?”

“Why, do you have some?”

“Sure, I can loan you some. What do you like to read?” he said.

“I’ll read anything.”

He shifted the tank lid, but didn’t take it off. I wondered if he was as lonely as I was to talk to an adult. An adult who wasn’t Isabel. Somehow I didn’t imagine she was any more pleasant to him than she was to me. Or I was wrong, and they were BFFs and he told her everything I said. Then I reconsidered my floor scrubbing punishment in a different light. Had I been punished extra for talking to Aiden? For that unexpected, smoldering look he’d given me on the day the dentist came. Was there something between Isabel and Aiden?

“So, what do you do besides maintenance stuff? Besides mowing,” I said.

“Well, I do some reading, but there’s a lotta maintenance on an old house like this besides the yard and the shrubs and Britney’s koi pond.”

“She has a koi pond?”

“Yeah, you can prolly see it out the front windows, in the center of the drive. She—don’t tell her I told you—when the weather’s good, she likes to sit out there and drink her coffee in the morning. What she doesn’t like is any of the maintenance on it. So I do all the cleaning. And when it’s winter, I bring the fish into a tank in the garage. Sometimes she comes to visit them when she thinks I won’t catch her.”

“I have a hard time imagining her with pet fish. She won’t even let us have birthdays or Christmas.”

“I don’t know if they’re her pets, but that sucks. Plus there’s gutters to clean, trim to paint, repairing the roof, plowing the snow, grading the road, brush to clear. Anything that goes wrong or anything she doesn’t like, that’s my job. Squeaky doors. Burned-out bulbs. Before you came, she made me re-caulk all the tubs and put new flush mechanisms in the toilets.”

“Are you accusing me of something?” I tried to say it like a joke, but maybe it would be obvious to him that I’d sabotaged the toilet.

“Nope, but I was a little surprised that your flusher’s already broke.”

“Maybe I flushed too vigorously.”

He laughed and lifted the lid off. Setting it across his thighs, he looked into the tank.

“It’s the chain. Cheap plastic.”

He reached into the tank and pulled the flapper chain up, revealing the broken link. My simple problem was a simple fix. He fastened the two ends of the chain back together with a small zip tie, and then cut the long end off with a pair of nipping pliers. They were in and out of the toolbox before I had a chance to see what else was in there.

After he put the tank lid back on, Aiden hesitated.

“Normally, I’d flush this to be sure it works, but as soon as I do, she’s gonna come upstairs to get me. Let’s look at books first. See if you’ve got something to swap. And you can tell me what you like.”

We went out to my room and looked at the bookshelf. The whole time I was trying to think of a way to separate him from the toolbox, but he set it beside the door, where it was always in sight. I showed him the half dozen books I’d enjoyed more than the others, and he wrote them down in a little notebook from his breast pocket. He also picked out a few books that he hadn’t read. I could feel how we were both trying to prolong our time together. My goal was to soften Aiden up, to make him my ally, to use my niceness to take advantage of him. What was his goal?

“How did you learn to do all the maintenance stuff?” I said when our book discussion was winding down.

“Some of it I learned from my dad, but a lot of it I picked up over the years from other maintenance guys. Plus, anything I don’t know, I can look up on YouTube.”

I knew he wasn’t bragging, but it almost felt that way. Look at me, I’ve got access to the internet.

“So They kidnap handymen, too? The same way They kidnap nannies?”

“I don’t think so. It’s more like you start out doing one thing, and then you learn how to do another thing.”

“What did you start out doing?”

The little relaxed smile he’d been wearing since he came upstairs turned into a flat line and his eyes went dull.

“Okay, go ahead and flush that. Makes sure it works,” he said.

He went to the door and waited for me to go flush the toilet. It worked, of course. When I came back into my room, he and his toolbox were already gone.


CHAPTER TWELVE

MY SEARCH FOR DISTRACTION WAS unnecessary, because a new one arrived a few weeks later. While Nestor, Minu, and I were eating lunch, the helicopter landed in front of the house, and two men jumped out. Just as I’d been able to tell that the dentist wasn’t a goon, I could see that these were. I named them Napoleon and Todd. The one because he was short and looked Sicilian. The other because he had the perfect unidentifiable face for crime. They ducked under the spinning blades and wrestled a bag out of the chopper. It was larger and heavier than a regular duffel bag, and they carried it together, one on each end, so that it looked more like a body bag. Whoever was inside the bag fought them until they were forced to drop it.

“I think you should both go to your rooms,” I said.

“I’m not done eating.” Nestor came to the window to see what the fuss was about. Below us, Todd kicked the duffel bag half a dozen times until it lay still. Nestor looked at me and then back down at the bag and the two men who stood over it.

“You can finish lunch in your room.”

I gathered up Minu while he carried his half-eaten lunch. After he was locked up safely in his room and the time came to put Minu in hers, she screamed and clung to me until I had to pry her fingers off my arm.

“I’m sorry, sweetie. Just for a little bit. It’s not safe. You need to stay in your room when they come upstairs.” They were the same things I always told Nestor. Never be seen by the goons if you can avoid it. Move slowly and keep your distance from Isabel. Keep an eye on the hand in her pocket.

Hearing the goons come up the stairs, cursing and thumping, fear made me shove Minu back from the door harder than I’d intended. She wobbled for a moment and almost fell, but then steadied on her feet.

“Beaty!” she screamed and was about to charge the door when I closed it. I managed to latch it before the stair door opened. Behind me, Minu hammered at the door with her little fists.

Isabel led the goons into the second floor hallway where Napoleon dropped his end of the bag and immediately retreated downstairs. Maybe this was his Waterloo. Todd dropped his end and kicked it again. A yelp of pain came out of the bag.

“Please, don’t. Please,” I said, loud enough to make Todd look at me. Not with any sympathy, just acknowledgment that I had spoken.

“Unzip it,” Isabel said to me, because apparently unzipping duffel bags was my job.

“I’m going to open this. Please stay calm.” I laid my hand on the bag where I thought a person’s shoulder might be, and there was stillness.

As I pulled the zipper down, I wouldn’t have been surprised if a wild animal had burst out.

Inside was a teenage boy, who wrestled his way out of the bag and staggered to his feet. He was barefoot, wearing jogging pants and a white button-down shirt. His black hair was a knotted mess. Seeing Isabel, he lunged toward her even though his hands were zip-tied in front of him. I reached for him, meaning to stop him, but I was too late.

As calmly as she’d done it to me, she took out her Taser and shot him. He groaned and went down on the floor in an awkward heap of twitching limbs, like a tranquilized giraffe on a nature show. While he lay there, Todd took a syringe out of his pocket and pulled the cap off. He stabbed it straight through the boy’s pants into his thigh and pushed the plunger down.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I said to Isabel after Todd was gone.

“Are you looking for a two-for-one deal?”

I didn’t answer because I was not looking to be tased again.

All afternoon, the boy lay in the hallway outside my room. I sat with him and read, keeping an eye on him to make sure he was breathing. I hated to leave Nestor and Minu locked up, but I wasn’t sure the new boy would behave when he came to. He woke up cursing, or it sounded like cursing to me. It also sounded like Arabic, which I didn’t know.

“You’re safe,” I said, which was not exactly true. At least I wasn’t going to kick him or tase him or sedate him, so he was a little safer with me. “My name is Beatrice. I’m the tutor here, but I’m a prisoner, too. We’re all hostages here. You’ll be okay if you—”

“This isn’t my first time,” he said in almost perfect English.

“You’ve been kidnapped before?”

“You don’t scare me.”

“You don’t need to be scared of me. I’m not going to hurt you. We’ll have dinner soon, if you want to see your room and rest or shower before.” He smelled rank, like week-old sweat.

“My room?” He squinted at me in disbelief. Then he held up his hands to remind me they were bound.

I would have offered to help him up, but I didn’t trust him, and he didn’t trust me. After he got to his feet, I led him to the dining room, where I called Isabel.

“I need something to cut the zip tie off his hands. If you send up the kitchen shears, I’ll send them right back down.”

“You’re going to thank me for not doing that,” she said drily. She thought he would attack me if I got him a weapon. Maybe he would, but it seemed unlikely to me. “I’ll send up Aiden.”

While we waited, I gave the boy the tour. There was the laundry, there was my room, there was the impenetrable door downstairs. The dining room, the classroom, and at the very end, his room, where the bathroom was tiled in pink and gray with burgundy fixtures, and wallpapered with silver harlequins.

The boy’s sneer remained, but he picked up a bottle of shampoo off the toilet tank lid and seemed to give it his approval. He investigated the room the same way, testing the mattress, which was new like mine had been when I arrived. He wasn’t as old as I’d thought. Nearly as tall as me, he was slender, his wrist bones poking out from the bottom of his shirtsleeves.

“Like I said, I’m Beatrice. What’s your name?”

“Emir Sadiq bin Abdulaziz bin Salman Al Saud. You can call me Your Highness.”

I laughed because the whole situation felt ridiculous. As many crazy things as had happened so far, now I was supposed to take care of a Saudi prince?

Down the hallway, the stair door opened, and I heard Aiden approach.

“Hey,” he said when I stepped out into the hall. “She said you need me to cut something.”

His tone wasn’t rude, but he was more guarded now. We’d gotten familiar, friendly, until I asked the wrong question. Now we were back to being hostage and junior jailer.

“Come here, Your Highness,” I said.

Aiden gave me a funny look but didn’t ask.

Sadiq answered me with a long, irritated mouthful of Arabic.

“Do you want your hands free or not?”

He came out of his room and approached warily. Aiden said something to him, of which I caught the final syllables: moo-HAH-duh-buhn. I didn’t know what it meant, but I was certain it was Arabic because the emir looked astounded.

I tried to give Aiden a what was that? look, but he ignored me. The boy held out his hands, and Aiden cut the zip tie with a pocketknife.

“You speak Arabic?” I said.

“Some.”

He put the zip tie and the knife in his pocket, and walked back toward the stair door.

“Thank you,” I called after him. He turned for a second, nodded, and kept walking.

Behind me, the new boy had already gone back to his room. I followed him and said, “I’ll call you for dinner, Your Highness. Towels are in the closet if you want to shower. I can loan you some pajamas and wash your clothes.”

When Isabel sent dinner up, I went down to the new boy’s room and told him. He was lying on his bed, staring at the ceiling. He didn’t respond. I didn’t know what to do. I felt unprepared to deal with a teenager.

We didn’t wait for him, but when we had almost finished eating, he came to the dining room and looked around. Seeing the untouched plate of food at the end of the table, he picked it up and retreated to his room. After I sent the rest of the dirty dishes down to the kitchen, Isabel called on the intercom: “Missing a plate and silverware.”

“I’m sorry. The new boy isn’t done eating.”

She gave an annoyed sigh but didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure why she continued to worry about the silverware. I already knew it was the wrong dimensions for the screws in Minu’s bathroom window. The edges of the butter knives and spoons were too thick to fit in the slots, and she never gave us forks. Did it simply upset her routine? My mother had believed in washing all the dishes before you went to bed. Dirty dishes left overnight were bad feng shui. Maybe Isabel was worried about her qi.

After a while, I went down to the emir’s room. The empty plate sat on the table, so I took it away.

The next morning, I invited him to breakfast, which he ignored. I then invited him to the classroom, which he snorted at. At lunch, he repeated his trip to get food. As he stood in the doorway, holding the plate, he said, “Why don’t you bring it to me?”

“You can come get it, or you can eat with us, Your Highness. And you need to bring your dishes back when you finish.”

He ignored that, and I had to go get them to appease Isabel.

At dinner, we went through the whole thing again, and I realized how lucky I’d been to have Nestor first. It wasn’t fair to be angry with a child who was being held hostage, but I was. In the emir’s room, the dirty dishes were on his table, and he was on his bed.

“Please, bring your dishes back to the dining room. They have to be returned to the kitchen,” I said as nicely as I could. There were rules, and I was happy to explain them.

He ignored me.

“If you don’t bring your dishes back, the woman who tased you will come up here.”

He frowned, I think because he didn’t know the word tase.

I made like I was pointing a Taser at him and saw understanding in his eyes.

“So, please bring your dishes to the dining room.”

“You’re already here. Why don’t you bring them?”

I considered the question, trying to pick apart the key reason I wasn’t willing to perform that chore. Ultimately, it boiled down to the fact that I was a prisoner, too. I said, “Because I’m not your servant.”

I went back to the dining room and waited. He didn’t come, but Isabel rang and said, “Where are the dishes?”

“He hasn’t brought his back yet.”

“Jesus fucking Christ. You’re such a namby-pamby.”

I didn’t feel like a weakling. I felt like a snitch, but I had tried to be polite. I had tried to let him know what the consequences were. As soon as I heard the stair door open, I regretted letting my irritation overpower my urge to protect a child, which he was, no matter how annoying.

Careful to keep my hands in view, I stepped into the hall as Isabel approached. She had some clothing items draped over one arm and a pair of athletic slides in her hand.

“It’s okay,” I said. “We’re figuring things out. You don’t need to do anything. I’ll take care of it. Please don’t do anything to him.”

She walked past me without acknowledging my existence, went into the new boy’s room, and closed the door. A minute later, the door opened, and he came out, carrying his dirty dishes. At the dining room, Isabel stopped and glared at both of us.

“From now on, you eat in the dining room with everyone else. Those are the rules. If you can’t follow them, I’ll have to send you back.”

The boy blinked and nodded before returning to his room.

“If you can’t handle him, he can’t stay,” she said to me.

It reminded me of my first night there, when she’d told Lazlo I was “handled.” Now somehow it had become my job to handle the emir. Although the thought of being relieved of him was tempting, I didn’t like the idea of him being “sent back.” He’d said he was a hostage before. Had he been in one of the “worse places” Isabel liked to threaten me with?

“It’s his first week. We’re working on it.”

“Aiden wants to bring you books to read. Don’t let him get too friendly.”

“Okay. Thanks,” I said, trying to hide my surprise. He had seemed so distant before, but he hadn’t forgotten about my books.

My only warning when he came up later was the sound of the stair door being unlocked.

“Enjoy your book club,” Isabel said in a snide voice.

A moment later, he was at my door, holding a stack of books. He looked and smelled freshly showered and shaved, but maybe he usually did at the end of the day. I’d never seen him when he wasn’t working.

“Can I look at the books?” I said. Aiden wasn’t Isabel, but I’d learned the hard way to always ask permission.

“Yeah, sure.”

I met him at the table to turn over the books and see what he’d brought. Some recent suspense novels, a couple of doorstopper fantasy novels, and a nonfiction book about mummies. He picked it up, so close to me that our arms touched.

“This one’s kinda weird, but interesting. It’s not just Egyptians that have mummies, it’s a buncha cultures. Incans and bog people. There are these Buddhist monks that mummify themselves while they’re alive.”

“That does sound interesting. I’m sorry if I said something that offended you the other day, but I don’t know—”

“Hang on.” Aiden went to the intercom and quickly removed the speaker cover with a screwdriver from his pocket. From his other pocket he took a crumpled scrap of what looked like aluminum foil. He put it into the speaker cover and then reattached it. The screwdriver was in and out of his pocket as quickly as his knife had been.

“I know she eavesdrops on you sometimes, but this, uh, makes the speaker buzz a little. So you’ll know.”

“I appreciate that.” I wondered if there was an intercom in his room. Did Isabel eavesdrop on him, too? “I’m a little surprised that there don’t seem to be any cameras besides the one in the hallway. Unless I’m totally missing them or they’re really well hidden.”

“There might be more cameras, but prolly not. The thing is, if there’s a camera watching you, there has to be somebody to watch the camera. If it’s recorded, somebody still has to watch the video, and then you got a recording of a crime. So unless They can make some money or get some advantage off the video, it’s not worth the trouble or the risk.”

I was about to ask what kind of advantage he meant, when I remembered about the video of Nestor’s kidnapping. A video that They used to terrify Nestor and manipulate his father. I wanted to ask more questions, but I didn’t want Aiden to leave, so I turned my attention back to the books. A few of them had gummy residue on them where a sticker had been peeled off to hide where they came from.

“Anyway, you didn’t offend me before,” he said. “But it’s better not to talk about that stuff.”

“If you say so.” I didn’t agree, but I wasn’t going to argue with him.

“Okay, so I finished that book I got from you.”

“Which one?”

“The Sun Also Rises. Have you read it?”

“In college.”

“I’m not smart like that, but I gotta ask. Does this Hemingway guy hate women? Because it kinda feels like he hates women.”

“Not the main one, though. What’s her name? Lady something. It’s been a while since I read it,” I said.

“Lady Brett.”

“I don’t think he hates Lady Brett, but yes, a lot of people believe that he thought all women were bitches.”

Aiden stood at the table for another moment before he crossed the room to sit on my rug. Then we began our first book club in earnest.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

BECAUSE THE RULE WAS THAT he had to eat with us if he wanted to eat, I let the emir skip breakfast. That was his choice. At lunch, I went down to his room and said, “If you want to eat, you need to come to the dining room. Now.”

I didn’t wait for him, but by the time I reached the dining room, he was shuffling that way in the slides he wore as slippers. He slunk to his spot at the table and began eating with a sullen quickness. Hungry but eager to leave.

“Let’s go around the table and introduce ourselves. As you already know, my name is Beatrice. I’m the nanny. Or the tutor. Depending on whether you need help with blowing your nose or with math.”

“My name is Nestor. I’m from Venezuela,” Nestor said, hardly waiting for his chance. Then with a bit of embarrassment: “I’m eight. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Pump-umpy-cookie-ookie,” Minu said and laughed maniacally. She loved nonsense phrases that rhymed.

“What’s your name?” I prompted.

“Minoodle-doodle.”

“And how old are you?”

She held up two fingers and said, “Three!”

Her age was my best guess based on her behavior and size.

Then it was the new boy’s turn. I stared at him until he couldn’t ignore me.

“I’m Emir Sadiq bin Abdulaziz bin Salman Al Saud. You can call me Your Highness,” he said before stuffing another spoonful of pasta into his mouth.

“How old are you?” Nestor said, eyeing him suspiciously.

“I’m almost fourteen.”

So only thirteen.

Nestor turned to me and said, “How long is Emir going to be here?”

“Emir is my title. My name is Sadiq bin Abdulaziz bin Salman Al Saud.”

“How long is Sadiq going to be here?” Nestor corrected, thereby establishing what we would be calling the new boy.

“I don’t know. After all, I don’t know how long I’m going to be here.” I didn’t bring up Nestor’s uncertain timeline because he worried about it enough. He asked because he was trying to figure out when he might get to go home.

I worried that the introduction of Sadiq would unbalance our little group, and there wasn’t much talking after that. He was in the same miserable situation we were in, but there was something about his indifference that made me feel raw. I saw that in Nestor, too. The way Sadiq had come into our area, apparently unconcerned about his situation, made us more aware of our own fears. He had a bravado we didn’t have. I wanted to tell Nestor that Sadiq wasn’t as fearless as he appeared. After all, Isabel hadn’t had to tase him a second time to make him behave. The threat had been enough.

As I cleared the dishes and stacked them in the dumbwaiter, Minu turned to Sadiq and said, “You give piggyback.” When he didn’t respond she repeated the demand.

“What does that mean?” he said.

“She wants you to carry her around on your back,” Nestor said. Usually he was the one she demanded a piggyback ride from.

“Why would I do that?”

“Because she’s only three,” I said. “Give her a piggyback ride.”

“I’m going to my room.”

“You piggyback!”

“Remember please? To be polite? Please?” Nestor said, sounding so much like me that I was embarrassed. Maybe I really was a pushover.

“You piggyback, please!” Minu shouted. Honestly, she was a bit of a menace, but toddlers weren’t exactly known for regulating their emotions. Considering what she’d been through, Nestor and I mostly humored her.

Sadiq left the dining room, and Minu followed him, making increasingly louder demands, until I heard the sound of her angry tears drifting down the hallway. Nestor and I went to check on her and found Sadiq standing outside his room.

“She’s in my room, screaming. Make her stop.”

“You have the power to make her stop. Give her a piggyback ride,” I said.

“No.” Sadiq went into his room, picked her up—not ungently to my surprise—and set her out in the hallway before closing his door.

“Come on, Minoodle-doodle. I’ll piggyback you,” Nestor said.

Still crying, she went to him and held her arms up. Then there was the usual half hour of galloping up and down the hallway before Minu settled down to her nap and Nestor settled into his geography and math. We were using both subjects to make maps of various places. The project was supposed to teach Nestor about latitude and longitude as well as the points on a compass. It also gave me an excuse to pore over old weather graphs and charts from Encyclopedia Britannica, trying to figure out where we were.

I assumed based on the weather and the length of the days that we were somewhere north of the thirty-ninth parallel, but I was only guessing. Isabel had made it clear there would never be a clock upstairs. Asking her for a clock was like requesting bacon. You could ask for it all you wanted, but you’d never get it.

I did risk asking about Christmas again, even though there was a solid chance she would get angry.

“Christmas?” she said, more in disbelief than annoyance.

“Just a small Christmas. Some new toys and books. Maybe a special treat with dinner. Something—”

“You do know Christmas is already over, right?”

“I don’t see how that matters.” I was shocked to find out I’d miscounted enough days to completely miss Christmas.

“You don’t?”

“We don’t have a clock or a calendar. You could tell me Christmas is next week, and I’d believe you.”

“Well, Christmas is not next week, and things are too messy right now,” Isabel said, sounding so weirdly apologetic that I hesitated. Then I remembered that her weakness was my advantage.

“Having Christmas will make it less messy. There are two new kids, and I have to somehow make them all get along and feel … not at home, but not miserable. That’s my job, and I can’t do it if you won’t help me.”

“We’ll see.” She was annoyed that I’d pulled the do your job argument on her.

We limped on together trying to adjust to the presence of Sadiq, who only ate with us because he had to. I mentioned to Isabel that he was Muslim and wouldn’t eat pork, but nothing on our menu changed.

“Well, he doesn’t have to eat it,” she said.

Sadiq was less concerned than I was. There were days when he opted out of the main entrée if it was pork, but other days, he ate whatever was on offer. Mostly he ate like he was afraid there wouldn’t be food.

Every day after lunch, I invited him down to the classroom, but he never came.

One day, after I made the invitation, he said, “I don’t need school.”

“Are you sure? How could it hurt to learn more than what you already know?”

“What’s a girl going to teach me? I already know your language and mine. You don’t even speak Arabic.”

“No, but I do speak Spanish, French, Korean, and German. And I’m working on learning Russian. Do you already know those languages?”

“Whatever.”

“What’s thirteen times forty-seven?”

“I use the calculator on my phone for math.”

“Which phone is that?” I said, feeling as snarky as he was.

He shrugged and trudged toward his bedroom where he would spend the day staring at the ceiling. He could pretend being a hostage didn’t bother him, but I was personally familiar with how it felt to be in mental quicksand.

Another day, Sadiq came to the classroom to grab the pack of playing cards off my desk.

“I’m taking these cards.”

“See? Your English could use some improvement,” I said.

“My English is perfect. What did I say wrong?”

“What you should have said, and what you need to say if you want the cards, is I would like to borrow these cards, please.”

Sadiq stood there with the cards in his hand, bristling at the correction and probably wondering how rude he could be before I called Isabel. I hated using her as my enforcer, but the only power I had over Sadiq was the option of locking him in his room. I didn’t want to do that.

“I would like to borrow these cards,” he said. “Please.”

“Sure. Just bring them back.”

He turned toward the door.

“The phrase is Thank you.”

“Thank you,” he grumbled.

As much as I would have liked him to come to class or read a book, I accepted that next phase. Lying in bed throwing playing cards into his nightstand drawer was better than lying in bed, pretending he was somewhere else. It was a sign, I told myself. Sadiq was going to be okay. We were all going to be okay.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

January 2019

THE NEXT DAY, I OPENED the dumbwaiter to take out our dinner, and lying on top was a Christmas catalog. I hadn’t seen one since I was a kid, when we used to get the Sears Wish Book. This one came from Amazon. Before giving it to us, Isabel had torn out the corner of the back cover where a mailing address would have been printed.

I laid it off to the side while I set out everyone’s dinner plate. Sadiq immediately began shoveling down bites of food. He would go back to his room as soon as he finished. The ceiling wasn’t going to stare at itself.

“Look,” I said, holding up the catalog.

“What’s that?” he said.

“It’s a catalog. I thought you might want to pick out a Christmas present.”

“Christmas?” Nestor had been so disappointed when nothing came of that conversation with Isabel.

“I’m Muslim,” Sadiq said.

“We don’t have to call it a Christmas present.”

“And I’m not a kid. I don’t play with toys.”

“Okay, but you could look and see if there’s something that would help you pass the time. Instead of lying in bed, staring at the ceiling.”

“That’s all there was to do at the last place.”

“They had you somewhere else?” Nestor said.

“Yeah. Is this your first time?”

Nestor nodded. I think Sadiq expected that would impress him, but he looked sad.

Because Sadiq wasn’t interested, I passed the toy catalog to Nestor. Mr. Almost Fourteen might not want toys, but Nestor took no time in finding the pages with Lego sets and remote control cars. There was so little that looked like childhood in that house, but watching Nestor and Minu spend the evening glued to the catalog made me feel a little better. It was at least something nice I recognized from my childhood.

When Isabel saw my Christmas shopping list, she said, “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“No. You didn’t give me a budget, but you fly a dentist in on a helicopter to take care of their teeth. Why can’t you buy them toys?”

“Three different Lego sets? And remote control cars?”

“They’re kids. They need things to play with. Especially since we won’t be able to go outside for another four months or so.”

“What makes you think you’re ever going outside again after that little trick you tried with the dentist?”

I was quiet for a minute, trying to decide what was worth arguing for. I decided it was all about time. There was no way to know what might happen before summer. Now was what mattered. Getting through today and then tomorrow. I would worry about summer later.

“What’s today? Seriously,” I said.

“January fifth.”

“That’s almost still Christmas. It’s close.” I didn’t want to beg, but there was a little of that in my voice. Isabel rolled her eyes, but she didn’t say no, so I plunged ahead like she’d said yes. “How long would it take to get everything together? I want to do a little countdown, so the kids have something to look forward to.”

So that I would have something to look forward to.

“I didn’t say I was going to get everything.” Isabel looked farther down the list, where I’d included dolls and a trike for Minu. And under that, the books and new shirts that I suggested for Aiden. “What the fuck is this? Fancy new pots and pans for Isabel?”

“It’s not like I can go buy you presents. You’ll have to get your own.” I’d hoped that the prospect of gifts for her might get her buy-in.

“Jesus Christ,” she said, but she took the list with her. The next day she gave me a date. Christmas would be in ten days.

On the chalkboard I wrote December 15 and Ten Days Until Christmas, which didn’t quite work with the song, but who cared? There was a possibility that Isabel would renege on it because she thought it was all nonsense, but she also might be bored enough to do it. She’d spent a whole night watching me scrub floors naked. She had to be bored.

I didn’t know which way it would go until the next week when she called me downstairs by myself. There in the dining room, where there was usually a laptop, was a pile of presents. All the things that I had requested and then some, including two heavy boxes containing Le Creuset skillets and pots.

“You need to wrap this stuff, if you want it wrapped,” she said.

I did want it wrapped, because the whole process let me pretend that this was not a terrible place where children were locked up. There was wrapping paper and bows and, under it all, new toys.

The morning of fake Christmas, Aiden carried the packages upstairs and placed them against the wall under our construction paper tree.

“Are you having dinner with us?” I asked.

“Yeah, she says I can stay. I think she talked herself into feeling bad about me eating dinner alone on Christmas.”

“On actual Christmas?”

“Yeah. She doesn’t like holidays.”

After the last of the packages had been put in place, Aiden went around the classroom looking at Nestor’s projects and Minu’s art while I went down to help cook Christmas dinner.

“This would be easier with my new pots and pans,” Isabel said.

“But they’re your presents to open.”

“Only kids care about that.”

I shrugged and kept peeling potatoes with a very dull paring knife. At least it was an admission that kids do care about those things and that the hostages upstairs were actual children.

Despite Isabel’s grumbling, we had a real Christmas dinner. Pot roast, potatoes, two salads, dinner rolls, a cake, and sugar cookies. Although the dining room downstairs would have given us more space, we celebrated Christmas upstairs.

When we sat down to eat, it felt almost like a family. Isabel was grumpy, but secretly, I think she was happy to see everyone eating her food. Affirmation that her cooking was good. Sadiq was sullen, but Aiden let him have a small glass of wine that made him tipsy. Nestor and Minu were like any other kids on Christmas, going back and forth to stare at the packages in the next room.

Isabel’s Taser was in her pocket, but she drank wine and made small talk. When the time came to open presents, she briefly looked genuinely happy when she unboxed the glistening red set of pans.

“I always wanted to be a chef,” she said.

“Really?” Aiden asked.

“It didn’t work out, but this is the closest I’ve come to being one. You’ll know I’m tired of it when I start sending you oatmeal for breakfast.”

“Ew.” It had been my least favorite meal in foster care.

“That’s what my mother always made for breakfast, so count yourselves lucky.”

“No. Please no oatmeal,” Nestor said.

“Okay, no oatmeal.”

Before I could guess what he intended to do, he suddenly hugged Isabel. She managed to control her urge to recoil, but I saw the shock on her face. While Nestor had perfected his mask of friendly hostage, the hug seemed genuine. He was lucky she didn’t tase him.

The rest of the day was lost in the chaos of toys. Once Sadiq was not-so-secretly watching with envy as Nestor ran his RC car up and down the hallway, I presented him with packages to open. Some graphic novel collections, his own deck of cards, a miniature claw game with little plastic dinosaurs, and an RC car of his own. Like Isabel, Sadiq struggled to hide his immediate reaction, but ten minutes later, as he was out in the hallway with his car, I saw the moment he let his guard down and began to have fun. He was only thirteen, after all.

By then, Isabel had gone downstairs because “somebody has to clean up after all this,” but possibly also to put her pans on the stove and admire them. Aiden assembled Minu’s trike, and she turned the classroom into a racetrack until she fell asleep on the floor, clutching a stuffed unicorn that was Isabel’s gift to her. Then he carried her to her room to tuck her in. He seemed to enjoy playing big brother so much I wondered if he had younger siblings.

Alone in the classroom for a moment, I came back down to reality. The toolbox Aiden had brought up to assemble the trike was sitting open on the teacher’s desk. There was hardly time to think, but I lifted out the upper tray and saw the perfect thing: a stubby flathead screwdriver nearly buried under other tools. It had a chipped red handle made of hard plastic. I teased it out as quickly and quietly as I could, and returned the upper tray to the toolbox. It looked, as far as I could tell, exactly how it had looked when Aiden left it there.

Then there was the question of where to hide the screwdriver. If he got suspicious that I’d stolen something from the toolbox, it would only take a few minutes to search the desk drawers. There was no time to hide it in my room. None of my clothes had pockets, and trying to hide it in my clothes didn’t seem secure. My heart sped up and my hands started to sweat. I had to hide the screwdriver now and not in a place it would be easily found. As panic approached, I pulled down an enormous old dictionary with a cracked spine. I shoved the screwdriver to the rear of the shelf and slid the dictionary back in. It looked fine. Trying to calm myself down, I walked to the classroom doorway and pretended to watch the boys race their cars.

“So, where’s the mistletoe? Isn’t there supposed to be mistletoe at Christmas?” Aiden said as he joined me in the doorway. He looked up like he expected to find it above us.

My heart was already beating too fast, and for a moment, I thought I might faint. I tried not to look at him. I’d looked at him enough to know he was ridiculously good-looking with his dimples and his square jaw and his big brown eyes. Even if he hadn’t been out of my league, these were not normal circumstances. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to stay Please, stop smoldering at me. Instead I glanced around like I was looking for the mistletoe, too.

“I think it’s in the same place as our Christmas tree,” I said.

As the cars came speeding back past the doorway, Aiden laughed and cupped his hand under my jaw, like in a movie. When he leaned down and kissed me, his lips were warm and his mouth tasted like wine and sugar cookies. For a moment, it felt like a normal thing that normal people did, so I kissed him back. He put his other hand on my waist and then slid it across my lower back, making me feel strangely emotional. And grateful that I hadn’t tried hiding the screwdriver on my person.

Aiden seemed to remember first that we weren’t normal people doing a normal thing. Blushing, he stepped back from me and said, “So the mistletoe’s out in the woods?”

“Out in the woods.”

We laughed, both of us embarrassed, but for different reasons, I imagined. I didn’t know what to make of him. I expected unpleasant and vaguely sexual overtures from Gustav. Lazlo, I mostly ignored his weird attempts at being friendly. Aiden was something else entirely. He was not a goon, but he was goon-adjacent.

“I have a, uh, I have a present for you,” he said, which turned out to be not a vaguely sexual overture but an actual gift, wrapped and everything. He’d brought it up with the others and slipped it onto a shelf out of sight. Except not really out of sight. It was one shelf over from where I’d hidden the screwdriver, a fact that reminded me to pay attention. Just because I didn’t notice something didn’t mean it was hidden.

From the shape of the package, I could tell it was a book. Considering we did regular book swaps, I wondered why he’d gone to all the trouble to wrap this one, and to risk Isabel’s wrath by giving it to me secretly. When I reached for it, he hesitated and pulled it back.

“Do you wanna open it in your room?” he said.

I thought he meant later, alone, but he picked up the toolbox and stepped out of the classroom. Joking with the boys, he dodged the cars on the way to my room. I was so desperate to get him out of the classroom and away from the hidden screwdriver, it was only as I followed him down the hall that I wondered what he intended by going to my room.

Maybe all he wanted was privacy and, since he’d put the piece of foil inside it, the intercom in my room did make a faint, telltale buzzing noise when Isabel turned it on. It felt like a special secret between us, and the fact that he’d done it felt like he was on my side in some small way.

He set his toolbox on my table and pushed the door closed. The intercom was silent, but we could hear the boys laughing out in the hallway. I sat down on the edge of my bed and unwrapped the package, wanting the moment to be over as soon as possible.

As I tore the paper open, Aiden didn’t look at me, but once I held the bare book in my hands, he approached and sat on the rug. During our book club meetings, he usually lay on the rug, but after that kiss, I wondered if what he wanted was to lie on my bed.

The book was a hardcover and bought new, unlike the others he brought me. The Hotel New Hampshire by John Irving.

“This is a great book,” I said. “Thank you.”

“You’ve read it?”

“Yeah, when I was a teenager.”

“Well, shit, I didn’t realize I was giving you something you’d already read.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m happy to read it again.”

I flipped it open, to show interest, because it seemed important to him. The book was also unlike the others because he’d written a note inside.

For Beatrice, who reminds me that I am not as good a person as I would like to be, and who feels like the sun in the middle of winter. Keep passing the open windows. Bernest

“I don’t think you’re a bad person,” I said.

“But I’m not as good a person as I’d like to be. I can’t be. If I were, I wouldn’t be helping Them.”

It made me sad to hear him say that. I so badly wanted him to be on my side. Enough on my side to help me escape, not just enough to sabotage my intercom. The truth was, he hadn’t kidnapped me, but he was actively involved in holding me hostage. There was no way to balance the scales on that.

“Bernest?” I said, pronouncing it like Ernest with a B.

He corrected me, putting the stress on the second syllable. “That’s my real name.”

“Ber-NEST not BER-nest? Like how PRO-test is a noun and pro-TEST is a verb? Ber-NEST is a verb?”

“Is that how it works?”

“Not always. I never heard that name before.”

“Bernest is a verb,” he said, almost to himself.

“Did They pick Aiden, or did you?”

“They did. Bernest was my grandfather’s name. When I was a kid, I hated it, but now …”

I waited for him to add some detail to help me understand what it was like to be renamed by strangers, but he was quiet.

“Why didn’t They give me a fake name?” I said.

“It’s not like a lotta people see you. You’re hidden away here, being Beatrice.”

“I wonder if that’s why Isabel told me her real name. Because she’s hidden away here. That is her real name, isn’t it?”

“I dunno. Maybe that’s why I’m telling you my real name. Because we’re here. Which is better than the alternatives.”

“Not all of the alternatives.” In my mind, going home was the most desirable option. “Also I don’t think I’m particularly sunshiny.”

“You are. You make everything a little brighter. You’re not dark or broken like the rest of us,” he said.

“You don’t seem all that dark to me. Or broken.”

“Trust me, sunshine. I am. Anyway, I read that book a long time ago, and it made me feel like I was gonna be alright somehow.”

“It’s a good book for that. Even with all the sad things that happen to the Berrys, they manage to be okay.”

“The ones that survive do.”

“Beatrice! Can we have more cookies?” Nestor shouted from the hallway.

“Yes, you can have whatever there is left to eat, but please no shouting. Minu is asleep.”

Aiden smiled at me. Not the hot young Hollywood smile, but a genuine one, which was more dangerous.

“What?” I said.

“They’re lucky to have you.”

“They’d be luckier to be home with their families.”

“I’m just saying it’s better for them than it could be.”

Aiden rose to his knees. He took two small steps toward me, so he was kneeling directly in front of me. Was he going to kiss me again?

“Imagine if Britney was in charge of them all the time like you are.”

“Or Lazlo and Gustav ‘taking care’ of them.” I made air quotes, because there was only one kind of taking care of someone that the goons were likely good at.

Aiden laughed and said, “Who are Lazlo and Gustav?”

“Those are the names I gave the goons.”

“The goons?”

“The dudes with guns in their weird eastern European Mafia soccer hooligan clothes.”

Still laughing, he leaned forward and rested his hand on my knee. He was going to kiss me again if I let him.

“Oh, the movers. Do you wanna know what their actual fake names are?”

“No,” I said. “I’d rather keep calling them Lazlo and Gustav.”

“Those are great names. I’m guessing Lazlo is the tall one?”

“Of course.”

“See? You make everything better.”

He kissed me, longer than he had under Schrödinger’s mistletoe, and I let him, but again, he was the one who hesitated.

“I wasn’t sure if that was alright with you,” he said.

I didn’t know how to answer because the truth should have been obvious. I couldn’t actually consent because I didn’t know what the consequences would be if I said yes or no. I didn’t think Aiden would force me if I said no, but a no might put an end to my efforts to make him an ally. He might not be enough on my side yet, but maybe I could change that.

I nodded.

I must have been right about what he was thinking while he lay on my rug during book club. He pressed his lips against my neck, creeping up on my bed, until we lay next to each other. As his hand made its first foray along my hip, I got up my courage to say, “I don’t think we should. The door doesn’t lock from the inside, and I don’t have any birth control.”

“No. I wouldn’t. Even if you did. Not like you’re here because you wanna be here. I just wanted to kiss you.”

“Okay.”

“That’s one of the things I didn’t get about The Sun Also Rises. So Jake is impotent, but I guess I don’t understand why that means he can’t be with Lady Brett. There are other ways to be with someone than sex. Kissing you is enough. And it’s less complicated. Plus, Jake could take care of her, give her what she needs, if you know what I mean.”

“Yes, I know what you mean.”

“I could take care of you without the other stuff.”

“That was a fast trip from just wanting to kiss me,” I said.

I was relieved that he laughed because I didn’t want to go further than kissing, but I didn’t want to offend him, either.

If his first kiss had been Hollywood, the rest were so tender that it frightened me. The kind of kissing that floods your body with endorphins, makes the world fall away, and puts you in danger from your stupid heart. Kisses that make you feel like you’re in love. I wanted to stop, but I didn’t want to show my hand. If this was a game, I didn’t want to lose before I figured out how to play it.

Twice, I felt a tremor in his hands. Nervousness or some other emotion. I thought of how he’d reacted in surprise the day I shook his hand. The kids hugged me whether I wanted them to or not, and I let them because they needed that contact. I guessed that nobody in that place ever touched Aiden. Maybe that was my advantage.

When it got dark outside, the intercom clicked on.

“Aiden, time for you to come downstairs,” Isabel said. “Bring the trash.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Don’t ma’am me.” Click. Isabel liked to get the last word in, and she had made her point by knowing he would be in my bedroom.

Later, with the warmth of his hand imprinted like a ghost on my side, it occurred to me there might be another reason They hadn’t given me a fake name. If you abduct a child, you give him another name so people are less likely to figure out who he is. If I searched “Bernest + missing child” on the internet, I imagined the results would primarily be about Aiden.

They hadn’t bothered to give me a fake name because nobody was looking for me. A kidnapped child leaves behind desperate parents and frantic law enforcement. I hadn’t left behind anyone.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

FROST FORMED ON THE INSIDE of the windows overnight as winter settled in, and the ornate brass radiators made low clanking noises like ghosts. Upstairs, from day to day, we went through the full range of emotions. Minu could turn on a dime, from giggling joy to screaming rage. I felt the same, but I tried to keep it inside. I didn’t always succeed. The boys were frenemies. One day arguing and fighting. Another day whispering and laughing. All we had was each other, which was enough some days and too much on others.

Sadiq remained uninterested in school, but his sullenness subsided. He ate with us. He took his turn at piggybacking Minu. He showered and brushed his teeth on a regular basis, an improvement over his first weeks. He came to the classroom to read comic books, and Aiden brought him more when he came upstairs for our book club meetings.

Sometimes, if the intercom stayed off, Aiden closed my bedroom door, and we made out after we finished talking about books.

Kissing him felt like a return to high school. We were always at risk of being caught, and that danger intensified everything. He didn’t have to kiss me to raise my heart rate. Sitting on the rug and leaning against the bed, he would reach out and run his fingertip from my wrist to the crook of my elbow.

“Lean over,” he would say, using his eyes to compel me, like he was a vampire I’d invited in. When I leaned over, he would kiss my throat, my neck, the shadow behind my earlobe. If I took too long reciprocating, he would take my hand and make me touch him, pressing my palm to the freshly shaved back of his neck. There was always an extra button on his shirt undone for book club, the better for slipping my fingers into the gap to touch his chest, where his hair was as blond as on his head.

In that way, it was like high school, too. Every item of our clothing created a boundary. He might touch my breasts over my bra, but he wouldn’t remove my bra. Exactly once, in the interest of testing my theory of boundaries, I didn’t wear my bra for book club. That night, he touched my bare breasts, pushing up my shirt to kiss them, but the other boundaries stayed in place. The next book club, my bra remained secure.

Sometimes I considered taking it as far as he would let me, but I wondered how much of what I felt when I was with him was manufactured, either by him or by our situation. That first day when I spoke to him, Isabel had said, “Are you already flirting with her?” Already, like she’d expected him to flirt with me, but not quite so soon. Was it part of Aiden’s job? Was he there to seduce me? To make me obedient?

Whatever the truth was, something changed for me during the longest, darkest part of that winter. I felt better than I had the year before, which made zero sense, because my situation hadn’t changed. Isabel, whose situation hadn’t changed, either, seemed checked out, as though I’d passed my depression on to her.

Now that I had my footing, I didn’t mind the work. If I’d known I was capable of being a nanny, I would have taken a job like it willingly. Teaching Nestor and Minu was mostly interesting and fun. Watching children figure out new things and start to become the people they would be made me proud of my part in that. I could see from Sadiq how a child kept prisoner by cruel people could become closed off and hostile.

The previous year, I’d wondered how I was going to keep doing this, but now it seemed to me that I could survive with this level of happiness. I saw that in Nestor, too. He wanted to go home, but he was less sad after his calls with his father.

It helped that he had Sadiq and Minu, so he wasn’t dependent on me for all his emotional needs. He talked less about home and more about summer, about playing in the backyard. I had to put the soccer ball away to keep him and Sadiq from playing in the hallway and knocking more holes in the walls that Aiden would have to repair.

One afternoon, in what I calculated was late March, Isabel called on the classroom intercom.

“Put the boys in their rooms and bring the girl downstairs.” Her refusal to use the children’s names was an ongoing annoyance. She never used my name. Trixie wasn’t a nickname, it was a dismissal.

“You heard her,” I said. “Go to your rooms and close the doors.”

Nestor and Sadiq exchanged looks, the silent communication of conspirators.

As I walked Minu to the stairs, I told her what a good, brave girl she was. She’d gained so much confidence and would walk down the stairs holding my hand instead of needing to be carried.

While Isabel locked the stair door behind us, I took Minu down to the dining room, expecting that she would record another video message. Unlike Nestor and Sadiq, she didn’t talk directly to her parents. Instead, we recorded videos for them. I was always careful not to be seen on camera, but I talked to her and asked questions so she would say something instead of fidgeting in silence.

Her English was improving, and I hoped that her family spoke it, because she’d already lost whatever her first language was. There was nothing I could do about that.

The dining room wasn’t set up. No laptop. No snacks, either, which Isabel usually gave her, maybe to show we were taking good care of her. It seemed like a sign of how Isabel was feeling, because usually she was perfectly organized. She never brought us downstairs until she was ready.

“Isabel?” I said, feeling like I was breaking some rule by speaking her name.

“Shut up and come in here,” Gustav yelled from the parlor.

As I led Minu out of the dining room, I met Isabel in the foyer. I accidentally looked her square in the face, and saw her more clearly than I ever had before. She seemed miserable. She was human. She turned away without speaking, and Minu and I followed her to the parlor, where Lazlo and Gustav loitered like a pair of feral cats on the antique velvet furniture.

“Take her out to the car. Not in my house,” Isabel said in an unsteady voice.

“Your house?” Gustav said.

“I’m the one who has to live here.”

“You think this is enough?” Lazlo held up a syringe with a cap on it. To me it looked completely full, and I remembered how heavily sedated Minu had been when she arrived.

“It’s too much,” I said, although nobody had asked me. I couldn’t always stand up for myself, but the kids were different. “She’s small. Look at her. That much could kill her.”

Gustav laughed.

“Shut up,” Isabel snapped. “Take her out to the car.”

“We going, Beaty? We going outside?” Minu said to me.

Lazlo looked surprised that she knew English.

Isabel nodded to me, and I felt a little hiccup of hope. I’d never gone out to the front of the house, which wasn’t fenced, and maybe I would see something to help me figure out where we were or how to escape.

“That’s right, sweetie. We’re going outside.” I squeezed Minu’s hand in mine and walked her to the front door. The goons came after us, and one of them beeped the car fob to unlock it.

Minu skipped along beside me as we crossed the drive, but the closer we got to the SUV, the more wrong it felt. I hadn’t sent a child home before, but it didn’t feel the way I’d thought it would. Lazlo’s and Gustav’s feet crunched on the gravel behind us.

“No, not in the seat. In the back,” Lazlo said when I reached for the SUV’s door handle. He popped the back hatch of the vehicle.

I had braced myself for a duffel bag, but there was a blue tarp. I stopped in my tracks and took a few steps back, pulling Minu with me. The idea of putting her in a duffel bag made me feel sick, but the blue tarp triggered a fear I couldn’t put into words.

“Why don’t you have Trixie give the kid the shot?” Gustav said.

“I told you it’s too much.”

“That’s the point.”

It took me too long to understand. Minu wasn’t going home.

“What’s happening?” I said.

“I guess Daddy didn’t come through, so he’s not getting his little girl back.”

“Ease up,” Lazlo said.

“You idiots.” Isabel watched us from the front porch. “One of you take care of the girl, and one of you grab this ninny before she does something stupid.”

That was me. I was the ninny who was going to do something stupid. I put my hands on Minu’s arms, knowing I couldn’t protect her. Isabel was there with her Taser, Gustav with his gun, Lazlo with the syringe. They were going to kill her. If I lifted her up on that slick plastic tarp, I was getting ready to witness her death.

There were always consequences for not following orders, but I could not. My body could not. I was shaking all over, hard enough that my hands on her arms were making Minu tremble. She was so small. I leaned down and whispered, “Run, Minu. As fast as you can. Run into the trees and hide. Hide-and-seek.”

She took a few steps away from me and then skipped another dozen.

“Run!” I shouted. “Run!”

“You dumb bitch.” Gustav stepped around Lazlo and punched me in the jaw so hard the whole world went bright white with pain. I landed flat on my back in the gravel, and the light winked out.

When I came to, Isabel’s voice sounded far away, saying, “Go get the girl, you idiot.”

“Fuck that. I’m not chasing her,” Gustav said.

I didn’t know if Minu had kept running. Or skipping. I couldn’t hear her footsteps.

I was the only thing between her and death. My jaw and the back of my head throbbed as I struggled to roll over. I managed to get up on my hands and knees, but everything was spinning around me. Gustav took the gun out of the holster under his arm. I reached out, meaning to grab his wrist, but he hit me with the butt of his gun, square in the forehead. Then someone pushed me from behind.

I fell over on my face and, before I could try to get up again, I heard the gunshot.

I screamed. No words. Just screaming.

Footsteps on the gravel—long strides—and another shot.

“Christ, what a mess,” Lazlo said.

“Bitch, I should kill you for that shit.” Gustav pressed his foot against my shoulder.

“Minu,” I said. There was gravel and blood in my mouth. I’d bitten my tongue.

“Get this mess cleaned up, you idiot. How stupid are you? Did you really think that child was going to get away? You’re as hysterical as she is.” Isabel pushed Gustav away from me and then replaced his foot on me with hers. “And you. Get inside. I’ll deal with you later.”

Once I stood up, I would see Minu. I imagined her sleeping, the way she scrunched herself up, burrowing into her blankets. Except she wouldn’t be sleeping. She would be dead. I stayed where I was.

“Minu,” I said. “Minu, Minu, Minu.” The way she had called for her bubo when she first came, that was how I called for her.

At some point, I heard Aiden say, “Fucking shit! What happened? What did they do to her?” Then in a lower voice: “Oh god.”

“Here you are, finally,” Isabel said. “Help me get her up.”

It must have been Aiden who rolled me over and pressed something against my forehead to stop the bleeding, because his hands were gentle.

He and Isabel got me on my feet, but I kept my eyes closed. I was a coward, too afraid to see what They had done to Minu. What I’d let Them do to Minu. As I stumbled toward the house between her and Aiden, Isabel said, “How stupid are you?”

Upstairs, after the door was locked behind me, the boys stepped out of the classroom, looking pale and shocked. I hadn’t locked the doors to their rooms and, after I left, they’d gone to the front windows and seen everything. I took away the improvised bandage on my forehead—Aiden’s flannel shirt—and for a minute we stared at each other from opposite ends of the hallway.

“Did they kill her? Is she dead?” Nestor’s voice was thick with tears. Sadiq said nothing.

“Go to your rooms.” My jaw hurt so much I had to hold it with my hand and speak through my teeth.

“Are they going to kill us, too?”

“No,” I said, but now I understood that the answer might be yes. Maybe They would kill us all. “Please, go to your rooms.”

They went and, this time, I followed them and slid the latches closed. As I went to close Sadiq’s door, he said, “Where I was before, they made me eat dog food, but they never did that.” For the first time his bravado slipped, and there was real fear in his eyes.

In my room, I closed the door and sat on my bed, trying to hold my head steady, because whenever I moved it, pain surged from my jaw down the side of my neck. Slowly the dark crept in. I kept thinking that I would cry. Once the shock of it wore off, I would cry. Except I didn’t. I felt hollow, and I wondered if Isabel felt that way. If the emptiness was what let Isabel exist. A hollowed-out monster who could refer to a murdered child as a mess to be cleaned up.

I knew what the mess was, too. I’d learned it the same way I learned about guns. My father believed there were certain things everyone should know. How to change the oil in your car. How to fire a gun. When we lived out in Eucalyptus Hills, which was practically the country, my father had built his own firing range into the hillside. I learned to shoot there and so did my stepbrother, Owen. My father was very strict about handling guns. Always treat guns like they’re loaded. Guns and ammo stored separately. Only point a gun at something or someone you plan to shoot. No joking or playing around guns.

That was what got Owen in trouble. He’d bragged about the firing range, about shooting guns, and two of his friends from school called him a liar. So he brought the boys home to show them. When Cynthia came home from work, the three of them were in the backyard, shooting targets. Messing around. Not being serious.

When my father came home, I expected there would be shouting. I hid in my bedroom, but he came and found me there.

“She wasn’t involved,” Cynthia said. They were both dressed for work, him in a suit, her in a polka dot dress and a navy blazer.

“I don’t care. I want her to see it. She needs to see it.”

What I needed to see were four watermelons, lined up along the fence where the firing range was. My father had bought them on his way home, and each was the size of a head. He lined us up—Owen, his friends, and me—in his home office and took our photos, which he printed out life size.

Back outside, he sent us to the end of the range to tape our photos to the watermelons. Then he made us shoot our watermelon twins. I did it like I’d been taught, taking up the proper stance, steadying my arms, sighting the target, squeezing the trigger. I remembered the way the round punched a hole through the photo of my uneasy face. I remembered the sound. A wet explosion of the bullet entering and exiting, at practically the same instant. My father was grinning as he walked us down the range to inspect the melons.

“This is why we don’t play with guns, because they’re not toys,” he said, nudging the shattered remains of Owen’s watermelon with one polished dress shoe. “Imagine that was your head. Imagine that was your mother’s head. Imagine that’s brains and blood leaking out of a skull.”

I imagined it so well that I barfed, splattering school lunch on the watermelon and my father’s shoe.

“Christ, Beatrice. Stop being so delicate,” he said.

I was thinking about that when the intercom came on.

“Dinner is in the dining room,” Isabel said. A murdered child, and dinner was a little late.

I went to the dining room and opened the dumbwaiter. Instead of taking the dinner tray out, I yelled down the shaft, “Why did they kill her?”

“Unlike you, I am not an idiot, so I didn’t ask.”

“You knew they were going to kill her.”

The intercom behind me buzzed, and Isabel said, “It’s your fault she got shot. Did you think that was better than an injection?”

Not like I’d made calculations about which death was better. I’d been trying to save her life.

“What was her father supposed to do that he didn’t?” I said.

“Stop asking questions! There are no answers! Do you hear me?”

I had never heard that kind of frustration in Isabel’s voice. Like she was yelling into the abyss. Hopeless. I wondered if she’d cried when she was alone. If she could cry.

“I hear you. What am I supposed to tell the boys?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? They saw her and—”

“That’s your fault. You should have locked them in their rooms.”

“I’m not their jailer. That’s your job.”

“Now, are you going to let the kids eat, or do you plan to starve them?” Isabel asked. Like I was the hollow monster.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

FOOD AS PUNISHMENT. FOOD AS apology. Food as reward.

That night, we got all three. Dry chicken breasts with overcooked broccoli and mashed potatoes yellow with butter. Slices of chocolate cake with frosting half an inch thick between the layers. Had Isabel made the cake that morning, knowing Minu would never taste it?

With dinner, she also sent up an ice pack. I moved it back and forth between my jaw and my forehead. If my jaw was broken, what would Isabel do about it? It hurt badly enough that even if I’d been able to stomach food, I wouldn’t have been able to chew it. While the boys moved their food around on their plates, I could barely look at them. I’d been kidding myself, imagining I was protecting the kids in any way. I couldn’t even protect myself. I’d been so proud of Minu. Learning English. Becoming more confident. Then I’d walked her right down to her execution.

“Are you okay, Beatrice?” Nestor whispered. I’d cleaned the blood off my face, but my jaw was swollen and turning purple.

“I will be.”

“What’s going to happen to us?”

“Bang bang,” Sadiq murmured into his cake.

“Not bang bang,” I said.

“My papá says I’m going home soon. Is that true?”

“Yes, I believe it is.” I wanted it to be true, but Señor Ministro had been saying soon for so long.

“Bang bang,” Sadiq said.

Isabel had said she would deal with me later, but apparently that meant ignoring me. The stair door remained locked and, for days, we didn’t hear from her except for the rumble of the dumbwaiter gears that brought our food and took our dishes away. I stopped getting up in the morning, not because I stopped caring, but because I couldn’t pretend it would be okay anymore. I couldn’t pretend I was doing good work. I was babysitting bargaining chips who might be murdered any day.

Nestor brought a plate to me at every meal, but nearly always took it back full. Between my jaw and my heart, I couldn’t eat much of anything. A few times, I wandered down to the classroom and found the boys there, looking out the front windows. I wondered if Isabel would let them go outside when it warmed up, or if she would punish them for what I’d done, for my futile attempt to save Minu.

Isabel sent Aiden up to see me.

“Go away,” I said. “I don’t want any books.”

“I’m sorry.” He sounded sorry, but all that did was make me angry. When he sat down on the bed and put his hand on my back, I pushed it away.

“They murdered a child, but you’re sorry.”

“You can’t stay like this, Beatrice.”

“Why not, Bernest? Why can’t I stay like this? Are the goons going to come shoot me, too? That’s fine.”

“I don’t want you to die.”

“You’ve seen it before, haven’t you? You’ve seen Them kill children?”

“Let’s not talk about that.”

“Yeah, let’s not talk,” I said.

He left a new stack of books and went away.

A few days later, Isabel came.

“We’re not doing this bullshit.” She turned on the overhead lights and dropped a piece of paper on top of me, where I lay in bed.

I turned it over and read:

Dear Miss Isabel,

I am writing to you, because I am very concerned for Miss Beatrice. She is very sad and stays in bed all day. Also she will not eat, and her jaw is hurt. Will you please come help her?

Sincerely,

Nestor

I cried then because Nestor deserved better. I didn’t care if I lived if he could go home.

“Christ. Turn off the waterworks,” Isabel said. I cried a little longer to show her she wasn’t the boss of my feelings.

She reached out and grabbed my chin, turning my face toward her and then away before she let go.

“Well, your jaw’s not broken. You need to eat.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You need to stop moping around and do your job.”

“My job taking care of some child-shaped bargaining chips?”

“They won’t be much good for bargaining if we don’t keep them alive. That’s the goal.”

“That’s the goal for as long as they serve a purpose,” I said. “And when they don’t, they get gunned down.”

“You’re the reason for that. It’s your fault they shot her. And it’s your fault those boys saw it. I told you to put them in their rooms before you brought her down, but you didn’t lock the doors, Miss I Won’t Be Their Jailer.”

“Fuck you. You didn’t need me to bring her downstairs. You wanted to make me complicit in her murder.”

“Run? You told a toddler to run into the woods in the middle of winter. Did you think it would be better for her to freeze to death?”

“No, but—”

“You thought you were going to escape and help her,” Isabel sneered.

“Did They send her body back to her parents to punish them for screwing up?”

“If anyone gave a shit about you, I’d send your body back to them, but nobody’s looking for you.”

My chest hurt so much I couldn’t breathe. There was no way to know if she was telling the truth, but it was what I feared.

“If you won’t do your job, you’re no use to Them. Remember? Do your job, and you’ll be fine. Don’t do your job, and you’ll get dead.”

“I honestly do not care.”

“Do you know why you’re here?” she asked.

“Yes, because I’m an idiot who trusts strangers.”

“No, you’re here because They need someone who can take care of children. If you get yourself killed, do you know what happens?”

“You’ll take care of them,” I said.

“Who would want me to take care of kids? If you’re not here, what happens is those kids stay locked up here. They don’t go outside because I don’t give a shit about that. They don’t get toys because I don’t care if they’re happy. They don’t get taught anything because I never finished high school. They stay up here and stare at the walls until they either go home or get killed. Do you understand that?”

“Yes.”

“So you need to get up and take care of them because nobody else is going to.”

I tried to give her as hard a look as she gave me, but I didn’t feel hardened. I felt pulverized. Gustav hadn’t broken my jaw, but he’d broken something else.

After Isabel left, I got dressed and went to the classroom. Minu’s bright drawings still hung on the walls. Nestor was building a bridge out of Lego bricks. Sadiq was throwing playing cards into a box. None of us spoke while I straightened up the desks and bookshelves.

“Go to your desks and take out your math books,” I said when I was able.

I expected Sadiq to say no or ignore me, but he gathered up the playing cards and went to his desk. Seeing Minu murdered must have been sobering, even for a cynical thirteen-year-old princeling.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

WHEN YOU’RE FREE, AN EMPTY shampoo bottle is trash. Recycling, at best. It took me two years to see it differently. I took the cap off my shampoo bottle to get the last of it out—my mother didn’t raise me to be wasteful—and then the bottle was empty. It wasn’t the first bottle I’d emptied since I came there, but it was the first time I recognized it as an opportunity.

Isabel never let us have anything sharp or that could be sharpened, and she also never gave us bottled water or juice. In fact, we never got any food that came in a reusable container. It took me a while to understand why.

How many times had she warned me that I would die if I escaped? What could I do to increase my chances of not dying? I needed warmth. I needed food. I needed water. Now I had a bottle to carry it in.

After that realization, I spent a week removing the screws that held the bars on the window in Minu’s bathroom. I went at it methodically, one screw a night, after the kids were asleep. Then I returned the screwdriver to its hiding place behind the dictionary.

By the end of the week, the bars were attached by a single screw on top. A few days after that, Isabel gave me an opening. After she sent up breakfast, she got into her car and drove away, without locking me in my room. The boys were asleep, so I latched their doors. Then I went to Minu’s bathroom and removed the last screw from the window bars. I worked as quickly as I could, hoping Aiden wouldn’t suddenly appear in the backyard and see me.

Once the screw was out, I put it in the same place I’d put the others—down the bathtub drain. Then I did what I’d been scared to do with Isabel in the house, the noisiest part of the job. I grasped the bars and pushed and pulled until the thin layer of paint holding them in place broke away. The hardest part was rotating the grid of bars so that I could pull them back through the window instead of dropping them on my escape route in the shrubs below. Aiden rarely went in the backyard in the winter, so it might be a while before he noticed the bars were gone off the window.

I opened Minu’s closet, looking for a place to hide the bars, but Isabel had never emptied out her things, and the pink fluffy bathrobe still hung in the closet. I nearly cried because it still smelled like Minu: the powdery sweetness of a freshly bathed baby. Without knowing how long Isabel would be gone, I didn’t have time for histrionics. I propped the window bars behind the tricycle Minu had loved so much and so briefly.

Having removed the bars, I started to think sooner was better. Isabel never allowed us to have coats or gloves, but I would need less water if I went while the weather was cool. Why wait and risk getting caught having removed the window bars? How many opportunities had I had that I was too nervous to take? Why? Because I was no good at surprises? No. I hated surprises, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t good at them. I’d spent my whole life trying to prepare myself for the unexpected, which meant I was always prepared. Like a Boy Scout.

I couldn’t leave while Isabel was gone because there was no way to predict what she would do when she returned. My worst fear was a last-minute video call or another child arriving in the middle of the night to reveal my absence. The safest time to leave would be after everyone was in bed for the night. By the time Isabel came back, I’d talked myself into going that night.

At dinner, before serving Nestor and Sadiq, I skimmed all three rolls off our plates. It wasn’t much food, but hopefully enough to keep me walking for a day or two. I wrapped them in the plastic bag from the dentist, something that Isabel had overlooked. Before bed, I rinsed out the empty shampoo and conditioner bottles and filled them both with water.

Then I did what was hardest: I wrote a note for Nestor and slipped it under his door.

Dear Nestor,

I’m going to escape tonight. If I can manage it, I’m going to find help to come back for you and Sadiq. Please keep this a secret from Isabel as long as you can, even if you have to lie to her. Be sure to send my plates down empty at mealtimes. You can flush the food if you don’t want to eat it.

I know this is scary, but I also know that you’re very brave. You’re smart and kind, and I’m doing this because I think it’s the best way that I can help.

Te amo.

Beatrice

PS: Sadiq, please help Nestor. Please. Thank you, Your Highness.

When I was sure the boys were asleep and the lights downstairs had been off for a long time, I got dressed. Yoga pants first, then my flannel pajamas, then my jeans with the pockets cut out. Three shirts one on top of another, and the cardigan I’d gotten for Christmas. My shoes were flimsy little canvas sneakers, but I could fit two pairs of socks in them. A third pair of socks I could wear like mittens. The water bottles I tied into the legs of a pair of yoga pants, then put the dinner rolls in on top so I could wear the leggings over my shoulder like a purse.

In Minu’s bathroom, I closed the door and stuffed a towel into the bottom gap to muffle the sound and keep the cold air from giving me away once I opened the window. After that it was a matter of not breaking my neck trying to lever myself up and out of the window.

The drop felt sickening. A single story but with so much riding on it. If I broke my leg, I was dead.

The shrubs were evergreens, dense and bouncy, which seemed like a security failure. I tested my limbs out on the walk to the tree closest to the fence. When I turned back to the house, I was prepared for lights to come on, for Isabel to raise the alarm, but the windows stayed dark.

It took a little more effort than I’d expected to get on the bottom branch of the spruce, but from there I was able to stairstep up to a branch that gave me a leg over the fence. The socks I wore as gloves were sticky with sap before it was done, but they gave me extra grip as I slid down the fence uprights.

I was out.

Free.

That word kept me going, after I saw the three oval mounds to the northwest of the house. Two were already grown over, but the third was raw dirt. Smaller, too. Had the goons buried Minu here? No, they were killers, not gravediggers. Aiden must have buried her. But who were in the other two graves? Had there been captives before me? Another nanny before me? A nanny who hadn’t done what she was told?

I refused to focus on that. I was free. I needed to find the dirt road, follow it to a main road, and hope for a car that wasn’t driven by Isabel or Aiden or goons. Someone who could get help for Nestor and Sadiq. I made a wide loop around the house, avoiding the dirt track from the north that dead-ended in the drive. I didn’t dare travel too close to the road, so I kept to the west of it, catching occasional glimpses of it through the trees.

I walked all night, trying to use the moon to guide me. In the morning, I was relieved that the sun came up in the direction I expected. I’d planned to rest during the day, but as soon as I sat down, I started shivering. I guessed the temperature was around forty, which wouldn’t have been bad if I’d had on any kind of appropriate clothes, but my shoes were already falling apart, and despite two layers of socks, my feet were numb.

I got back up and walked until the sun was high enough to warm me. When I found a patch of grass with a sunbeam, I lay down and slept. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to, but I woke up near dusk, feeling a little sunburned on the right side of my face. I stretched, ate one of the dinner rolls, and drank some water, which had a disgusting shampoo aftertaste.

Because there was a decent chance Nestor would only be able to keep the secret for a day, I kept my distance from the road that night. The goons might already be looking for me. The second night was colder, and I wished I’d brought my other two long-sleeved shirts and another pair of socks. The stitching on my right shoe was coming undone, and if it kept on, I’d be walking in my socks soon enough.

At dawn, I planned to check that the road was where I thought it would be, but I found more woods. Then more woods, and more woods. I’d lost the road. Either I was walking in the wrong direction or the road had turned and I’d overshot it. I had no way of knowing where that had happened.

I slept that morning because I was exhausted. I woke up late and finished my shampoo water. By then, I was so thirsty I didn’t mind the taste.

My options were to backtrack or keep going, hoping that I would find the road. If I backtracked, I’d be stumbling around, looking for a road I needed to stay away from, which was a good way to get caught.

I kept going, shivering with every step, until the seam along the right instep of my shoe opened. With no other options, I pulled one of my glove socks on over the outside of the shoe to hold it together.

When the sun came up, there was heavy cloud cover that lasted all day. There was no patch of sun and no grass to sleep in, only a cold, gray sky and a rough stretch of lichen. I dreamed about shuffling in mismatched shoes through my high school, going to a test I hadn’t studied for.

That night, I pushed as hard as I could, hoping to see a sign that I was going in the right direction, but I was slowing down. I’d already finished my food, and I drank the last of my conditioner water.

By morning, it was so cold that I had to keep walking to stay warm. I walked a whole day without anything to eat or drink, and then I walked through the night. A little before dawn, it rained. A mist for a few minutes and then heavy enough that I was soaked by the time I found a place to crouch down under a pair of pine trees. Before I could think about refilling my water bottles, the rain stopped. I took off my cardigan to wring out some water, but the shirts under it were wet through. I forced myself to get up and walk, trying to get warm, but I was shivering so much I could hardly walk straight.

For the first time, I understood how stupid my escape attempt was. I’d stopped going to Girl Scouts when my mom died, before I’d learned anything useful, like how to start a fire. My father didn’t teach me that, either, although it would have been a lot more useful to me than learning to change the oil in my car. Jiffy Lube was right there, Dad.

I questioned whether I was still going north because I felt so disoriented. After I’d turned around twice, convinced I was lost, I had to stop. I crawled under another tree and heaped pine needles up over me, trying to get warm and dry. Once I was there in my miserable little nest, I drifted off but dreamed about shattered watermelons and woke up shivering. I was too cold to sleep, but too tired to do anything except sit there. I didn’t know how I would get up and walk again.

If I died there, would anyone find my body?


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

I DIDN’T DIE IN THE woods, obviously.

A little before dusk, I heard footsteps and Aiden’s voice.

“You made it farther than I expected, but you’re gonna be pissed when you find out you’re going the wrong way,” he said.

After so many days alone, I was already turning feral. I would have gotten up and run, but I was so exhausted, all I could do was stare at him from under my tree.

“Come on. My truck’s about three miles that way.”

He said I was going in the wrong direction, but if his truck was there, wasn’t the road there, too? Had I come that close and failed?

After he helped me stand, he brushed pine needles off me. My feet were soggy and so cold that it hurt to walk on them. He had to hold my hand to keep me going. Like Minu, I might have demanded a piggyback, but the terrain was too uneven.

When we reached the truck, there was no road. It sat in the woods at the end of a trail that looked barely wide enough to drive through. I’d missed the road. It occurred to me that I would get a chance to see the truck’s license plate, but the place for the tag on the bumper was empty.

“Please don’t take me back,” I said as Aiden opened the passenger door. I wanted to sit in a warm, dry truck, but the thought of going back to that house was unbearable.

“You know I have to.”

“You don’t!”

Aiden reached across to the truck’s center console and brought out a thermos. He had to open it for me because my hands were too numb. The steam that rolled out was coffee scented. I wanted to guzzle it, but I took three swallows of hot, black, sugary coffee and gave it back to him to screw the lid on. In the light from the cab, he looked different. Older. Under his eyes were dark rings, and he hadn’t shaved in days.

“You look tired,” I said, trying to soften him.

“Yeah, three days in the woods’ll do that.”

“You’ve been out here for three days?” I’d been out there five.

“I didn’t know exactly where you were. I had to look for you. I’m surprised you didn’t smell my fire last night.”

“What if—” I was surprised that I didn’t feel especially cold anymore. “What if we drove to the nearest town and called—”

“I don’t have enough gas to get that far without stopping at the house to fill up.”

“You could go fill up. Tell her you’re looking for me and—”

“No. I can’t,” he said.

“Why? You said it wasn’t simple, so tell me. Make it make sense. Why can’t you leave? You know what They do. Are you the one who buried Minu? Why won’t you leave?”

After a minute, he took out his wallet. There wasn’t much in it, but I saw some cash and the edge of what was maybe a driver’s license. From behind the bills, he took out a photograph that had been folded in half a long time ago. He unfolded it and offered it to me. A man and a woman stood behind two little boys, the crease cutting through the middle of them. They were all dressed in their shabby Sunday best with their home haircuts. I could feel the poverty in that picture, practically smell the thrift store where they’d bought their clothes. The mother looked sad. The father looked defeated. In gold at the bottom was stamped James and Molly Eubank. Below that Lawrence and Henri. Holy Redeemer Apostolic Church 2008.

“My mom and dad and my little brothers. We went to the Natchitoches Parish Fair, and this woman said if I came out to her car she’d give me money to play some carnival games. Instead, They took me.”

“What happened?”

“I’m not gonna tell that sad-ass story. But when I got old enough, when I started making plans, the kinda plans you’ve been making, They gave me this picture. To make sure I understood They could kill my family. Or They could do to my brothers what They did to me.”

“Please—”

“Look, Beatrice. I really like you. A lot. You’re the nicest person I’ve met since They took me. You say you’re not like sunshine, but you are for me. So I’m giving you three choices. One, you get in the truck, and I’ll fire up the heater so the ride back is cozy. Two, you keep walking. I’ll drive back to the house and tell her I didn’t find you.”

“You’d let me go?”

“You won’t make it, even if I point you in the right direction, which I will. You went so far in the wrong direction, you got another fifty miles of walking before you get to town. You think you got fifty miles left in you? I don’t think you’ll make it, not even with that coffee, which I’ll let you keep. Or my coat, which you can have, too. I even got a pocketknife I’ll give you. But you won’t make it. There’s nothing to eat out here. Nothing to drink. You build a fire, the movers’ll find you. You don’t build a fire, you’ll freeze. You’re about frozen already. You’re not even shivering now.” His voice cracked, and he turned away from me for a moment.

“What’s the third choice?”

“I guess you could take my pocketknife and kill me. Take my truck. Except there’s not enough gas in it to get you anywhere.”

“I’m not going to kill you,” I said.

“Thanks. I’m not gonna kill you, either, but the movers will. If I go back without you, she’ll send them next. And they’ll shoot you. Or you’ll die of hypothermia, sitting under a tree. I’m trying to save your life.”

“I can’t go back.” The thought of giving up was unbearable. “I’m not going back. Give me your coat.”

“Get in the truck, Beatrice.”

“I’m serious. Give me your coat,” I said.

He lowered his head and unzipped his coat halfway. For a second, I thought he was going to give it to me. Instead he reached into the inside pocket and pulled out a zip tie.

“You lying asshole.” I tried to run, but I was standing too close to him. Before I made it two steps, he grabbed me around the waist and picked me up. I wasn’t strong enough to fight him. He carried me back to the passenger side door and, while I was trying to push his arms off me, tossed me into the truck. I tried to scramble back out, but he was counting on me doing that. As soon as I was halfway out, he grabbed my right arm and pinned me against the open door.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

I was so weak, all he had to do was lift my hand up and zip-tie my wrist to the oh-shit handle over the doorframe.

I cried for a stupid amount of time. Because I’d failed. Not just myself, but Nestor and Sadiq, too. I’d even failed Minu. While I cried, Aiden held me, patting my soggy back until mist started falling again. I pushed him away, but when I did, he took hold of the hem of my outermost layer of shirts. Before I could ask him what he meant to do, he pulled it up over my head, so that it dangled from my zip-tied wrist. Then he pulled off the next layer and unbuttoned my jeans.

“What are you doing?” My voice came out small and blubbery.

“You need to get warm, and that won’t happen with all these wet clothes on.”

One layer at a time, he undressed me until I stood barefoot next to the truck in my bra and panties. My pants were piled on the ground, and all my shirts hung off my trapped arm. After I got in the truck, he reached across me and fastened my seat belt. Then he cut the zip tie with his pocketknife so that he could unthread all the shirtsleeves from my arm. I lowered my hand to rub my wrist, but he pulled it back up to the handle and fastened another zip tie around it. I was practically naked, and he was treating me like a flight risk. Unzipping his coat the rest of the way, he took it off and laid it across my lap. Then he closed the door and tossed my clothes and shoes into the truck bed.

Before Aiden started the truck, he turned the heat on low to keep it from blowing cold air. For a few minutes he rested his head on the steering wheel before putting his hand up on the dash to check the temperature.

“You were never going to let me choose, were you?” I said.

“No. Because I don’t want you to die.”

“What if They kill me when you take me back?”

“They won’t,” he said with more confidence than I had now that I’d seen the other graves in the woods.

As we drove down the narrow trail between the trees, he turned the heater up on high, and hot air poured out of the vents.

I’d thought I was done crying, but when he took out his phone and called Isabel to tell her he’d found me, I managed to cry some more. After that, we drove in silence, and I drank the rest of the coffee. At the house, Aiden got out and came around to open my door. Isabel stood on the front porch, hands in her pockets, waiting.

“I hope it was worth it,” she said. I wasn’t sure which of us she was talking to.

Aiden looked at me for a moment, possibly trying to decide if I was worth the effort. Whatever he decided, he cut the zip tie around my wrist and gestured for me to get out of the truck. I didn’t have any other choice, so I stepped out onto the gravel in my bare feet.

When I reached Isabel, she said, “Go to your room.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

I HATED MYSELF FOR IT, but I was relieved to be back at the house. Mixed in with my exhaustion was gratitude, even toward Isabel, who reminded me of my father the way she told me to go to my room. I was sitting on the edge of the bed, trying to get up the strength to take a shower when she came in. I knew she wouldn’t bring me anything to eat, but she carried something in her hand—a long thin black thing. I didn’t register what it was until she swung it and hit my face.

A whip.

Falling back on the bed, I put my hand over the burning line across my cheek. I was so silly, I thought it was over. Like my father spanking me when I was little: one and done.

She hit me three more times before I had the sense to roll over and protect my face. The whip was stiff except at the very end, where a loose cord and a hard knot cut my bare skin when it hit me at the right angle. She stopped once to unfasten my bra and yank my panties down to my ankles.

At first, I imagined that I would remember each individual place where the whip hit me, but by the time she finished, every burning stripe overlapped another until my body was like a piece of raw meat from my knees to my neck.

After she finished whipping me, she straddled me on the bed and grabbed my hair. I tried to push her off, but she knelt in the middle of my back and shoved my face into the mattress.

I was too weak to fight back, and I couldn’t take a breath. I thought, Oh, this is how I die.

“You could have gotten us all killed!” she screamed into my ear, three or four times, before she let go of me.

I sucked in air so fast that I choked and coughed. She sank down on the edge of the bed, panting. When she cried, it sounded like decades of pain and grief pouring out. After a few moments of silence, she took a pack of cigarettes out of her pocket and lit one.

Then she started talking.

“You think I don’t know what it’s like to be locked up, but I know. More than you do. Right after my sixteenth birthday, that’s when it happened. I was supposed to run errands for my mom. With my little sister, who was twelve. To the post office and then to church to drop off clean choir robes. I wanted to go to the mall to spend some birthday money I had, but Mom said no. Just the post office and then church.

“Stranger danger, that’s what we learned in school, but Martin wasn’t a stranger. He was my dad’s partner. They had a construction business together. Plus Martin was a deacon at the church. They were always taking on projects. Hiring guys out of prison, taking them to church, helping them get clean, turning their lives around. That kind of do-good bullshit.

“Before I was born, Dad was one of Martin’s projects. He’d saved Dad’s life, helped him get back on his feet after prison. That’s how Dad always talked about him. ‘I’d be dead if it wasn’t for Martin.’ Mom, too. He was this big person in our lives. Uncle Martin, that’s what we called him, but he wasn’t. And he knew how to make you feel special, like you really mattered to him. He was the one who gave me the birthday money. Took out his wallet and gave me a fifty-dollar bill. That was a lot to us.

“He asked me about it when we got to church. What was I going to buy at the mall? I told him Mom wouldn’t let us go. Instead, we had to go home and help clean house. ‘Mean old boss lady,’ that’s what he called her behind her back. Our secret. ‘Maybe the mean old boss lady doesn’t need to know you went to the mall.’ He said he would cover for us. If Mom asked, he’d tell her we got home late because we were at church helping him. It was like having permission from Jesus to break the rules. We didn’t feel guilty about going to the mall then, because Uncle Martin said it was okay, as long as we didn’t tell Mom.

“At the mall, we went to the music store. I bought a Jars of Clay CD and a Britney Spears CD, which I knew Mom wouldn’t approve of: …Baby One More Time. I figured I’d hide it from her. Not play it while she was at home.

“When we went back out to the mall parking lot, Martin was there. He’d parked his van next to our car, and he said, ‘Hey, you wanna see something cool?’ Of course we did. So we went over to his van, but when he opened the door, there was a guy in the back. One of the guys from the prison program at church. He grabbed me, and Martin grabbed my sister.

“They used chloroform at first. Later it was heroin.

“They raped us in the same motel room. Me on one bed, and my sister on the other one. I was so drugged up, there was nothing I could do. I don’t know which of them raped me. Maybe both of them. The next day a man came and paid Martin money for us. He bought us. Shot us up with more drugs and took us away in another van. I didn’t know it was heroin until later, when I went into withdrawal, and by then They owned me.”

Isabel was quiet, maybe waiting for me to say something. Then she took a long puff of her cigarette, like she was preparing herself.

“They kept my sister and me together for two weeks before They sold her to somebody else. I never saw her again.

“They sent me to a place where there were other girls. An apartment in a city. I don’t know where. We could hear traffic, but the windows were sealed up and painted over. We had to do ten or fifteen clients a day. They called it a Palace, and the woman in charge was the Empress. Some of the clients called her Diane, but we were only allowed to call her Empress. As long as we behaved, she was nice to us.

“There was a woman who cooked and cleaned, but if we did anything to make the Empress mad, one of the punishments was scrubbing the floors naked. The other punishments were worse. I saw a girl get beaten so bad she bled out of her ears. Another girl, who wouldn’t be polite to the clients, the Empress locked her in a closet and starved her until she had a seizure. I don’t know if she died or if They sent her someplace worse.”

I was used to Isabel using those worse places as a threat, but the way she said it now sounded like fear. I believed in a way I hadn’t before.

“After a few months there, they bleached my hair, and a doctor—the Empress said he was a doctor—gave me a boob job in a bedroom converted into a surgery room. He did a few of the girls. Boob jobs and tied our tubes. The Empress said the girls who got surgery were going to someplace better. ‘Any dumb little slut can open her legs and take a dick,’ she said. ‘You’ll be hostesses.’

“The new Palace had nicer furniture, better clothes, richer clients. A new Empress to obey. We didn’t work during the day, but we had to party every night. Starting at about nine and going until the morning. Drugs and booze and as many clients as wanted you. Sometimes there would be a guy who paid extra to be the only client you did, but mostly it was chaos. Sleeping all day, then getting high and getting fucked, over and over. Pass out and do it again the next night. You couldn’t say no. To anything.

“That’s the place where I finally heard Britney’s album—the one I bought at the mall. I used to put it on as loud as I could and dance to it between clients. That’s why They called me Britney.

“Four or five years later, I met a girl who’d been at a party with my sister in Hong Kong. The client who owned her brought her to the party to show her off and share her. Her name was Christabel, but They called her Serene. The client kept her like a little lap dog, led her around on a leash.

“Before that I just thought of her as my little sister. Skinned knees and dirty elbows, but by then I understood how men saw her. Her eyes were so blue they were violet. Long chestnut hair and a mouth like a cherub.

“During the party, one of the clients opened the balcony door to go out and smoke. Christabel followed him out, climbed over the railing, and jumped. The police shoveled her off the sidewalk and pocketed some money from the party’s host.”

Even if my neck hadn’t hurt too much to turn my head, I was too scared to look at Isabel. She leaned over, her weight shifting us closer together for a moment, her leg against my leg. A trickle of blood ran across my back. I tensed up, waiting for what she would do, but she reached over and stubbed her cigarette out on my nightstand. Then she lit a new one.

“I know what you’re thinking. You think I must like being here. I must like working for Them, since I don’t leave, but there’s no place I could go where They couldn’t find me. Leave and go where? Home? Go home and tell my mom and dad that I let Them rape and kill my baby sister that I was supposed to protect?

“Eventually, I got too old to keep hostessing. I’m not that old, but it happens fast. Living like that is high mileage on your body. But I obeyed. I did my job. I didn’t cause trouble. So They promoted me. For about a decade I was an Empress, in charge of my own Palace, my own hostesses. I controlled their drugs and made sure they did the work with a smile. I used a dressage whip like this one—that’s what it is—to beat the ones who wouldn’t obey, the ones who were rude to the customers. The ones who said no. That’s how you move up. If you’re pretty and you can be pleasant while a dozen strangers a day use your body, you can move up. Maybe eventually you’ll be an Empress or an Emperor, but They still own you.

“I was Empress in Berlin, which is a great city. They trusted me enough that I could go out and do the shopping and take care of things. They helped me get clean. Methadone. That’s how They keep you under control. I was good to my hostesses. I never lost one. None of them ever tried to run away or overdosed. I was good at my job.

“Until I fucked up. About three years ago, They sent me a little girl. Not even as old as my sister when They took her, but that’s who she reminded me of. This little scared girl. They hadn’t sedated her because the client who bought her wanted her awake for his visit.

“I was supposed to get her ready for him. Get her bathed and do her hair and get her dressed. That’s part of the job, to make sure the clients are happy. I guess I’d been lucky until then because They’d never brought me a child before. Some teenagers, sure, but fifteen or sixteen. Not much younger than I was when I started.”

She was quiet for so long, I thought she was finished. Then she cleared her throat.

“I couldn’t do it, because all I could think about was Christabel.

“I got in an argument with the client, and the movers worked me over. Beat me so bad I couldn’t walk. Broke my nose. After I was out of the way, I assume the client raped the girl. All that trouble for nothing, but at least I didn’t have to watch.

“That’s why I’m here. Before They gave me this job, They sent me to Manila. Covered in bruises, sitting in a cargo container at the shipyards, taking five hundred–peso notes from dock workers and sailors to fuck the girls at the end of the line. Once, a girl died, and I didn’t notice. Girls died all the time, but this girl, I’d been sending clients back to her all day until one of them complained.

“So this, this job is not so bad. The things I have to put up with here aren’t terrible. I know you think they are, but if you hadn’t thrown a fit, I wouldn’t have seen that child’s blood all over the driveway.”

For a moment she sounded like she might cry again, but then she seemed to harden herself.

“You don’t want to hear it, but that little girl is better off dead. Her father got killed, and without him, she wasn’t any use as leverage. The only value she had after that was to sell to some shitbag who gets off on kids. Like They did to my sister. So now you know what would’ve happened if They hadn’t killed her. If I hadn’t told Them she was more trouble than she was worth. You can hate me all you want, but I did her a favor.

“And it wouldn’t have happened right in front of us if you’d kept your shit together. They would have given her an overdose. Quiet, like drowning a sack of kittens. Sometimes that’s all I can hope for: not to see the bad things.”

Thinking of Minu as a sack of unwanted kittens made me cry, and I expected that Isabel would tell me to shut up or turn off the waterworks like she usually did. Instead, she let me cry. Then she took me by the wrist and turned my arm over, so that my palm rested on her knee. I’d never touched her before, and it confused me.

“This is so you remember,” she said. “Every time you look at it, remember that if you try anything like this again, I won’t send Aiden after you, and you won’t be coming back here. They’ll kill you. Fast, if you’re lucky. Slow, if you’re not. No offense, but you’re not pretty enough to be in a Palace. They’ll shoot you up with the cheap stuff and you’ll do thirty, forty clients a day on a mattress in a shipping container until you die.”

She took a long last drag off the cigarette before she pressed the ember into the back of my hand. The smell of burning skin was worse than the pain.


CHAPTER TWENTY

“GET UP AND SIT AT the table,” Isabel said over the intercom the next morning, like my first day at the house. Her voice was normal again. Flat and annoyed instead of raw and broken.

I groaned. Everything hurt. Everything. The night before, I’d managed to put on my robe before I fell asleep facedown on the bed.

After a few minutes, I managed to slide off the mattress onto my knees. I was kneeling there, the way Aiden did, when the door opened.

“You don’t sit at the table, you don’t eat,” Isabel said. Whatever trust I’d earned was gone. If I didn’t get up, she would leave and take my breakfast with her.

I pushed myself up to stand on shaky legs. My walk to the table was half stagger, half shuffle, but the instant my butt touched the chair, the pain was enough to jolt me back on my feet. I stood there, staring at the covered tray on the cart. I was so hungry.

“Sit,” she said.

“I can’t.”

She turned the cart around. I sat. A pathetic whimpering noise came out of my mouth. My legs started shaking, and I couldn’t stop them. While she put the breakfast tray down, I held on to the edge of the table with all my strength.

As soon as the door latched behind her, I stood up. I was still shaking, but the pain backed off. Breakfast was ham and eggs, a fluffy chocolate croissant, fruit salad, and yogurt with granola. An apology meal.

I ate it all, even though it made me feel queasy. Then I shuffled into the bathroom to fill the water glass. The mirror over the sink showed me my bloodshot eyes and the dark purple stripes the dressage whip had left on my cheek and my neck. The burn on the back of my hand wasn’t bleeding, but it oozed a slimy clear fluid.

It took all the energy I had to shower. My arms were so weak, and the water beating down my back hurt so much I couldn’t wash my hair. I went back to bed with pine needles and dirt in it.

On the second day, Aiden came. There was something about him that made me feel guilty. Minu was dead but I was alive, because of him.

“How are you?” he said. The intercom buzzed quietly. Isabel listening in.

“I’m alive. Are the boys okay?”

“They’re alright. Did she give you anything for the pain?”

“I’m fine.” I wasn’t.

“I brought you a couple Percocet from my stash, plus some muscle soak, and some ointment. I’m gonna run you a bath, okay?”

I wanted to say no, but I didn’t. His kindness made me weak. I took the pill he gave me without questioning what it was. I didn’t have the strength to be embarrassed, so I let him undress me and help me into the tub. In the moment while I was naked, before I was under the water, he released a low whistle.

“Wow,” he said.

“You like Isabel’s work?”

“I’ve been whipped before, but not like that.”

“She was really angry.”

“Angry and upset and scared.” Maybe he was only signaling his sympathy to her, but it didn’t matter. Arguing with him wouldn’t do me any good.

With a rolled up towel under my neck, I found the right position to lie back in the tub. Either the bath was helping, or the pill, but after the initial burning pain faded to dull throbbing, I was comfortable. Aiden sat on the edge of the tub and picked pine needles out of my hair.

“She said that I could have gotten us all killed. Would They kill everybody here because I escaped?”

“Maybe. If you got away, They might scrub this place before the cops could find it.”

“I know you said it’s a lot farther than I could’ve gone, but were you worried? I’m sorry if you were.”

“I was pretty sure I could find you. My dad taught me about tracking, and I guessed what you’d do. You didn’t know about the switchback on the road, that’s why you overshot it.”

Once he’d picked all the debris out of my hair, he poured some shampoo into his hand. I let him, pretending for a few minutes that it was my mom washing my hair in the tub, like she did when I was little.

“How old were you? When the woman took you at the fair?” I asked.

“Eleven.”

“Eleven. How old are you now?”

“I—” He laughed. “Uh, twenty-five. I had to do some math there.”

He had been owned by Them longer than he’d been with his parents. I was only allowed a few questions before he would tell me not to ask, so I didn’t phrase my next one as a question.

“I don’t understand how you’re so nice.”

“I’m not that nice. Plus I don’t want Britney to get me in trouble, so I have to behave.”

“Not nice then. Kind? You’re kind to me.”

“Why don’t you rinse off, and I’ll put some ointment on you? Then you can go to bed.”

Back in my room, the intercom was silent. Either Isabel had gotten bored with us, or she had other things to do besides listening in. Aiden was the only nurse I was going to get, but it felt strange to take off my towel and lie down on the bed for him to put ointment on my back.

The cream was slightly cool but warmed up as he rubbed it on. He was so careful, I almost told him to stop. If he’d been rough or practical in the way he touched me, that would have been okay, but he smoothed it on with soft strokes, especially in the places where the whip had split my skin.

Across the backs of my thighs, he rubbed it on more slowly, until the edge of his hand slipped between my legs. On purpose or by accident? I didn’t know, but the contact made me jump. After that he applied the cream even more carefully. When he finished, he pulled the top sheet over me, saying, “That should help get you healed up.”

“Thank you.”

He knelt beside the bed so we were eye-to-eye, but I closed my eyes to avoid looking at him. After a moment, he took ahold of my hand and dabbed a little ointment on the cigarette burn. Before he let go, he squeezed the tip of my forefinger and then my middle finger. Hard enough that it was nearly a pinch, but not painful.

He put the lid back on the ointment jar and set it on my nightstand next to the burn mark Isabel’s cigarette had made. Then he paused, and I opened my eyes to see what he was doing. He’d picked up The Hotel New Hampshire from my nightstand. I’d put it there, planning to reread it, but it had lain there untouched long enough that it left a rectangular shape in the dust.

“You said you read this, right?”

“Yeah, in high school. I had a paperback copy I got at a yard sale. I read it until the covers came off.”

“Me, too. I mean, I’d read anything that got left at the Palace. The laundry lady had a whole box of these old paperbacks that she’d trade for foot massages. I read this until it came apart. Reading it, I felt like I could survive whatever happened to me. It helped me understand that there was still Me in me, no matter what people did to my body. I know you’re not there right now, but if you read it again, it might help you remember that.”

He put the book back on my nightstand, but closer, within my reach. As he left, I listened for the sound of the outer door latch being closed. As kind as he seemed, he was working for Them, the same people who’d kidnapped him as a child. I didn’t have the energy to focus on that. When I fell asleep, I dreamed about a bear chasing me through the cold, dark woods. And then I was the bear.

For days, all I did was sleep and eat, and think about Isabel’s story. Kidnapped at sixteen and forced into sex work for two decades until They turned her into Them. She’d been held prisoner, and now her job was keeping me prisoner. Somehow that scared me worse than being kidnapped. My mother had taught me to do unto others what I would have done unto me, but it hadn’t sounded so sinister when I was a kid.

Every time Isabel brought my food, she made me sit even though she knew how much it hurt. She fed me apology food while she punished me.

“Are They going to kill me now?” I said.

“No. Because you have a job to do here. And nobody knows you left. Except me and Aiden.”

“You didn’t tell Them I escaped?” I felt a shock wave of relief so powerful that for a minute I forgot about the pain.

“Aiden promised me he could get you back. And he did.”

“Thank—”

“Don’t you fucking thank me. If I’d told them you ran away, there’s a good chance They would’ve scrubbed this whole setup. Me, Aiden, maybe even the kids. All of us dead and buried in a pit in the woods because you decided to go on a camping trip. If it were up to me, you’d be dead. Keep that in mind. Aiden made me promise that if he could bring you back, I wouldn’t kill you. So now you’re on the shortest leash in the world.”

Another time when she brought my food, I said, “Did they look for you and your little sister? After you were kidnapped, did the police search for you?”

“Uncle Martin left the car at the Greyhound bus station, so the cops decided we were runaways. Something about how I was a rebellious teenager. I read that in the paper. That’s how They showed me that nobody was going to rescue me. The cops gave up, and my parents didn’t have the money to keep looking for us. I’m still in the missing children database, but they have me listed as a suspect in my sister’s disappearance. Nice, huh?”

Isabel snapped her mouth shut, like she hadn’t meant to say so much.

“I don’t imagine anybody is looking for me,” I said to take her mind off her own confession. “My mom is dead, and my father is an asshole, so probably nobody cares. Just another missing person.”

“Oh, you think somebody reported you missing?”

“Maybe somebody noticed I don’t call them back anymore.”

“You done?”

I was, so she put the tray on the cart and wheeled it away in silence. She had never sat with me through a whole meal before.

Eventually, she said, “You need to get back to the kids. I’m tired of them sending messages about you down with their dirty dishes. And I’m tired of doing laundry.”

I was so ashamed now that I understood how I’d endangered the kids with my stupid plan.

“I’m sorry I ruined my shoes.” I hoped to open negotiations about getting new shoes. Because I’d been locked in my room, I’d had to entrust all my laundry to Isabel, which included the wet, dirty clothes I’d tromped through the woods in. My shoes hadn’t survived to be washed.

Isabel laughed, the hard laugh that meant I was an idiot.

“You’re not getting shoes. Ever again. Be glad I’m letting you keep your socks.”

After that conversation, my door wasn’t locked, and the next morning, I went back to the classroom in socks. As soon as he saw me, Nestor ran to me and hugged me. Not a regular hug, but one full of fear, spiked with a terrible hope. The lattice of bruises across my back lit up, but I squeezed him as hard as my arms could bear, feeling the guilt that Isabel had planted in me. You could have gotten us all killed.

“You’re back! Are you okay? You— They hurt you?” He pulled back to look at me.

There was no denying the bruises on my face and throat. They were heading toward green, but I would have them for a few more weeks. The ones on my back I would have longer.

“I’m okay,” I said, wanting to protect him from the truth. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, she didn’t torture us for information or anything,” Sadiq said. Slowly, he approached until I realized he intended to hug me, too. It was an awkward gesture, his shoulder perpendicular to my chest, followed by a shrug. “Why’d you leave Nestor a letter and not me?”

“I only had time to write one letter. Plus I left you a note.”

“A PS. I don’t know what that means.”

“It means postscript. Something you add at the end—”

Sadiq groaned.

“How did you escape? She locked us in and wouldn’t tell us anything,” Nestor said with a glint of admiration in his eyes.

“I’m not going to tell you how, because I made a terrible mistake. I’m sorry I did that. I thought I could go get help, but it was so dangerous. Do you understand?”

Both boys squinted at me uncertainly.

“I mean it. Don’t you ever try anything like that. I could have died out there. We’re so far from anywhere, you’d die before you reached a town.” I hated lecturing them like that, reinforcing the idea that they were prisoners, but I was more worried about them trying something reckless. Whether Isabel would have killed me or not, I definitely would’ve died if Aiden hadn’t found me.

“It’s really far?” Sadiq said.

“It’s really far.”

“I’m glad you’re back,” Nestor said. “I wish you’d gotten away, but I’m glad you’re back.”

“Me, too.” I wished I’d escaped, but if I had to choose between freezing to death in the woods or being locked up in the house with Nestor and Sadiq, I was glad to be back. “Okay, let’s do reading time.”

“Can I read? I’ll read.” Nestor ran back to his room and brought a book. He sat down at his desk and started to read aloud.

“He was a fine, tall, slim young fellow of eighteen or twenty, with black eyes, and hair as dark as a raven’s wing; and his whole appearance bespoke that calmness and resolution peculiar to men accustomed from their cradle to contend with danger.

“‘Ah, is it you, Dantès?’ cried the man in the skiff. ‘What’s the matter? And why have you such an air of sadness aboard?’

“‘A great misfortune, M. Morrel,’ replied the young man, ‘a great misfortune, for me especially! Off Civita Vecchia we lost our brave Captain Leclere.’”

“You pronounce the M not like the letter, but monsieur, which means señor in French,” I said.

Nestor continued.

“‘And the cargo?’ inquired the owner, eagerly.

“‘Is all safe, Monsieur Morrel; and I think you will be satisfied on that head. But poor Captain Leclere—’

“‘What happened to him?’ asked the owner, with an air of considerable resignation. ‘What happened to the worthy captain?’

“‘He died.’

“‘Fell into the sea?’

“‘No, sir, he died of brain-fever in dreadful agony.’”

That easily, we slipped back into our routines. Classes, games, meals, calistenia. Whole days spent together until we were sick of each other’s faces. Sometimes during lessons when the boys were working quietly, I wandered down the hallway to Minu’s bathroom. There I stood looking out the window, where the grill had been reattached with rounded-over screwheads that had no grooves in them. I assumed Aiden had replaced them. That was his job.

There was no escape out that window now. No escape at all. I only went there to think about the lesson I had learned, which was not the lesson Isabel had tried to teach me.

If I was going to escape, there were two groups of people I had to account for—the people I was going to save and the people I was going to have to kill.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

THAT SPRING, THE ONLY PERSON in the house more exhausted than me was Isabel. It seemed like she had permanently worn herself out with the whipping she gave me. After I went back to my regular duties, I rarely spoke to her, rarely heard her voice beyond her daily calls to meals. Those were turned into single word announcements. “Breakfast,” was my alarm in the mornings.

When the weather turned nice, I sent down a polite note.

I understand, I wrote, why I won’t be allowed outside, but please don’t keep the boys inside. I know that makes more work for you or Aiden, but it means so much to them.

At lunch, she called up to say that we could go outside in the afternoon. I expected to be kept in, but when I walked the boys to the stair door, she gestured me through impatiently.

“They’re your socks,” she said. I was so grateful to be allowed outside that I took off my socks and ran around barefoot. That way she wouldn’t have any reason to complain.

The most obvious change to the backyard was that the spruce tree next to the fence had had all its lower branches removed. The lowest one was now at the same level as the top of the fence, which had been draped in razor wire. I almost laughed. Now it truly was a prison yard.

Maybe those added precautions made Isabel feel more secure about leaving me outside alone with the boys, but I interpreted it as a sign of her exhaustion. Later in the afternoon, Aiden came to play, so we were more officially supervised.

I let school fall to the wayside again, and we spent most afternoons outside, soaking up as much sun as we could. Isabel went back to producing sandwiches and chips with an occasional apple or banana thrown in. She must not have considered me a flight risk anymore, because she was less strict about everything.

Unlike the weeks of negotiation that often followed any request I made, Isabel’s answers were simpler that summer. Either an immovable no or an effortless yes. I was never getting shoes, but a single request produced a badminton net, rackets, and shuttlecocks.

One night a little later in the summer, I was sitting up in bed while Nestor told me stories. He and Sadiq were friends now, but he still liked to sit on the foot of my bed and talk about home, to reassure himself that he would be going home.

“And I went whoosh! Right off the end of the railing! And right into the wall! And I broke my arm right here! And I had to wear a cast.”

I didn’t know how many times he’d told me the story of how he slid down the stair railing and broke his arm, but I didn’t mind hearing the same stories over and over because I understood how much he needed to be connected to his family. His real life.

“And Mamá was so mad, and at the hospital she was crying and yelling at Papá: ‘It’s all your fault!’ And Papá said, ‘I wasn’t even there! I was at work!’ And Mamá said, ‘But he’s your son! He’s a risk-taker like you!’”

He always told it as a funny story, and so I always laughed, but that story worried me now, because the last thing I wanted him to do was take risks.

Nestor yawned in the middle of grinning, so I leaned forward to hug him good-night. Then someone knocked on my door. Expecting Sadiq, I said, “Yes, Your Highness?”

That night, it wasn’t Sadiq.

Aiden was smiling as he pushed my door open.

“Guess who got—” Then he saw Nestor and said, “Oh, hey.”

“Hey.”

Nestor got up off the bed, but he came around the side to hug me again. That was unusual enough, but as he passed Aiden, he hugged him, too. Aiden returned it with a surprised look on his face. Nestor had conflicting feelings about him, now that he knew Aiden had saved me from freezing to death. After we said our good-nights, Nestor went out and pulled my bedroom door shut. Hard enough to make the latches rattle.

“Everything alright?” Aiden said. He had one hand behind his back.

“Yeah, we were just chatting. He was going to bed anyway.”

“I brought you something.”

He took his hand out from behind his back, and in it he held a peony. Bright pink, in full bloom, all its petals loose and so full that it drooped at the end of its stem. I reached for it with both hands, cupping it in my palms. There were no flowers in the backyard, so this must have come from the front. When I brought it up under my nose, it smelled sweet like a rose, but with a hint of lemon. I glanced up to find Aiden smiling at me.

“Thank you. Nobody ever brought me flowers—or a flower—before.”

“Nobody? Ever?”

I shrugged, embarrassed by the admission. Nobody had ever brought me flowers. Not even Reilly.

“What were you saying when you came in?” I said. “Something about guess who—”

“Oh! Guess who got a code to the door.”

I sat up straighter, a chill going down my back. What was the right reaction? Surprise? Excitement? Relief? Amusement? How did I actually feel about him having a key to my prison?

“I told her it was book club night, and she said, ‘I don’t have time for this shit.’ Took out her phone and beepity-beep I’m now the proud owner of a door code.” He looked at me expectantly, and I hurriedly decided on amusement. We laughed together for a moment while I tried to figure out the best way to deflect from the obvious. The thing his mind would go to next. Could he trust me? Did I expect him to share the code?

“For the record, it’s not book club night,” I said.

“I know. I just felt like talking to you, and we missed a few weeks.”

“You saw me this afternoon.” Setting the peony on my nightstand, I crossed my legs and patted the quilt beside me.

“No. I spent the afternoon playing soccer with two sweaty boys.”

“I was there, watching.”

“Were you?”

He sat on the edge of the bed and took off his boots. As we talked, he sprawled out like an oversized golden retriever, shoving his head into my lap.

Moments like that confused me so much. In another life, there was a lot to love about Aiden. He was warm and attentive, and beautiful. I marveled at the idea of having a relationship with someone like him.

Except none of this was real. At best, loneliness had made us friends, and desperation had made us more than that. I was a prisoner, and he was something more complicated. In the real world, Aiden would be out of my league, but there, in that house, I was the only girl on a deserted island. Since I wasn’t some hideous monster, he was charming and sweet, and he kissed me with a tenderness that sometimes embarrassed me.

“Is there anything I could do for you tonight?” he said, rubbing his cheek across the top of my thigh through my pajamas.

Like help me escape? I thought, but said, “Like what?”

“Like a foot massage or a back rub or …” He said it like he was about to list a menu of services available. To cut off that possibility, I answered without thinking.

“Actually, a back rub would be amazing.”

I started to roll over on the bed, but he said, “Here, take off your shirt.”

He’d seen me naked at least twice after I was whipped. What marks remained from the whipping would not be a surprise to him. Neither would the rest of my naked self. Why was I being delicate? Still, I turned away from him before I took off my pajama top and lay facedown. He straddled my hips and moved his hands in slow, warm circles down my back.

“What’d you do to yourself? Too much badminton today?”

“Yesterday, but nobody came around offering back rubs last night.”

He worked his way back up my spine and sank his thumbs into my shoulders.

“That’s the spot,” he said when I groaned.

I wondered how much of his previous job had involved this. A professional quality massage with a level of flirtation real massage therapists wouldn’t put up with. There was no doubt in my mind he was an expert at this, and that kept me wary of him. Which of us was playing the other?

“Is there something going on with Isabel?” I said.

“Are we talking about her tonight?” He didn’t like discussing her, but there was no one else I could ask.

“Not necessarily. But she seems off.”

“Off?”

“Different. Worn out.”

“You running away was pretty stressful for her. Prolly that’s all.”

“Are we calling it that? ‘Running away’? Like I’m a teenager who slept over at a friend’s house without calling home.” I worried I was about to start a fight, but he laughed.

“Would you feel better if I said ‘escaped’?”

It didn’t sound like a snarky question, so I nodded.

“Okay, well, you escaping was stressful for her.”

“Then why isn’t she being more strict with me instead of less strict? It makes me nervous.”

“Because she knows you won’t try escaping again. Right?”

“Right.”

He never stopped massaging, but he said, “You don’t sound as sure as I wish you did. Look, I put the bars on more securely. I trimmed the tree.”

“You put up razor wire.”

“I put up razor wire. Even if you managed to get outside, you know you can’t go anywhere. It’s too damn far to walk. Especially without shoes.”

I opted not to mention that soon enough Sadiq would be wearing almost the same size shoes I did.

“Plus, she wouldn’t send me after you like last time. She’d call the movers. They may not know anything about tracking, but I guarantee they’d find you. Please tell me you understand that.”

“I understand,” I said, because I had to. “I’m just saying Isabel seems different.”

His hands paused, coming to rest at my lower back where he had worked my pajama pants down to my tailbone.

“I love these little dimples in your ass.” He pressed a thumb into each one. We were done talking about Isabel. “They’re also called dimples of Venus.”

“That sounds a lot more romantic than ass dimples.”

“It does.” He laughed. “Is your back feeling better?”

“Yeah, thank you. Do you want me to rub your back, too?”

“No, but maybe you could do something else for me.”

“What?” I said.

He answered by lying down next to me and kissing me.

Usually when we made out, there was a point where we would have to agree to cross a boundary, and we never had. That night, I felt how he wanted something more, but because I couldn’t really consent, he wasn’t going to ask. I would have to guess what he wanted. I reached for his belt, knowing I was doing it in hopes of being safer as a result of that connection with him. I didn’t begrudge him what he wanted, within reason. A hand job hardly seemed like adequate compensation for saving my life, but I hoped he didn’t expect more than that.

When I unfastened the top button on his jeans, he exhaled sharply so that I wondered if I had guessed wrong about what he wanted.

“Wait,” he said, but while I waited, he was quiet.

“What? Tell me.”

“Uh, I have a pretty gruesome scar. I don’t want you to be surprised or grossed out.”

He wasn’t exaggerating. A jagged purple wound ran from his hip, across his abdomen, through his pubic hair, and right up to the base of his penis. On either side of the scar, I could see the ghostly pin pricks where stitches had held him together.

“I’m sorry, but did someone try to cut this off?” I couldn’t come up with a politer way to ask.

“Yeah, pretty much exactly that.” He was serious.

“How does a thing like that happen?”

“A client who wasn’t happy with the services. It’s how I got a different job, though. And it wasn’t too serious. I mean, it was a lotta blood and a lotta stitches, but I came out of it with all my major organs.”

I didn’t want to make him shut down by asking what leads to a client trying to castrate you.

“All your major organs? Or all your major organs?” I said to make him laugh.

“All my major organs.”

“That’s important. Does it hurt?”

“No, not anymore.”

I considered that an invitation to keep going, and he didn’t flinch when I wrapped my fingers around him, which I think I might have if I’d survived something like that. Instead he pulled me closer to go on kissing me, and showed me what he wanted. He kept his hand over mine the whole time, as guidance, or for a sense of security. After he came, he held my hand for a while.

“We’re twins now.” He pinched the tip of my pinky. Letting go of my hand, he tugged down the collar of his shirt to show me his own scar: a faded mark below his left clavicle that time had warped into an oval. My cigarette burn had healed into a lunar eclipse: a dark red crescent and a white outer ring.

He put his clothes back together and got up to leave, like we’d just conducted a business transaction. Maybe that was how he viewed it, except then he backtracked to the bed. After I pulled my pajama top on, he leaned down and kissed me on the forehead.

“I liked that a lot, Beatrice. Thank you.”

I nearly thanked him back because he had trusted me with something profoundly personal. I was amazed that he could let down his guard with anyone. I hadn’t been through anything like he had, and I still had nightmares. About being kidnapped. About being lost in the woods. About Minu. I dreamed about the crunch of gravel, the gunshot. When I was awake, the sound of the goons walking across the drive or Isabel slamming a door could make my heart speed up until I had to sit down and hold my breath. How was Aiden able to function after what he’d gone through? Did he wake up in the middle of the night feeling like an enormous weight was pressing on him? I didn’t ask because I didn’t want to know. I didn’t want him to tell me that yes, this was how I was always going to feel.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

IN JULY, NOT LONG AFTER Nestor had his monthly call with his father, Isabel summoned us downstairs again. Instead of the dining room, she took us to the kitchen. The stove and sink were visible from the doorway, with a large butcher block island in the middle of the room. The refrigerator was next to the door and, on the other side of it, there was the dumbwaiter cabinet and a built-in desk with a shelf above it. Isabel might not be interested in novels, but she had dozens of cookbooks.

“You should look at recipes so you can do some of the cooking,” she said. Then she turned to Nestor. “Time for your call.”

He waved to me as she led him away. I smiled and waved back, but my heart flopped in my chest like a fish. This was not the usual routine. Isabel had never suggested I could do any cooking aside from when I’d helped make Christmas dinner.

I could hear someone pacing up and down in the foyer, which made me shiver. Because Isabel had left me there to look at recipes, I pulled down a cookbook and opened it, but my brain was tuned into what I could hear outside the kitchen.

The pacer was likely Lazlo, his stride longer than Gustav’s. Then the front door opened, and someone else came in. Gustav, I assumed, until Lazlo said, “The bathroom’s down that hallway. On the right.” Why would Lazlo need to tell Gustav where the bathroom was?

I stood up from the desk nook and walked toward the door, wondering who else was in the house. A man in a blue button-down shirt and khakis passed the kitchen door. For an instant, we made eye contact and I felt that same surge of hope I’d felt with the dentist. Then I remembered Isabel saying, “Everybody who comes here works for Them,” and I hurried back to my seat. I picked up the cookbook and tried to focus on it.

“They’re doing a computer thing,” Isabel said from the doorway.

It sounded like she was trying to reassure me, which was strange, except that I was gripping the corners of the cookbook so hard my knuckles had gone white.

When the man came out of the bathroom, she must have led him to the dining room, because I heard the big double doors slide open and then closed. For a few minutes, Gustav and Lazlo whispered in the foyer. Then they left, slamming the front door behind them.

Outside, the SUV’s tires crunched over the gravel drive. Usually by the time the goons left, I was back upstairs. Isabel had never left me alone in the kitchen. Had she decided to trust me? Or had she forgotten about me?

I wanted to snoop everywhere, but I didn’t want to get caught, so I only went down the hall past the kitchen. The bathroom was there, but there was also a storage closet that seemed mostly full of boxes of food. Nothing I could open without it being discovered. Not even a stray box cutter lying around.

As I walked back by the bathroom, I saw a thing I could hardly process: a cell phone sitting on the edge of the sink. The stranger who used the bathroom had forgotten his phone. Unless it was a trick. A test. A way to see if I could be trusted. It would have a passcode. Or an alarm. A something.

I went in and closed the door like I was going to use the toilet. Then I reached for the phone. The cigarette scar on the back of my hand almost worked. Seeing it, I hesitated, my hand hovering over the phone. If I got caught, terrible things would happen. Except terrible things had happened to Minu, who was innocent. I decided I’d rather earn the terrible things that happened to me.

I picked up the phone, the first one I had touched since I got in Talia’s car. It wasn’t a smartphone. No apps. No internet. There were five contacts, all under single initials. A, B, K, S, V.

My mouth gone dry, I laid the phone down and opened the bathroom door. That’s how scared I was, how sure I was being tricked. Nobody was in the hallway, and I couldn’t hear any voices. I closed the door again and locked it, which should have made me feel safer, but only made me more nervous. There was nowhere on the second floor where I could lock anyone out.

I sat down on the toilet, worried that my hands were so unsteady I might accidentally make a call without meaning to. First I checked to be sure I could delete a call after I made it. I scrolled to the end of the recent calls list and yes, there was the button to delete the call record. I deleted the oldest call to be sure it didn’t leave behind any sign. Any call I made would show up on a phone bill if this wasn’t a burner, but I could remove the history of it from the phone.

I had to use it now before I got caught, but who could I call? I didn’t know if 9-1-1 would work here. I didn’t know where “here” was, and calling on a cell phone meant the emergency dispatcher couldn’t trace my location. I imagined the disbelief if I called and said, “I don’t know where I am. It’s cold and dark in the winter, and there are lots of pine trees.”

The call screen went dark. I woke it up again.

I was so nervous I couldn’t think straight. It didn’t help that I didn’t remember any phone numbers. I’d had a cell phone for so long that I didn’t need to. Plus I wasn’t one of those lucky people whose parents still had their childhood number, the one they’d made me memorize in kindergarten. The only phone number I remembered was the pizza place from college. They were cheap, open late, and they delivered to the dormitories. Their phone number was everywhere. Radio, TV, billboards, flashing ads on social media. By the end of my freshman year, I had their phone number burned into my brain forever. Without any effort, I punched it into the phone and pressed dial. It rang twice before someone answered: “Pizza Shuttle. What can I get you?”

“I need help. I was kidnapped and—”

“What?”

I was scared to talk above a whisper, but I could hear all the background noise on the phone. I hunched over, trying to muffle my voice. Then I repeated myself.

“Kidnapped? Look, you need to call 9-1-1.”

“I can’t. I don’t know where I am, and this is literally the only phone number I know. Please don’t hang up. I was kidnapped and—”

I pressed the phone against my chest and stood listening. Were those footsteps upstairs or outside the door? I stared at the doorknob, waiting for it to rattle. When it didn’t, I brought the phone back to my ear.

“—and stop making stupid prank calls,” the pizza guy was saying.

“Please. I swear it’s not a prank. I can’t call the police because I don’t know where They’re keeping me. Can you get a message to somebody? My name is Beatrice Meadows. I was kidnapped from Kansas City. You could look it up. Beatrice Meadows.”

For a solid minute, the phone was muffled and I could hear someone else talking. A coworker. I pressed my ear to the bathroom door, listening for noise outside.

“Beatrice Meadows?” the pizza guy said in my ear.

“Yes, that’s me. I swear I’m not pranking you.”

“I dunno. Prolly a prank,” the coworker said.

“On the internet it says you disappeared, not that you were kidnapped. It says your mom reported you missing.”

Cynthia had reported me missing. Cynthia had missed me.

“My stepmom,” I said. “Please, I was kidnapped, and I need you to try to contact my stepmom. Please. Can you write this down?”

“Uh, okay.”

“I was kidnapped by a woman named Talia in a silver Mercedes. From a coffee shop on Antioch Road in Prairie Village. My stepmom’s name is Cynthia Raines—”

“That’s what the article says.”

“If you could find her and get in touch—”

“You don’t know her phone number?”

“Shit, I don’t know any phone numbers,” the coworker said and laughed. “Besides this one.”

“My stepmom lives in San Diego.”

“And you want me to find her?”

“Please.” I started crying.

“Okay. Yeah, I can try to find her and tell her you were kidnapped.”

“I have to go before they find out I’m using the phone.”

“Are you—are you safe?” the pizza guy said.

“Not really.”

“Will you call back?”

“If I can. Please don’t call this number, or They’ll know I called somebody.”

“I can’t anyway. It’s a blocked number. My name is Wendell.”

The coworker laughed and said, “Sucker.”

“Thank you, Wendell. Please tell somebody. Please.”

I hung up and listened to the quiet in the house. Then I erased the call record and wiped my fingerprints off the phone before putting it back on the sink exactly where it had been. I’d thought a phone call would feel like reaching out to the world, but now I felt more alone. I needed to get away from the phone, like it was a bomb that would explode if I were caught near it. I looked in the mirror. Red-eyed and sniffly. If she saw me looking like that, Isabel would be suspicious.

There was nobody in the hallway, so I hurried back to the kitchen where I splashed cold water on my face until I felt calmer. Then I sat down and started flipping through the cookbook again. Sadiq’s birthday was coming up, and Nestor’s had passed. As long as I didn’t tell Isabel it was for a birthday, she might let me make something special. A coconut cake, I decided. And lamb. There was a recipe for lamb tagine. I wrote the page numbers down on a little notepad.

I read cookbooks for at least an hour, according to the clock over the sink, before the dining room doors slid open. Isabel walked into the kitchen and went straight to where the intercom controls were. As she was about to push the talk button for my room, I turned the page in the cookbook.

“Jesus Christ!” She spun toward me, pressing her hand to her chest. “I forgot you were in here. He’s ready to go back upstairs now.”

I was on my way to the dining room when the front door opened. Gustav and Lazlo came in looking irritated.

“What are you doing? Aren’t you supposed to take him with you?” Isabel said.

“Is there a problem?” The stranger stood in the dining room doorway with Nestor behind him.

“Are you ready to go?” she said.

“Of course.”

“You were supposed to call us,” Gustav said.

“I was getting ready to, but I must have set my phone down somewhere.”

“How stupid are you?” Isabel snapped, her favorite question. Fear crept into the stranger’s face.

“Where’s the phone?” Gustav said to me. “I’m gonna break your fucking neck.”

“What phone?” I hoped my fear was enough to sell the lie.

“Where did you two go?” Isabel said to Lazlo and Gustav.

“He wanted coffee,” Lazlo muttered.

“Did you take his phone?” She turned to me.

“How—how would I take his phone?”

The two goons came toward me. Lazlo stepped around me, but Gustav grabbed me by the shoulders and shoved me back against the wall. Maybe there was something to say to take the suspicion off me, but I was terrified to say anything, because the truth would get me killed. It might get Nestor and Sadiq killed. Instead I stood there like a deer in the headlights while Gustav shook me, hard enough that my neck hurt for days after.

“You left it in the can,” Lazlo said as he came out of the bathroom, holding up the phone.

“Did you use it?” That close, Gustav smelled like soap and cologne and coffee. Somehow I had thought he would smell like death.

“I didn’t even know it was there,” I said. Isabel believed me. As far as she was concerned, I’d been in the kitchen looking at cookbooks the whole time.

After checking the call log and seeing nothing new, nothing to incriminate me, Lazlo put the phone in the stranger’s hand and said, “Don’t do that again.”

“This is on you.” Isabel pointed at Gustav. “Stop being a fuckup.”

After the three men left, she walked Nestor and me upstairs.

“I’ll send dinner up in a while,” she said. A meal of apology, I predicted.

“Are you okay?” I asked Nestor as we went up the stairs. He looked drained.

“I’m fine,” he said, but as we passed through the stair door, I saw that he had a bandage on his arm. What had they done to him? Before I could ask Isabel, she closed the door, and the lock gave a resounding click.

Sadiq tumbled out of the classroom and said, “You’re back.” He’d been watching out the front windows.

“We’re back. Let’s all rest before dinner,” I said.

After Sadiq went to his room, I followed Nestor to his. Together we unwrapped the bandage on his arm and looked at it. Underneath was an incision about two inches long, held closed with butterfly bandages.

“What did they do?” I asked.

“I don’t know. They didn’t let me look. The other man, he did it.”

“They said he was a computer guy.”

Nestor shrugged.

Very gently, I put two fingers over the incision. Under the skin, I felt a small thing, a rectangle with rounded corners, about the size of a stick of gum but thicker. What was it? Whatever it was, I hated how my brain went looking for parallels with Minu. They had put a bullet in her, and now they’d put something in Nestor.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

August 2019

MY CALENDAR-KEEPING HAD NEVER RECOVERED from my failed escape. Occasionally, I asked Aiden what day it was, but I didn’t always write it down. Something in me had let go of the idea that keeping track of the days mattered. If I was never leaving, there was no reason to worry about how long I’d been there. All I knew was that on a random morning in August, Isabel called on the classroom intercom.

“Bring the boy downstairs,” she said.

“Which boy?” I asked, like I did every time.

“The Mexican kid.” Mexico, Venezuela, all the same to her.

“What clothes?”

“Traveling clothes.”

“What does that mean?” I said, but no answer came. I stood facing the intercom, my back to the boys, as I tried to calm myself. My heart scurried around my chest, looking for a place to hide. There was no hiding. When I turned around, Nestor was staring at me, the whites of his eyes in bright contrast to his irises.

“Go to your rooms. Both of you. Right now.”

They obeyed, a rarity for Sadiq, and once they were in their rooms, I latched the doors. Meaningless when Isabel could come and unlatch them, but it might slow her down.

I wasn’t going to let them kill Nestor. I brought one of the only weapons I had—a chair—and sat in the hallway outside his room.

A few minutes later, the stair door opened. Isabel came around the corner, followed by the goons. There was no way to know why they were there on any given day. Bringing supplies. Or victims. Or death.

“What are you doing?” she said.

“I told you this bitch was trouble. You should let me take care of her,” Gustav said.

“And I told you to shut up.”

I stood up and picked up the chair, intending to swing it at Lazlo, but his arms were too long for that to work. After he yanked the chair away from me, Gustav put me in a headlock and lifted me up on my tiptoes. I grabbed his arm, trying to pull it away, but he clamped down tighter, so that I could barely breathe.

“Calm down. The kid’s going home,” Isabel said.

“I don’t believe you,” I gasped over the grip Gustav had on me. My pulse was hammering behind my eyes, and I was going to black out soon.

“Let her go,” Lazlo said.

My knees gave out first, and that extra weight forced Gustav to loosen his grip. When he released me, I was so lightheaded that I staggered forward against the door, coughing. With no effort at all, Lazlo picked me up, put me over his shoulder, and carried me away like a child. I tried to fight him, but he carried me into my room and tossed me down on the bed.

“I won’t allow that,” Isabel said from the doorway. “I’m still in charge here.”

“I’m not hurting her. We’re having a little conversation.”

I sat up, trying to decide what to do. Running back to Nestor’s room was out of the question with Gustav blocking the way. There was nothing in my room to attack Lazlo with except books. I thought about the things they teach you in self-defense, like jabbing your thumb in your attacker’s eye. Lazlo wasn’t attacking me, but he sat beside me and took both my wrists in one hand. Then he put his arm around my shoulders in a way that he might have intended to be comforting, but was terrifying. He seemed perfectly capable of killing me with his bare hands and probably had some professional experience with it.

In that position, his gun holster ground against my shoulder. If he hadn’t been holding my wrists so tightly, I would have reached for the gun. That’s how afraid I was, how full of adrenaline, how desperate.

“I give you my word that we are not here to kill him,” he said. “We’re taking him to the airport. I promise. Remember when they came, and they put the tracker in his arm?”

“That’s a tracker?” I was grasping at hope.

“A GPS tracker, and it gets turned on after he leaves here so his father can track his location. That’s how you know he’s going home. I’ve seen it before.”

“Will you put him in a duffel bag?” I said.

“Yeah, because—”

“No duffel bag. If he’s going home, just a blindfold until he gets on the plane.”

“What makes you think you get a say in that?” Isabel said.

Apparently me shaking in fear gave me some say, because Lazlo said, “Okay. No duffel bag. A blindfold and he can ride in the back seat.”

No matter what he said, they would do what they wanted. He finally let go of me, but then took ahold of my arm and walked me back to Nestor’s room.

On Isabel’s orders, I unlatched the door. When I pushed it open, Nestor was waiting. Isabel had said “traveling clothes,” and whatever that meant to her, he had chosen his suit and tie. His eyes were red and swollen, and he looked pale against the navy wool. I wondered what he had heard of the conversation outside his door, what he thought was getting ready to happen. I tried to give him a reassuring smile, but I couldn’t manage it. Isabel might say he was going home, but there was no way to know if she was telling the truth.

“Estoy listo,” he said and let out a long, shuddering breath. “I’m ready.”

Seeing how brave he was being, I had to fight back tears.

We made our good-byes there in the hallway. An elaborate handshake from Sadiq and then a hug for me. Nestor had grown so much since he first came. He was nearly as tall as my shoulder.

“I won’t forget you, Beatrice Meadows,” he whispered into my ear.

“I won’t forget you, either.”

Then Lazlo took him by the arm and led him to the stair door.

From the classroom window, Sadiq and I watched as Nestor walked out to the SUV between the goons. His hands were zip-tied in front of him, and he’d been blindfolded with what looked like a dish towel. It made him look like he was on his way to a firing squad. After Nestor was in the SUV’s back seat, Lazlo turned toward the house and looked up at me for an instant.

I cried as they pulled away. I cried so hard that I could pretend Sadiq wasn’t crying, too. For dinner, Isabel made our favorite: waffles doused in whipped cream. I tried to smile and eat and act like I believed Nestor was on his way home. The alternative was to take away Sadiq’s hope that he would ever go home.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

THE FIRST FEW MONTHS AFTER Nestor left were hard. I couldn’t stop worrying about him, and his departure forced me to think about the fact that I had been locked up in that house for two years. With Nestor gone, I felt alone, even with Sadiq there. Although he wasn’t hostile the way he had been in the beginning, I doubted we would ever be as close as Nestor and I had been.

I forced myself to be kind and friendly to him when he was in one of his moods. After all, he was a child. Fourteen now, an age passed on some unmarked day, he needed a friend, someone who would listen to his extravagant boasts and pat his back when he was at his most sullen. I’d learned what his depression looked like and how to handle it. When he was at his most unsocial, I had to push through, teasing and joking to drag him out of that dark place. Being in my own dark place made it more difficult.

Aiden never came when he was in the grips of darkness, but when he did come, they played soccer in the backyard before the sun went down. There’d been a time when Isabel would have objected, but now she only occasionally said snide things to Aiden like “If you have time between your soccer games.”

One day, when they were outside playing, she called me down to the kitchen. I expected a minor complaint or a demand that I go out in my socks to supervise Sadiq so that Aiden could go back to his job. Instead, she stood me in the corner of the countertop next to the sink while she sat at the desk nook.

“I’m going to be away for a few days. You’ll need to cook while I’m gone,” she said.

“Okay.”

“Aiden will be in charge while I’m gone. Don’t try anything with him. I know you think he’s soft for you, but that doesn’t mean he’ll disobey orders.”

“Okay,” I said again, which seemed to irritate her. I wasn’t sure what else to say. She gave orders. I mostly followed them.

“Tell me what you’ve learned about your situation.”

It felt like being called on in Sunday School, which I’d only attended when I was in foster care. Kids would get called up to tell what they thought the lesson of that week’s scripture was. No matter what I said, it always seemed wrong.

“There’s no use in asking.”

She scowled at me, so I rephrased it.

“Lesson one: There’s no use in asking questions. Lesson two: If I do my job, I’ll be okay. Lesson three: If I don’t do my job, there are worse places They can send me. Lesson four: If I escape, I’ll die in the woods.”

“That’s better than I expected. While I’m away, you’ll cook your own meals, for you and the kids. Aiden can eat with you if he wants.”

“Kid,” I said.

“What?”

“You said kids, but there’s only Sadiq.”

“Kids. You’re getting another one.”

“Oh.” I wasn’t ready. It hadn’t occurred to me that once Nestor was gone, They would send a new one. They hadn’t sent a new one after Minu.

“Go get—”

“Wait. Will they bring the new kid before you leave or while you’re gone?”

“So much for not asking questions,” she said.

“But that’s useful for me to know. To do my job.”

“The new kid should be here tomorrow night.”

“Okay.”

“Now go take the kid upstairs. I’ll send dinner up in a while.”

At dinner, I sat across the table from Sadiq, trying to sort out how I felt about the news until he noticed something was up. Noticing other people and concerning himself with them was a new development for him. I hated to think it took shared trauma to bring him out of his selfish little bubble.

“What’s going on? Something is,” he said.

“We’re getting a new visitor.” I had debated over what to call the new hostage.

“A boy or a girl? How old?”

“There’s no use in asking, because I don’t know anything.” I hated hearing Isabel’s words coming out of my own mouth.

“Like soon?”

“Tomorrow night. That’s all I know.”

“I hope it’s a boy,” he said.

The next night, while I was returning our dinner dishes to the dumbwaiter, Sadiq shouted, “They’re here!”

I went to the window beside him to look out. The SUV was parked in the driveway, with its lights off and its engine running.

Lazlo and Gustav got out, and then they got two more people from the back seat. I couldn’t make out more than that. The third person was small—a child—but the fourth was larger. A third goon? Or a second hostage?

“Ugh. I think it’s a girl,” Sadiq said.

The intercom clicked on.

“Lock him in his room and meet us at the stairs,” Isabel said with heavy emphasis on lock.

“Why do I have to be locked in? I won’t cause any trouble,” he said.

“The less the goons see of you, the better.” My policy remained that the less any of us interacted with the goons, the better. I’d once considered whether making friends with Lazlo would be beneficial, but then he’d murdered a child, so I knew he’d do the same to me.

Despite his objections, I walked Sadiq down to his room and latched the door. Then I went to meet Isabel at the stairs. I heard footsteps coming, but more than I expected, which made me think the fourth person from the SUV was another hostage.

Once Isabel unlocked the stair door, Gustav and Lazlo escorted my two new visitors into the hall. A little girl and a woman, with zip ties on their wrists and black bags over their heads. I didn’t say a word. I’d finally been trained not to ask questions.

“I swear if this bitch doesn’t keep her shit together tonight, I’m gonna work her over,” Gustav said, glaring at me.

“You’re not going to do anything except go back downstairs.” Isabel made a shooing gesture at him, and he turned around and walked toward the stair door.

Lazlo used a pocketknife to cut the zip ties off their wrists, but left the bags in place. Then the three of them left me alone to welcome the new strangers.

“It’s okay,” I said after I heard the stair door latch. “You can take off the blindfolds.”

The two didn’t move, so I approached and lifted the bag off the child’s head. A little girl, eight or nine, Asian. Her hair was cut in a smooth black bob that hadn’t been mussed up by the bag. She blinked at me in surprise and then turned to her companion and whispered something in Mandarin. Naturally, a language I barely knew. I was putting that on my Christmas wish list: a Chinese textbook.

“It’s okay,” I repeated and carefully reached for the bag over the woman’s head. She was also Chinese, and old enough that there was quite a lot of gray in her hair. They’d never brought an adult, and these two seemed to be together. A unit.

I gave what by now was my usual speech. My name. My job. That I was not, in fact, a kidnapper. I gave it in English and then as much of it as I could in Mandarin.

“Nǐ hǎo. Wǒ jiào Beatrice. Nǐ jiào shénme míngzì?” It wasn’t polite enough for addressing someone older than me, but I didn’t know more than that.

The woman was named Lixue, but the little girl surprised me by saying, “Wang Jiā Yí, but English call me Jackie. Like Jackie Kennedy.”

She looked frightened, but she managed a smile as we gave each other a quick bow. Then I led them down the hallway to Nestor’s old room. I hadn’t been able to stomach the thought of putting someone else into Minu’s room.

For a moment, I wondered if I should give Lixue her own room, but looking at them standing beside the bed, as I showed them where the bath towels and toiletries were, I decided they would be better off together. I wasn’t sure of their relationship, but I read a protective deference in the way the woman put herself between the girl and me.

The woman was dressed in gray trousers and a lavender blouse, rumpled from traveling, but Jackie wore what looked like a designer school uniform, expensive-looking shoes, and a diamond bracelet. Isabel hadn’t yet gotten clothes for them, so I went to my room and brought back pajamas for the woman. Then I showed them Nestor’s clothes from when he had first come, when he’d been closer to Jackie’s size.

With my threadbare Mandarin and some gestures, I explained that I would wash their clothes. Then I waited in the hallway until the woman brought them out, neatly folded over her arm.

I bowed to her before closing the door. For a while I stood there, debating, before I pushed the latch closed. I wasn’t scared of the woman, but it felt strange to have another adult there with me. An unknown.

“Beatrice! Hey!” Sadiq called through his door.

I was tempted to ignore him, but he had every right to be told what was going on. I was not Isabel.

“It’s a girl, isn’t it?” he said when I opened his door.

“It’s a girl. And there’s a woman with her. You’ll meet them in the morning.”

“A woman? Like a grown-up? Like you?”

“Older than me, though. Older than Isabel, too.”

“Weird,” he said.

“It’ll be fine.”

Taking the dirty clothes down to the laundry, I confirmed that my new guests came from money. That rumpled lavender blouse was silk and Gucci. The perfectly cut school uniform was Dolce & Gabbana.

That night, I went to bed racking my brain for every bit of Mandarin I knew. Chī—was that eat or food? I would need to tell them something in the morning. I would need to figure out who Lixue was. If she was there to take care of Jackie, what was my job?

In the morning, Isabel sent up a normal breakfast, but for two extra people. Eggs Benedict with salmon, which Sadiq liked better than ham, chocolate croissants, and fruit salad.

Instead of making them come down to the dining room in their borrowed pajamas, I rolled a tray down to Jackie and Lixue, who were awake and waiting for something uneasily. I don’t think they expected breakfast because they looked surprised when I brought it in. When I went back half an hour later, someone had taken a few nibbles off a croissant and a spit-back-out bite of the eggs Benedict. All the cantaloupe had been picked out of the fruit salad.

“If they get hungry enough, they’ll eat,” Isabel said when I asked her about something different for them.

“If that was your grandma, wouldn’t you want her to be able to eat?”

“My grandma is dead.”

Lunch was similarly unpopular with our new guests. I didn’t blame them. Isabel cooked things that seemed like nice food to a homeless girl from Kansas. Nestor had adjusted. Sadiq had been so deprived in the place he’d been before that he would eat pork. For the Chinese Gucci contingent, the food was possibly not up to their standards. Even if they were familiar with Western food, that didn’t mean they wanted to eat it. Anything that felt like home was nice when you were a prisoner.

For dinner, I was allowed to go down to the kitchen to cook something else, in preparation for my new role of substitute chef. There weren’t a lot of options in the groceries that Isabel kept stocked. No soy sauce, no sesame oil, no chilies, none of the things I associated with Chinese cooking. I settled for making some rice and a basic egg-and-tomato stir-fry in addition to the meal I cooked for everyone else.

While I prepared dinner, Isabel sat in a chair in the doorway with a dull look on her face. The Taser was there in her pocket, but I questioned whether she would be able to deploy it in time if I attacked her. I hated that I struggled with the idea of that. Why shouldn’t I be willing to attack her? Who was she to me? What had she done for me besides help imprison me? Not help. She was my jailer. She kept the door locked. She enforced the rules.

I didn’t do it because some part of my brain was still working through the internal discussion I’d started after I failed to escape. I couldn’t simply run away and get help. If I took the kitchen knife I was using to cut tomatoes and slit Isabel’s throat, somehow got her car keys, and drove away, I’d be leaving Aiden, who could call the goons. Even if he didn’t call them, I had no way to know when they were going to randomly show up. Planning an escape felt like trying to solve a Rubik’s Cube, which I had never managed to do.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

ALTHOUGH I LEFT THEIR BEDROOM door open, Jackie and Lixue stayed in their room. To my relief, they ate the rice and stir-fry. To my amusement, Sadiq volunteered to go get their dishes. He wanted to spy on them, but if that got him to do a chore for me, he was welcome to.

The next day, I made up a shopping list for Isabel when I went downstairs to cook. I gave her the list with a plea for urgency, especially for the Mandarin-English dictionary. I felt horrible for them being trapped in this place, where they couldn’t fully communicate with the people keeping them hostage.

“I don’t understand why They sent the old woman,” Isabel muttered as she looked over my list. Although she was careful not to phrase it as a question, it revealed a level of curiosity she usually didn’t show.

“But They didn’t just happen to take her, did They?”

“What does that mean?”

“I mean, They could have killed Lixue. That’s what They did with Nestor’s driver and bodyguards.”

She looked up at me and frowned. I could see how badly she wanted to ask a question, but I felt merciful.

“That’s what he told me. He was on his way to school when They kidnapped him, and They shot his driver and his bodyguards. So for Lixue to have come with Jackie instead of being killed, it must be some kind of arrangement. They must have agreed to let her come with Jackie.”

Isabel grunted and shook her head. Too much information.

“Starting Thursday, you’ll be in charge of the cooking,” she said.

“I don’t know when that is.” I was never going to skip a chance to bother her about keeping the day and time secret from me.

“Today is Tuesday.”

“So the day after tomorrow, you’re going?”

“Yes, but like I told you, don’t start thinking you’re going to pull something on Aiden. He’s nice, not stupid, and he has orders to follow.”

“I know. Everything is the same, but you’ll be away for a few days.”

Everything was the same, aside from Aiden having the door code and “really” liking me by his own admission. Those things occupied a lot of space in my brain.

On Thursday morning, he came to jailbreak me so that I could cook breakfast. As we walked downstairs, I let him hold my hand while I debated how to start chiseling away at the fact that he alone was my jailer now. Like he knew what I was thinking, he ran his thumb over the burn scar on my hand that was supposed to remind me to behave.

In the kitchen, I did a thing I’d feared I would never get to do again: I made coffee. Then I started the rice for Jackie and Lixue before I mixed up the waffle batter.

“We’re having waffles?” Aiden said, brushing against me in this way that made it seem like we were cooking breakfast together.

“Because there’s nothing to stop me. I want waffles. I can have waffles.”

“It’s gonna be that kinda week, huh?”

“Speaking of, I want bacon. What do I have to do to convince you to bring me bacon?”

He laughed and shook his head.

“She would kill me if I let you cook bacon in her kitchen in her fancy pans.”

“But why?”

“She hates the smell of it, I guess. I don’t know. I asked for bacon once, and she acted like I was asking her to cook me up a raccoon.”

Was Aiden oblivious, or was he committed to not acknowledging that I was there against my will? Bacon was beside the point when I was cooking breakfast in my sock feet in a house with locked doors. Maybe he was oblivious because, for the first time since Christmas, he ate upstairs with Sadiq and me. After I took the rice and smoked salmon down to Jackie and Lixue, I came back to the dining room where Aiden pulled out my chair for me and uncovered my breakfast plate with a little flourish. The sort of thing that’s adorable when your boyfriend does it. Not that Reilly had done things like that. Not that Aiden was my boyfriend.

“I don’t suppose you know any Mandarin?” I said after a big swallow of coffee. “Since you know Arabic.”

“Not a word.”

“His Arabic is … eh.” Sadiq made a gesture of mediocrity with his hand.

“My Arabic is fine,” Aiden said.

“You sound like an old fashion.”

“My Arabic is polite.”

Sadiq rolled his eyes.

“How did you learn Arabic?” I said.

“I’ll tell you later.”

“When do I get to meet the new girl?” Sadiq said. “They hide in the bathroom when I go get their dishes.”

“When she feels up to coming out to meet you.”

I didn’t know when that would be. Their clean clothes had been returned to them, but Jackie was mostly wearing Nestor’s old clothes. That morning, she had on a pair of his khaki pants and a T-shirt.

“I’m bored,” Sadiq said.

“Let me talk to you about this exciting thing called geometry.”

He groaned and pushed his chair back from the table.

“I’m going to get their dishes.”

After he left, I finished my breakfast while Aiden watched me with this funny half smile.

“What?” I said.

“I was thinking how nice this is. Getting to hang out with you and eat breakfast with you.”

I wasn’t sure how to answer that, how to pretend this was a normal thing, but I smiled back and drank my coffee.

“How long will Isabel be gone?” I asked.

“She said she’d let me know.”

“Do you know where she went?”

“Nope.”

“I don’t know how you stand it. The constant not knowing what’s going on drives me crazy.”

“I know. You don’t like surprises, but I’ve had a while to get used to it.” He wasn’t smiling anymore. I wondered if his mood shifts were on purpose, to discourage me from asking questions, or if he was unaware of how quickly the wrong question could flip a switch, turning him from warm to cold.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

THE NEXT TWO DAYS, AIDEN kept his distance, bringing me downstairs to cook but staying out of the kitchen while I worked. Sending me back upstairs to eat with Sadiq while he ate downstairs alone. Maybe I had pushed too hard.

Then the breaker on his internal switch got reset, and he lingered in the kitchen doorway while I cooked dinner, talking about the last book he’d borrowed from the classroom: The Heart Is A Lonely Hunter.

“It’s depressing and stupid,” he said.

“I don’t think it’s stupid.”

“I’m not saying the book is. I’m saying it’s depressing because people are stupid. It’s sad.”

“People are lonely for stupid reasons?” I said.

“Exactly! They end up lonely because we have all these reasons people can’t be together or be friends or—or— I don’t know. It’s a good book, but it depressed me. Especially how Singer ended up alone after his friend died. He was so lonely he didn’t wanna live.”

“So death is a stupid reason for people to be lonely?”

Aiden’s smile came back.

“Yeah, death is the stupidest reason,” he said.

“Are you eating upstairs or downstairs tonight?”

“Upstairs, if that’s okay.”

“Of course it’s okay.”

I was relieved, because I’d worried he would spend the rest of the time Isabel was gone avoiding me. I was lonely, too. My relationship with Sadiq was better than it had been, but we weren’t close. Aiden and I weren’t equals, but we were more similar than different. We at least had books to talk about.

Sadiq must have felt the same way about me, because he hugged Aiden when he came up for dinner. The kind of hug you give your best friend when you haven’t seen them in a while. As much as Aiden owed me more book club discussion, I let Sadiq monopolize him at dinner.

Poor Aiden, having to be everything to everyone.

When we finished eating, Sadiq made a hurried trip to get Jackie’s and Lixue’s dishes, running them back to the dining room.

“You’re going already?” he said to Aiden.

“I need to go down and do chores.”

“Stay. We can do car races.”

“I can do car races with you,” I said, but he ignored me.

Sadiq would never admit it, but he missed Nestor.

“Maybe tomorrow we can go outside,” Aiden said.

Sadiq grumbled and went to his room. Then he began driving his car up and down the hallway, ramming it into the wall at the end. Nestor’s door opened a crack, but a moment later a sharp voice came from inside the room, and the door closed. Sadiq went on racing and ramming the car as I walked Aiden down to the stair door.

“Come help me do dishes,” he said when we got there.

“You need help?”

“Yeah, come on.” He took my hand and pulled me through the doorway before I could argue.

It didn’t feel fair to Sadiq, but I couldn’t say no to another ten minutes off the second floor, even if I spent them in the kitchen.

“Do you wanna go on a date?” Aiden said as he rinsed plates and passed them to me to put in the dishwasher.

“What does that mean? A date?”

“I mean, I couldn’t—” He blushed. “I can’t take you anywhere. You know I can’t.”

“I know.”

“But if you wanted, you could come to my apartment. We could watch a movie or something.”

Or something. That could mean so many things, but most importantly it meant leaving the house, seeing the garage where the vehicles were kept, possibly getting access to things Aiden had access to, like the internet. None of those things were what he was thinking of, but I had to take whatever opportunities I got. I didn’t want to hurt him, but I wanted a way out of that house. He’d spent fifteen years under Their control. Isabel had spent at least twenty years like that. I’d been Their prisoner for two years, and the thought of another thirteen or eighteen years made me want to pound my head against a wall until my brain fell out. If I thought about it too much, I came away blinded by tears, like I’d stared directly at the sun.

“That would be cool,” I said carefully to avoid blurting out what I really thought. “I know this is kind of silly, but do you have popcorn? She never lets us have it because she hates the smell.”

He smiled as he passed me a slippery handful of silverware.

“I don’t, but I was gonna go check the drop to see if your Chinese books came. I could get some popcorn.”

“I would like that.”

“Why don’t you go upstairs, and I’ll buzz you when I get back?”

“Okay.” I wanted to push back on that, but it seemed too soon. He’d been in charge for three days and was uneasy about giving me orders.

“Well, not buzz you, I’ll call you,” he said.

“Call me on what?”

His coat was draped over the desk chair, and out of the pocket he pulled a sleek black plastic case that looked like a phone. A walkie-talkie.

“Are you breaking the rules, Bernest?”

“I am sort of breaking the rules, Beatrice. The range is only like three miles, but that’s close enough to work from the garage. That way I can talk to you without using the intercom. And you can call me if you need anything.”

“Thanks.” I was sincerely grateful. Being locked upstairs with no way to communicate with the outside world was scary.

As he walked me upstairs, I held the walkie-talkie tight in my hand. It wasn’t freedom, but it was something. After the stair door was locked behind me, I went to my room to make notes.

Check the drop was a new phrase for me. Isabel never made any reference to how things got to the house. From my perspective, clothes and food appeared in the dumbwaiter like it was a nineteenth-century replicator. I asked for more tampons or a tube of lip gloss, and they came. As far as we were from any town, though, surely they had a house or post office box nearby to receive packages. The goons had to live somewhere, so maybe whatever Isabel ordered got delivered there, and then she picked it up or the goons brought it.

Because we were so far from the nearest town, I assumed Aiden would be gone for a few hours. Waiting for him to come back, I raced cars with Sadiq and then read for a while. Around when I usually went to bed, the walkie-talkie squawked.

“Hey, baby,” Aiden said in a fake deep voice. “Come on down.”

Everyone else’s doors were already shut, and after a moment’s hesitation, I backtracked to lock them, feeling uneasy but also excited. I may not have been their jailer, but I didn’t want anyone to catch me sneaking out.

Aiden held my hand as we walked down the drive toward the garage. Maybe he intended it as a romantic gesture, but I suspected it was also a practical security measure. There I was, a known flight risk, walking around outside.

“Aah!” he said suddenly, loud enough to startle me. Then he pulled me into his arms, where my heart hammered against him. “Sorry. I forgot you don’t have shoes. Come on. Get up.”

He piggybacked me the last fifty yards to where the garage stood. Built of red brick with white trim to match the house, it had three stalls. His truck was parked in one, the middle was empty, but I assumed it was for Isabel’s car, and the third had room for the lawn mower, the gas pump, and a large galvanized tank that housed the koi in the winter. There were half a dozen of them, and they came to bump their snouts at the edge of the tank until Aiden tossed some food pellets in.

The apartment over the garage was what I expected from a twenty-five-year-old man living alone. It was a single long room with a few partial walls to delineate the different parts of it. The bathroom was in the corner opposite where the stairs went down. A couch and TV were in the same area as the central garage stall, with a kitchenette along one wall. At the far end, another wall provided a little privacy for his bed. Jammed into the far corner was a weight set. The only place where the ceiling was full height was a six-foot-wide strip down the center.

“Is this the stuff for Jackie and Lixue?” I said. A pile of packages was stacked on the coffee table.

“Shit, I really am breaking the rules. Don’t look, okay? Hang on, I’ll open them. Don’t look.”

I could have seen the address of the drop, if I’d been willing to disobey him, but there was no going back from that. If I tried that, he would never trust me again, and knowing the address only helped me if I found a way to let someone know. I covered my eyes and listened to Aiden cutting open the packages and dumping the contents onto the coffee table. After he broke down the boxes and tucked them away in a closet, I approached.

Clothes for Jackie and Lixue. Not Gucci, but socks and underwear, plus some comfortable pants and shirts. A Mandarin textbook for me, an English textbook for Jackie, the Mandarin/English dictionary we both needed, and a cookbook that claimed to have traditional Chinese recipes.

“Isabel usually removes all the tags from the clothes,” I said.

“Don’t tell her, okay, that I let you see that this sweater came from GAPKids.” He sat down on the couch and used his pocketknife to pick the stitches out of the tags.

“Do you know that it’s been over two years since I sat on a couch?” He was in the middle so I had to sit beside him.

“Seriously?”

“Since I got evicted from my apartment.”

“You got evicted?”

“I’d already sold my couch, but I was about to get evicted. That’s how I got kidnapped. My car got repossessed, and I walked to a coffee shop where this nice lady bought me a coffee and offered me a job. I hope that makes you feel better.”

He gave me a puzzled look.

“I mean, about what happened to you at the fair. You were a kid. I was a grown-ass adult, and I took a ride from a stranger and got kidnapped.”

“Aw.” He put his arm around me and pulled me closer. As much as I wanted to sink into his solid warmth, I needed to be alert, to see if there was any way that coming to his apartment could help me escape.

“So, are we watching a movie?” I said.

“And I got you popcorn.”

We watched a movie that I let him pick off Netflix. The internet was right there in front of me, for all the good that did.

We started with the movie, but we ended up in bed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

THE BOUNDARIES THAT EXISTED IN the house didn’t seem to exist in Aiden’s apartment. While we kissed, he slid his hands up my back and unfastened my bra. I’d taken off my dirty socks, but he took off my bra and my shirt. Then my leggings and my panties. I didn’t stop him when he took off his shirt and his jeans, even when it seemed likely that we were going to be totally naked under the covers on his bed. His boxers stayed on, though, which gave me enough breathing room to stay calm as he went over my skin, sussing out all the places where I was most sensitive.

“You know you can always say no, right? You can say no, and it’s not gonna change anything, but I do have condoms,” he said.

I pressed my face against his bare chest, my thumb resting on his hip bone right above where that ghastly purple scar ended. As much as I believed he was sincere, I also suspected his nightstand held two things in addition to the condoms: his cell phone and his truck keys. I could say no—I wanted to say no, because I was afraid—but I also felt like literally and metaphorically getting close to the condoms would get me closer to the other things.

I intended to say yes, but I ended up crying. Not pretty crying, either, but panic attack–adjacent crying.

“It’s alright,” he said, holding on to me. “I told you, it’s fine to say no.”

“But I want to tell you why I’m saying no, okay?”

It took me a while to be able to explain, but he waited.

“What happens if I get pregnant? Because condoms don’t work a hundred percent.”

“Uh, I don’t know. I’m not sure how it works on that side of things. For women. The Palaces are separate.”

“But you have some ideas, don’t you? I mean, you know how They work, what They’re likely to do.”

“There’s a chance They’d bring in a doctor to take care of it.” He didn’t let go of me, but there was a way his voice changed, separating him from me.

“An abortion, you mean?”

“Yeah. There’s a solid chance of that.”

“What else? You said a chance, so that’s not definitely what They would do,” I said.

He was quiet, but I waited him out. I was pretty sure I knew the answer, but I wanted to make him say it.

“Shit. I guess They might kill you,” he said.

“That’s a popular option whenever a woman turns up pregnant and you don’t want her to be.”

“Fuck, I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“It’s okay that you asked, but I want you to answer me. So They might make me have an abortion. Or They might kill me.”

“Or They’d make you have the baby.”

“And then what?”

“I’m guessing a baby is worth a lotta money. Especially if it’s a white baby.”

“A nice little bonus for Them.” Maybe that was part of the plan. To tie me to Aiden, but also to make me escape-proof by making me pregnant. Except he let me say no.

“It’s alright, because we’re not gonna go there,” he said. “That’s the safest option, because I don’t wanna find out.”

I let him soothe me, snuggling against me and kissing my forehead, but I was restless.

“How do you go on, knowing what you know? Of course you want to protect your parents and your brothers. I get that. But also how? I’m not saying that to make you feel bad. I’m trying to figure out how I’m supposed to keep on doing this. Or whatever They make me do next.”

He sat up and held my hands.

“I wish there was some magic thing I could say, but I don’t know. I wanna live. That’s how I keep on doing this. I didn’t always. When I was like twelve, thirteen, I was obsessed with killing myself. I used to think if I had to put up with it anymore that I would go crazy. That’s why The Hotel New Hampshire was a big deal to me.”

“‘Keep passing the open windows,’” I said.

“Exactly. Those first years, I was in what They call a Hothouse. So I was locked in a room. The windows were glass block, high up on the walls so we couldn’t see out. A prison, basically. There was a bed, a big bed, because that’s what it was for. A series of men coming to fuck me, and I’m sorry if that …”

“You don’t need to apologize to me for what happened to you.” I couldn’t stand the idea of him being ashamed of what They did to him.

“Some clients wanted to take pictures or videos, and sometimes they wanted to play games, like we were brothers, or we were in school together, or whatever their fantasies were. I think there were twenty of us altogether, all boys. I always figured there was a place like that with girls, too. We got to leave our rooms to go to the bathroom, and we’d get clean clothes and food. Sometimes a client would wanna have a party, so it’d be a couple of us together with him and his friends. That’s where I went when They first took me.”

“When you were eleven?”

“Yeah, but there were younger boys there, too. After you stopped looking less like a boy and more like a teenager, They’d send you somewhere else. But while I was there, I thought about killing myself all the time. There’d been a boy when I first came who killed himself by drinking toilet cleaner, so the Emperor locked up all the stuff like that. That’s why Britney won’t let you have a saltshaker upstairs, because you can poison yourself that way, too. There was another boy who strangled himself. I remember trying to figure out how to do that, but then They moved me.”

“Was it someplace worse?” I said.

“In some ways, it was better, because I was older. And that book, The Hotel New Hampshire, helped me see that I could survive. All along They were sorting out who They were gonna keep. Who They could trust. When I look back, that’s part of how I survived. I did what I was supposed to.

“The kids who didn’t act the way They wanted you to, those were the kids who didn’t have to kill themselves, because they were given to the clients who liked torturing kids. The clients who didn’t want sex. They wanted to hurt you. You got plenty of bad clients anyway, but if you didn’t obey, you got the worst ones.”

“I assume people who pay to rape children are terrible,” I said. I was on his side regardless of how badly I wanted to escape. I wanted him to be able to escape, too.

Aiden squeezed my hands and then kissed them.

“They had other ways of punishing you, too. Stuff like cutting off your PrEP.”

“Prep?”

“PrEP is this shot They give you so you don’t get HIV. But if They decide you’re not worth it, They’ll stop giving it to you. If you do what you’re told, you get better treatment and more opportunities.”

“Like what kind of opportunities?”

“When I was seventeen, this client took me to Dubai for two years. That’s where I learned Arabic. A lotta people there speak English, but he was older, so he hired a tutor for me.”

“And by ‘client’ you mean …”

“Yeah. But I got to go out by myself. That’s where I learned to play soccer and how to drive. I pretty much grew up there. Literally. I grew about eight inches in those two years. They kept my passport, so not like I could leave, but it was cool to go around the city and see things. Talk to people.”

“In a country where homosexuality is illegal?”

“Yeah, I think so, but we never went anywhere together. Nobody ever saw us together. Like I said, he was older. Maybe sixty or seventy. Then he got sick, and They sent some movers to pick me up.”

“Are you telling me you got repossessed?”

As soon as I said it, I wanted to unsay it, but he laughed.

“I did. I got repossessed like your car. Honestly, that whole deal wasn’t bad. He was a decent client. He never hurt me.”

“Unlike the client who tried to cut your dick off.”

“That guy.” Aiden was quiet for so long, I expected our evening was over. Then he cleared his throat and said, “He should’ve been spending his money on therapy, because he was messed up. And this scrawny kid, about fifteen, who was scared shitless. I don’t know how he made it that long, because to survive you have to be able to shut stuff off. Anyway, They sent this scared kid to this messed-up client. He was one of the ones who liked hurting hosts. And the less reaction he got outta the kid, the more pissed off he got.

“He was kicking the kid and shouting, ‘Get up, you faggot!’ From the guy paying to have sex with us. I really thought he was gonna kill the kid, so I just— I grabbed the client’s arm to pull him away.”

“Ooh,” I said, because that was the sound of dread inside my brain.

“Yeah. He got crazy mad, maybe because I wasn’t a kid anymore. I was a grown-up, and I was buck-ass naked, and I was touching him. We weren’t allowed to have anything glass, but he was a client so he had beer, and he broke one of the bottles, and you know, tried to cut my dick off.”

“You tried to break up a fight while you were naked?”

“I was still a host then. So yeah. I was working. Walked away from my client to try to stop this guy from killing the kid. Anyway, the point is, he cut me open, and nothing happened to him. Nothing bad ever happens to rich people. If he’d killed me, They would’ve hauled my body away and charged him more the next time.”

“Oh Jesus.”

“I mean the money is huge, but sometimes it’s about blackmail. Get a client on video murdering somebody, that’s one thing, but get a client on video fucking little boys, and you can control him forever. That’s what I meant about why They don’t have a bunch of cameras upstairs. That’d just be video of a crime They’re committing. The other, that’s a crime that’s worth money.”

“What happened to the other host? The scared kid?”

“I don’t know,” he said in a low voice.

“You don’t know, or you don’t want to tell me?”

“I don’t know. They never sent me back to that Palace, because after I got hurt, I wasn’t host material anymore. But I had a decent face, so They wanted me to be a finesse.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Sometimes They straight up kidnap people. Shoot you up with drugs and stuff you in a trunk, but that’s not the main way They get people. Finessing people is when you convince somebody to work for Them while you’re dating. They wanted me to go out and meet teenagers, runaways. Make them fall in love with me basically, which sounds stupid, except—”

“Except you’re extremely handsome. Let’s be real, your face is a lot more than decent.”

He blushed and laughed.

“And people are lonely. That’s how it works. I was supposed to convince them to do some clients. To help me out. Prove they loved me. After you get somebody on the hook like that, the finesse stops being nice, it’s clients all the time, and the person can’t get away.”

“I think that’s called pimping,” I said.

“I guess so. Anyway, They wanted me to do that, but I couldn’t. I’d meet somebody who was the right kind of person. Runaways, kids with family problems, that kinda shit. Kids like I was. And I could …” He gestured with one hand, looking for the words.

“I don’t imagine you had a hard time getting people to fall in love with you.”

“I dunno. I’d meet somebody, and I could play the boyfriend game, but I couldn’t pull the trigger on the other stuff.”

“Because you’re kind,” I said.

“I always ended up sabotaging things because otherwise I’d have to— There’s two ways it goes when you’ve been a host. Either you get okay with it, get to thinking it’s just a thing that happens. Even when you’re the one doing it. Or you know how evil it is, and you can’t imagine doing it to somebody else.”

I struggled to untangle what he was trying to say, but right before I was about to ask, I realized what he meant. He was talking about rape, but he couldn’t bring himself to say the word. I was holding his hand too tightly, but he didn’t complain.

“So I didn’t work out as a finesse because I couldn’t do it. You’d have to put a gun to my head, and even then I think I’d rather get shot. I figured They’d put me out on the street to work, but that didn’t seem as bad as being a finesse.

“When They sent me here, everybody acted like this—this job, this place—was my punishment for failing. But I get to go outside every day. I don’t have to service clients or finesse teenagers. I mostly get to decide what I do every day as long as I get the work done. I get to read as many books as I want and watch whatever TV I want. I get to play with the kids. I met you. This is like—it’s like being a kid. Like I never got to be.”

“I’m glad it feels like being a kid. You deserve that,” I said.

“Even though I’m not a good person.”

I felt bad for always reminding myself that he worked for Them, but how was I supposed to separate what was in Aiden’s heart from what he might have done or might be made to do?

“Have you ever tried to contact your family?”

“No. I don’t wanna put them in danger.”

“Not even a phone call?”

“They control my phone. They’d know if I contacted my family.”

“But you could get a different phone. You can buy a burner phone at most gas stations. You have access to so many things They don’t control.” It frustrated me how easily he could contact his family, and how impossible it was for me.

He squinted at me, and a little tremor passed from his hands to mine. For the first time, I understood how deeply brainwashed he was. Some part of him was still eleven years old, abducted, abused, and told all kinds of lies. He was locked into Their narrative. If he left, if he refused to obey, They would find him and kill him. They would hurt his family. They were all-knowing, all-seeing, all-powerful. He had no way to disprove that.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to dump all that on you. I feel like you’re my friend.”

“I am your friend.”

“Even though I’m a bad person who’s helping keep you prisoner here.”

To hear him admit that felt dangerous but promising. If he admitted that, would he admit to himself that he had the power to change it?

“I doubt They keep track of your family. How could They? How many people work for Them?”

“A thousand? Five thousand? More? A lot. I got no clue.”

“They can’t control that many people. You could change your name, get a new identity,” I said.

“Maybe They wouldn’t find me, but my family? They don’t have to keep track of my family. They can go out and find my family. Everything is on the internet.”

I couldn’t argue with that. Knowing his parents’ names, I could have found out where they were living in less than five minutes on the internet.

“All They have to do is find my family and send some movers out. Next thing you know, wherever I’m hiding out with my new identity, I read in the news that my family’s been murdered. I know you think I’m a coward—”

“I don’t think you’re a coward,” I said.

“But if I got my mom and dad killed, my little brothers, how could I live with myself?”

I nodded because I understood his point, although I wasn’t convinced They had that kind of power.

“I lied to you about how I got kidnapped,” he said. “It was my fault. We didn’t go to the parish fair. That summer I got caught shoplifting, and DCFS came to the house and made a buncha trouble. Right, okay, twice. I got picked up for shoplifting twice. My dad was outta work. Things weren’t great. That night, after I got picked up the second time, my dad smacked me. Not like he beat me. He just popped me one. Not hard. I said maybe I’d tell DCFS he was hitting me. I’d only shoplifted stuff to sell it so I could have some money for my little brothers to go to the fair, but after that, my mom said we couldn’t go. I was so mad. About everything, you know? So I snuck out my bedroom window.

“Anyway, some lady didn’t steal me at the fair. Our car wasn’t running, so my mom couldn’t go look for me. She called my caseworker, and he said he would find me. There was this gas station a couple miles down the road from my house. It was closed down, so kids would go there to hang out. My caseworker found me there. He picked me up and said if I wasn’t ready to go home, I could spend the night at his house. Instead he took me to some other guy’s house—I don’t know where—and we all got drunk together. I thought that was pretty cool, these two grown-ups hanging out with me. I was a stupid kid. I didn’t understand what they were doing. They said it was because we were friends. And I was drunk.”

Rape again. He was talking about two grown men raping him.

“In the morning, my caseworker told me my parents didn’t want me back. He told me I’d have to stay there. He and his friend got me drunk again that night, and after I passed out, he took me to another guy. That’s how I ended up at the Hothouse.”

“Your caseworker kidnapped you? Your caseworker?” I said in horror. My caseworker had been a tired woman named Martha who smelled like cinnamon candies.

“Yeah.”

“That doesn’t make it your fault.”

“Doesn’t exactly make it not my fault. I walked right into it. Like a sucker.”

I let go of his hands and hugged him because maybe he was finessing me, but it felt real. It felt like the confession of a child who’d spent too much time blaming himself for ending up in that situation.

“It wasn’t your fault, especially because someone you trusted did that. I don’t care if you were holding a sign that said PLEASE KIDNAP ME, you were a little boy. It wasn’t your fault.”

Aiden laughed against my neck and tilted over sideways, taking me with him, until we were lying next to each other again.

“Is that what you were doing? Holding a sign that said PLEASE KIDNAP ME?”

“Kind of.” How had I been so naïve?

“No. It wasn’t your fault, Beatrice. I’m sorry that happened to you, but I’m glad you’re here.”

I let him hold me for hours, for the real comfort of it, but also for the totally false sense of togetherness. Aiden was too afraid of Them to ever help me. Eventually, I drifted off but jerked awake with a flash of fear. I’d left Sadiq, Jackie, and Lixue locked upstairs.

“You alright?” Aiden said. He hadn’t been asleep.

“Did I turn off the stove after I cooked dinner?”

“You prolly did.”

“I’m not sure, though. What if I didn’t? I locked everybody in their rooms, and I’m not sure.”

“Are you serious?” It could have been a dismissal, but he rubbed my back in a way that felt like concern.

“Is that stupid? I just thought of what would happen if there was a fire, how they’d be locked in.”

“But they’d be locked upstairs anyway. So would you.”

“But I have a walkie-talkie. I could call you.”

I sat up, feeling ice cold and wide awake. I’d thought I was so smart getting Aiden to bring me out of the house, but now that old fear of the unexpected was sitting in my throat, making it hard to breathe.

“Do you want me to take you back to the house?” he said. The question was full of kindness, or he was a fantastic actor.

“I’m sorry. I can’t stop thinking about it.”

“It’s alright.”

I couldn’t think of a time I’d even mildly inconvenienced Reilly that he didn’t complain about it, but Aiden got dressed without a frown or a grumble. He piggybacked me up the drive to the house. In the kitchen, while I checked that all the burner knobs were set to off, he bent over and peered at the burners hidden under Isabel’s Le Creuset pans.

“All off,” he said. “Is that better?”

“Yeah, I think so.” My throat still felt constricted.

“Would you rather go back upstairs?”

Feeling ridiculous, I nodded. I was so uncomfortable, I couldn’t even look at him. I wanted to go back to the second floor. I wanted to go back to my prison.

At the top of the stairs, I hugged him. In part because I didn’t want him to look at me. In part because I was grateful that he understood. Once he was gone, I did the thing that had been eating at the back of my brain: I quietly slid open the latches on the other bedroom doors. From inside the rooms, I didn’t hear any movement, but at least I could go to sleep knowing that I hadn’t taken the next step toward being Isabel.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

IN THE MORNING, WHEN REILLY would have been pouting that I’d bailed on him the night before, Aiden brought up the books and new clothes I’d left at his apartment, and he started a load of laundry. The sound of the washer woke me up and, when I crossed the hall to the laundry room, I found Aiden leaning on the dryer, staring off into space. He blushed when he realized I’d caught him daydreaming.

“Did you sleep okay?” I said.

“Yeah, but I wish you’d stayed last night.”

“Maybe I can some other time.” I didn’t know what the right answer was. I couldn’t read the look on his face. “Are you ready for breakfast?”

“Sure. I’ll leave the stair door open for whenever you’re ready to come down.”

I made muffins for breakfast, and while they baked, I used my new dictionary to write out a series of questions in English and butchered Mandarin.

Are you in good health?

Do you need medicine or toiletries?

Do the new clothes fit?

Do you want to come to school?

What foods do you like to eat?

I put my list, the dictionary, and the cookbook on the breakfast tray that I rolled down to their room. Jackie was up and dressed, but Lixue was in bed, which concerned me. I was used to dealing with kids who were falling into the depression of being hostages, but I wasn’t sure how to help an elderly Chinese woman.

“My door was locked last night,” Sadiq said when he sat down to breakfast. Aiden was eating alone downstairs, distance being the natural consequence of opening up to me the night before.

“I know. I’m sorry.” I felt guilty about locking the doors.

I also felt guilty because what was I accomplishing by whatever I was doing with Aiden? I was complicating things when I should have been trying to simplify them. I almost preferred having Isabel there because I understood my relationship with her. My main function was to advocate for the kids with her. I reminded myself of that when Aiden brought me downstairs to cook lunch.

“Can Sadiq have some time outside today?” I said.

“It’s pretty cold out.”

“I know, but he’s been inside all week. I can go out with him if you don’t have time.”

“No, I’ll take him out this afternoon. You don’t even have shoes.”

I laughed with him, instead of screaming, which was what I wanted to do. So funny that I was on the precipice of being barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen.

Because I didn’t want to get his hopes up, I didn’t tell Sadiq anything at lunch. Disappointment was worse than the dull hum of boredom. After we ate, I sent him to get Jackie’s and Lixue’s dishes.

“Remember how you were hard-ass on me? I guess they must be more special than an emir,” Sadiq complained.

“I can’t believe I’m correcting this, but it’s a hard-ass. It’s a noun, not an adjective.”

“A hard-ass.” He sounded doubtful.

“Go get the dishes.”

He went, but a few seconds later rushed back to the dining room.

“She’s coming!”

For a moment I thought he meant he’d seen Isabel pull into the drive, but then I heard the clinking of dishes. Jackie took an uncertain step into the dining room, holding the lunch tray. She seemed smaller than I remembered, with one of Nestor’s T-shirts hanging loose on her. I didn’t want her to retreat too quickly, so I gestured for her to bring the tray to the dumbwaiter. Along with the dishes, it held the dictionary, cookbook, and the sheet of paper and pencil. She’d answered my questions in neatly written English. My attempt at Chinese was so bad she hadn’t bothered to write her answers in both languages.

Are you in good health?

Lactose Intolerant

I winced because everything Isabel made involved dairy. Cooked in butter, or covered in cheese, or doused in a cream sauce. No wonder they’d been willing to eat my mediocre egg-and-tomato stir-fry.

Do you need medicine or toiletries?

Heart Medicine Denture Soap

Those were two things I’d never had to worry about with the kids before. The denture cleaner was simple enough, but heart medicine?

Do the new clothes fit?

Very Tall

That one was obvious, because Jackie had put three cuffs into the bottoms of the pants she was wearing. Did Isabel have a solution for that? Could I be trusted with a sewing machine?

Do you want to come to school?

Aunty No Jackie Yes

What foods do you like to eat?

Egg Tomato Good

14 31 56 107

I assumed those were page numbers from the cookbook.

The intercom clicked on. Sadiq, Jackie, and I all flinched. Our current mental health status was not great.

“Sadiq, come to the door, and bring the soccer ball.” Aiden sounded cheerful, which was a relief to me.

“Yes!” Sadiq was gone in a flash, leaving me alone with Jackie. She shifted back and forth on her feet, preparing to retreat. When Sadiq ran back past the doorway, she took a nervous step closer to me.

“It’s okay. Let’s go down to the classroom.” I picked up the books and the list, and gestured for her to come with me. If Aiden was outside with Sadiq, the dishes could wait.

In the classroom, I set the books on Nestor’s desk, which was closest to the front. That seemed best because I didn’t want this horror show to keep her from learning.

“Lactose intolerant, I understand. No milk. No more dairy,” I said. Jackie smiled and nodded. I would have to convince Isabel to let me cook for them because she was never going to change how she cooked.

“What heart medicine?” I pointed at her answer. “Shénme?”

She pressed her finger to her lower lip.

“I don’t know. Aunty don’t know name.”

“It’s okay. We’ll find out. We’ll get heart medicine for her. How old are you?”

“Ten.” She held up all her fingers. Small for her age. Then she reached out to put her finger under the word school.

“I want you to come to school, too. This is our classroom. This is your desk,” I said. Using the dictionary to bridge our gaps, we discussed school. English, Mandarin, geography, math. Maybe Spanish.

To see how far along she was, I gave her the intermediate math workbook. She took the final test and got all the answers right. That meant we’d have to move on to the next workbook, which I was not prepared for. I would have to do some studying myself.

Then we made lists of vocabulary words for each other. My list was very mundane, and included words like door, lock, dishes, laundry, breakfast, lunch, dinner, upstairs, downstairs, video call. Her list was more existential. Afraid, hungry, stranger, dark, prison, home.

When Aiden brought Sadiq back, I left Jackie to look over her new English textbook so that I could go down and cook dinner. On my way to the stair door, I peeked into her room, where Lixue was in bed. I missed Isabel. I knew from experience how to motivate her to deal with problems like this.

“Lixue apparently takes heart medication, which she hasn’t had since she came here,” I told Aiden.

“Lixue?”

“The older woman they brought with Jackie. I don’t know if she’s really Jackie’s aunt, or like a nanny or what. She needs some kind of heart medication. Jackie doesn’t know what it’s called.”

“Oh. That’s— I guess that’s a problem.”

“Is there a doctor that can come here?”

“A doctor?” he said.

“Like when the dentist came for Nestor’s tooth.”

“I dunno about getting a doctor out here.”

“If she needs heart medication, it can’t be good for her not to have it.” It was one of the rare times I was truly angry with Aiden, because he didn’t want to deal with the problem. Except I couldn’t afford to show that I was mad.

“I guess I can tell Britney.” His answer had no spine to it, but I stuffed down my irritation because I hoped he would invite me to his apartment again. I hoped there was something in his apartment that would help me find a way out. I must have succeeded at hiding my feelings, because after dinner, he brought me back downstairs to do dishes and then piggybacked me to his apartment again. After we made sure that the stove was turned off.

My motivations must not have been too transparent because Aiden was sweet and funny. He fed me popcorn piece by piece, and showed off all the Portuguese swear words he’d learned from a Brazilian boy he’d been friends with in some nightmare pedophile brothel. In keeping with the lost childhood vibe, we had a friendly wrestling match on the rug in front of his couch. In some ways it felt manufactured, like a romantic comedy montage. Except that any time I glanced at him, he looked genuinely happy. Somewhere along the way, I’d become as cynical as Isabel.

Part of me was ashamed of that, of using him in an attempt to find an escape route, but the other part of me didn’t care. I needed to escape.

I waited until he rolled over in his sleep before I opened his nightstand drawer. I’d guessed wrong. Condoms, but no keys and no phone.

Once his arm wasn’t draped across me, I slid out of bed and tiptoed around the wall to the living room. I couldn’t think of where to snoop until I remembered the cardboard shipping boxes he’d broken down and stowed in the closet. Knowing the address of where packages got delivered would be useful if I ever had access to a phone again. I was about to open the closet door when I heard the bed creak.

“Beatrice?” he said in a groggy voice.

I only had a second to dash the three steps from the closet to the bathroom.

“I’m in the bathroom,” I called.

I yanked my panties down and sat on the toilet, hoping I could pee on command. My fear provided enough incentive so that I was in midstream when his shadow blocked out the moonlight from the dormer window.

“Sorry. Not trying to spy on you.”

“You’re fine.” I reached for the toilet paper as he turned away. After I flushed the toilet and stepped out of the bathroom, he was waiting there in the dark. Wanting to silence any suspicions he had, I hugged him.

“You’re cold,” he said. “This apartment doesn’t hold the heat very well.”

I let him lead me back to bed and tucked my feet against his calves, shivering from the fear of being caught. He didn’t say anything else about it, and he acted normal enough the next day. He ate his meals with us and took Sadiq outside without being asked, but after dinner he didn’t suggest that I come to his apartment, either. That might mean Isabel was coming home soon or he’d realized the danger of letting me sleep over. It also meant that I was asleep in my own bed when someone started pounding on the front door.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

I BOLTED AWAKE, TRYING TO make sense of what was happening. There was no doorbell that I’d ever heard, so it was just the pounding of someone’s fist. For an instant, it reignited my fears about the house catching on fire while we were trapped upstairs. Except I didn’t smell smoke, and I’d triple-checked that the stove was off because I didn’t want to die in an inferno, trapped in a locked room like Zelda Fitzgerald.

As I went across the hall to the dining room, I tried to imagine scenarios to explain the knocking. Isabel had forgotten her door code. The dentist had finally been overcome by guilt and called the police.

In the driveway, the movers’ SUV sat in its usual place. Surely they would have told Aiden they were coming, but they went on knocking until I saw him jogging toward the house, coming up the road from the garage. His breath plumed out around him.

“What’s happening?” Sadiq said behind me.

“I don’t know.”

Despite the cold, I opened the window sash a few inches to hear Aiden say, “What’s the problem?”

“You tell me,” Gustav said. “Britney’s not answering. You’re not answering.”

“I answered.”

“Take us upstairs. We’ve got orders,” the other mover said. Not Lazlo.

“Go to your room before they get up here,” I said to Sadiq.

“Don’t lock me in. What if you need help?”

The thought of needing help from a wide-eyed fourteen-year-old was uncomfortable, but I wouldn’t want to be locked in my room, not knowing what was happening.

“I’m not going to lock it, but do not come out unless I call for you by name. Promise me.”

“I promise.”

I hoped he was sincere as he retreated to his room. There were footsteps and loud voices on the stairs.

“I already called her.” Gustav, angry.

“Why don’t you come back in the morning?” Aiden said. “I’ll call her, and we’ll figure—”

“Open the damn door.” Who was it, and where was Lazlo?

“I haven’t heard any—”

“We have orders.”

“Well, I don’t,” Aiden said.

“I should kick your fucking ass. I have orders. I don’t give a shit if you’re not important enough to have orders,” Gustav shouted. “Open the fucking door, or I swear I’ll kick you down the stairs.”

Although I didn’t want Aiden to get hurt, I prayed for him not to open the door. As long as the door was locked, we were safe from the movers. There was more shouting and what sounded like scuffling, and then the door lock beeped. I stood my ground in the middle of the hallway, wearing my pajamas and shaking with fear. The movers came through first—Gustav and Napoleon. Aiden was right behind them, breathless and rumpled. Had he gotten in a fight with them?

“What’s she doing out of her room?” Napoleon said when he saw me. Did he think I was locked in at night? Was I supposed to be?

“Like I could sleep through that racket.”

“We need the girl and the old woman.” Gustav got right in my space so that I had to back up to avoid having him touch me. “We have orders.”

“Orders for what?”

“Orders to throw you down the stairs if you don’t shut your smart mouth.”

“Where’s Britney?” Napoleon said. “She didn’t answer her phone.”

“She’s not here.” Without realizing it, I was still backing away from Gustav, farther down the hall with every step.

“What do you mean she’s not here?”

“She’s not here. Let me call her.” Aiden had his phone in his hand.

“We already called her, and she didn’t answer.”

I was almost to Jackie’s room when Gustav stepped around me. I tried to block him from opening the door, but he put his hand in the middle of my chest and shoved me.

“Back off, asshole,” Aiden said, inserting himself into the gap between Gustav and me.

“Are you gonna fight me, pretty boy? I’ll fight you.”

I thought Aiden was about to take a fist to the face when I heard Isabel’s voice saying, “What’s going on?”

Aiden brought the phone up to his ear, then changed his mind and put it on speaker.

“Where are you?” Napoleon said.

“We have orders to take the girl and the old woman, and these two idiots are in the way.”

“Hang on,” Isabel said. There was a minute or so of hushed fumbling, and in the background I heard a distantly familiar beeping noise. Was she in a hospital? “Jesus Christ. Okay. All of you idiots keep your shit together while I make a call.”

The four of us stood in the hallway, glaring at one another while we waited. Sadiq’s door slowly creaked open, and he looked out at us. I shook my head at him.

“Look at this little motherfucker.” Gustav took a step toward Sadiq.

Aiden said something in Arabic. Go back to bed or close your door, I suspected, and Sadiq obeyed. It made Gustav look at Aiden with more anger and suspicion.

“They have orders,” Isabel said when she called back. “To take the girl and the old woman. That’s it.”

“Do you—” She’d already hung up before Aiden asked his question.

Gustav shoved me aside and reached for the door handle.

“Where are the bags?” Napoleon mimicked pulling a bag over his head.

I squeezed past Gustav into the room where Jackie was awake, standing beside the bed with panic written all over her face. She seemed about to run into the bathroom where Sadiq said they hid whenever he came to the room, but her gaze went to Lixue in bed. Jackie froze in place, her eyes darting from me to the goons and back. Lixue had managed to sit up, but she looked at Jackie in confusion.

“Let’s move it,” Gustav said.

“You need to get up and get dressed,” I said. “Put on clothes and shoes. Yīfú. Xié.”

“Don’t bother,” Napoleon said, and then he said several things in Mandarin: a string of angry words I didn’t know. Now I understood why he, instead of Lazlo, was there. Napoleon spoke Chinese.

Jackie gave me a pleading look, so I ignored him and crossed the room to get their shoes from under the bed.

Jackie put hers on, and then we both knelt and helped put on Lixue’s ballet flats. Her legs and feet were swollen and cold. The closest thing they had to a coat was Jackie’s wool uniform jacket, so I got that out of the closet and passed it to her. I took a blanket off the linen shelf to wrap around Lixue, who looked horribly weak, her face pale and gray.

“Stop wasting time,” Gustav said.

“The bags,” Napoleon repeated.

The badgering made it hard for me to think clearly, but I went to the laundry room and found the bags—a pair of black pillowcases—where I’d put them after I ran them through the wash. When I took them back down the hallway, Jackie and Lixue had been brought out of their room. While Napoleon put zip ties on their wrists, Gustav put the bags over their heads.

As they left, Aiden followed them, and then the lock beeped. Sadiq immediately popped out of his room and gave me a questioning look.

“I don’t know. And you were supposed to stay in your room.”

He went across the hall to look out the classroom windows, and I joined him. The goons came out of the house, half leading, half dragging Jackie and Lixue, and Aiden followed them. Instead of getting into the SUV, they walked up the driveway toward the woods. A small tremble started in my hands, worked up to my shoulders, and then to my jaw, until it felt like shivering, except that I wasn’t cold.

“Where are they taking them?” Sadiq said.

He didn’t know about the graves in the woods. He didn’t know about the smallest grave. The one whose occupant I had held on my lap and taught the ABCs to. The one he had so grudgingly given piggyback rides to.

I knelt down, so that my ear was on level with the open gap in the window. With my eyes closed, I concentrated on what I could hear. Was that an owl or someone crying? Was that pop a tree branch breaking? Or a gunshot? Or my imagination? I stayed there listening until the three men emerged from the woods. From that distance, I wasn’t sure who was who, except that the one in the middle was carrying a child. That would be Aiden because the movers wouldn’t have carried Jackie so carefully. I held my breath, but I couldn’t stop shaking. Sadiq clutched my arm. Why was Jackie being carried? And where was Lixue?

When he reached the drive, Aiden peeled off toward the house, while the movers went toward their SUV. Gustav said something I couldn’t make out, but Aiden’s response was, “Yeah? Fuck you. Fuck. You. I hope your dick rots off, you piece of shit.” Whatever else I felt about him, I loved him for that flash of rage.

I closed the window and went to meet him at the stair door. He had to set Jackie down to unlock it and, when it opened, she sat on the stairs, sagging against the wall with her eyes clenched shut. I held the door while he picked her up and carried her to her room.

“Is she okay?” Sadiq whispered.

“They didn’t touch her,” Aiden said.

In her room, he set her on the bed and backed away, leaving me to take care of her. I hated to turn on the lights, but I needed to be sure she was okay. I took off her wool jacket, relieved that it seemed dry and clean. Under it, the dinosaur pajama top was also intact. Before I took her shoes off, I ran my hands over her legs. She’d put on her shoes without socks and her feet were ice cold.

“What happened?”

I expected Aiden to answer, but he sat with his head down on the table. Jackie raised her right hand and pantomimed a gun pointing and firing. Then she lifted her other hand up like she was holding a cell phone. Filming. The movers had recorded themselves executing Lixue. Or filmed Jackie watching them execute Lixue. Had that been the plan all along? To let Jackie bring her aunt and then murder the woman in front of her? To show Jackie’s parents that They were serious? Or had something happened that caused Them to make an example of Lixue? Had she turned out to be too much trouble because she needed to see a doctor?

Jackie dropped her hands into her lap, and I eased her feet up into bed, under the blankets. She was so cold. As she lay back on the pillow, her hair fell away from her forehead, revealing three dark spots. Blood spatter. I went into the bathroom to get a washcloth, which I used to wipe her hands, neck, and face.

As I was rinsing it out in the sink, I heard a muffled sob. I thought it was Jackie, but she lay motionless in bed.

“Bernest?” I said. He made a gulping noise and stood up, turning away from me.

“I need to go take care of things.”

Of course. He would have to bury Lixue.

“Please,” Jackie said, sitting up in bed. “Take. Give. For Aunty.”

She took the bracelet off her wrist and held it out to me on her open palm. For a second, I pressed her hand between mine before I took the bracelet and followed Aiden out into the hall. He hesitated when I offered the bracelet to him.

“What do I do with it?” he said.

“Just bury it with her.”

He took it and put it into his pocket.

“I don’t know if you pray, but if you would say something for her. Her name was Lixue.” I wished I’d been able to do something for Minu. I couldn’t remember what had happened after she was murdered.

Aiden turned to go, but then he came back and hugged me. After a moment, he reached out and pulled Sadiq to us. We held one another until Aiden stepped away, going to do his job.

Because Isabel wasn’t there to punish me, I spent the night on Lixue’s side of the bed with Jackie curled up next to me. Each time she drifted off to sleep, she jerked awake, shaking and crying, her brain dragging her back to the woods over and over. Sometime around dawn, I got up to go to the bathroom and had to step over Sadiq, who had brought his pillow and blanket to sleep on the rug. Every time we had to survive a horrible thing, it got harder to be alone with it.

The sun was coming up, but after I went to the bathroom, I came back to bed. In her sleep, Jackie had moved past the center line. Seeking comfort, seeking Lixue. I slid back under the covers with her, and she didn’t wake up.

Aiden came up to get me later than usual. I struggled to pull myself together to go down and cook breakfast, which he ate, but was wasted on everyone else. Jackie came to the dining room when I asked her to, but she sat there dully, staring into her bowl of rice porridge. I had been like that after They murdered Minu, but now I was fine. Mostly fine. Was I being hollowed out? Getting used to cruelty?

Because we’d eaten breakfast so late, we didn’t have lunch. At dinner, Aiden ate downstairs while the three of us picked at our food upstairs.

I sent our mostly untouched plates down to the kitchen, knowing Aiden would do the dishes alone. He was right to. If he’d invited me to his apartment for another “date,” I would have tried to escape. Hit him over the head and loaded Sadiq and Jackie into his truck and driven away. Maybe he sensed that. To give him the benefit of the doubt, maybe seeing Lixue murdered had left him feeling wrecked. I wondered how many deaths he’d witnessed, how much other horror. He’d said that to survive what he had, you had to learn to “shut stuff off.” What stuff, I didn’t know. Your heart? Your brain? Your sense of right and wrong? Or your ability to feel?


CHAPTER THIRTY

THAT NIGHT I SLEPT WITH Jackie again, and Sadiq slept on the rug, either intending to guard us, or needing not to be alone. I lay in bed, listening to them breathe and willing time to pass. If the first aid book from the sixties was correct, a woman my age had a heart rate of approximately seventy-five beats per minute. The night seemed interminable, and measuring out every minute didn’t shorten it.

At last, the sun came up. I made breakfast. We ate. Some of us more than others, but everyone, including Jackie, ate something. That was how nature got us through traumatic things. The body demanded food, insisted on survival, and the brain eventually agreed to continue. After breakfast, we stayed in the dining room, a neutral ground for our grief and fear. Sadiq read comic books, I studied Mandarin, and Jackie stared at her notebook. I’d suggested she could write some memories of Lixue, something like an obituary. When Aiden came to get me to make lunch, the paper in front of her was blank.

Standing at the stove, I was thinking about how grief drains you, how I’d felt like a ghost after my mother died, when I heard the front door open. Unsteady footsteps crossed the foyer. Some morbid part of my mind summoned a vision of Lixue risen from her grave in search of vengeance, tottering across the tiled floor.

“What are you doing?” Isabel said.

“What does it look like? I’m cooking lunch.”

“Did he leave you down here alone?”

“I don’t have a car or a phone or shoes. Where do you think I’d go if I broke out a window with your fancy skillet? I already know I can’t walk out.”

I turned away from the stove and looked at her. Under the kitchen lights, she was haggard and pale. Where her heavy coat gaped open, I could see that her chest was nearly flat and there were two bulges on her abdomen that I recognized. Drainage bags like the kind my mother had had after her double mastectomy. Below one, a quarter-sized pink stain was growing on her shirt.

“Should you be walking around?” I said.

“Looks like I have to since everything went to shit while I was gone.”

“Your—your drain is leaking.”

Looking down at the blood stain, she stood motionless, trying to decide. Escort me back upstairs before she took care of the overflowing bag or leave me unsupervised while she did it? I could see her making the calculation of having to go up the stairs and back down twice.

“You stay here,” she said.

I went on doing lunch prep while she was gone and, when she returned, she’d changed shirts and she looked depleted. I pulled out the chair from the desk and dragged it across the kitchen to her. For a second, I thought she was going to refuse, just to be prickly, but then she sank into it with a groan.

Seeing her so weak, I thought about how easy she would be to kill. She didn’t even have her Taser in her pocket. Easy to kill for whom? Gustav, sure. Would she be easy for me to kill? I could fantasize about taking the knife I was using to cut up a head of broccoli and stabbing her, but was I capable of doing that? I knew how to fire a gun, but guns were different. You could murder someone from a distance with a gun. A knife was up close and personal.

Whether or not I was capable of doing it, I didn’t do it that day. While Isabel watched, I made my first attempt at beef and broccoli and did not murder her. As I started loading dishes into the dumbwaiter, she staggered to her feet like she was going to take me back upstairs. I picked up the walkie-talkie and said, “Lunch is ready.”

“Be there in a minute.”

“Walkie-talkies?” Isabel said.

“Not like I can have a phone, and we needed to be able to communicate with each other while you were gone.”

“Well, I’m back now.”

“And I bet you can’t walk up and down the stairs,” I said, not to be petty, but because I didn’t believe it. She may have rushed back from the hospital, but she wasn’t ready to go back to her regular activities.

When the front door opened, Aiden must have been running because he made it to the kitchen in about two seconds.

“Oh, you’re back,” he said between breaths.

“And you’re letting her cook lunch unsupervised.”

“Where is she gonna go? She doesn’t have shoes.”

“I see you two have your stories straight.”

I rolled my eyes. Isabel was the one who’d worked so hard to prove escape was impossible, and now she wanted to pretend like there was real danger in me being in the kitchen alone.

“Are you eating up or down?” I said to Aiden. Then to Isabel: “Do you want some lunch?”

“No, I’m going to go lie down. And he’s eating downstairs.”

After I sent the dumbwaiter up, Aiden walked me up the stairs.

“When I saw her car in the drive I almost pissed myself,” he said. “Did she give you a hard time?”

“Of course she did. When doesn’t she?”

“She made me promise I wouldn’t let my guard down.”

“That’s not what happened.” I wanted to make him feel better, and it must have worked because after he unlocked the stair door, he kissed me.

“I’ll talk to you later.”

Then the door closed, and Isabel was in charge again.

In the morning, I was lying awake in bed, waiting for Isabel to say, “Breakfast.” Instead, she said, “Come downstairs.”

I dressed and went to the stair door to wait, but it was quite a while before the door opened. Aiden stood on the other side.

“She wants you to come cook breakfast,” he said.

While I did, Isabel sat in the chair looking exhausted with one hand in her sweater pocket. I guess she thought we could go back to the days when I was afraid of being tased.

“You should go back to bed,” I said.

“Oh, you think you’re in charge now?”

“I think you look like you need to lie down.”

My mother went back to work three days after her mastectomies. She needed to keep her health insurance, and she was trying to save enough money to get us out of the shelter. I don’t know how she did it. After work every day, she came back to the shelter with her drainage bags full, too tired to move. She called them her “new boobs,” I think to make them less scary for me. At the shelter we shared a room with another woman and her two kids. I remember feeling like we were never alone, and the other woman used to complain about everything related to Mom’s cancer.

“Nobody wants to see that,” she’d said every time something needed to be done with the drains or anything else.

“Nobody could go out in the hallway if they don’t want to see it,” Mom said. Being sick hardened her.

I used to sit on the edge of her bed and feed her dinner, when she could eat. I tried to make a game of it like she was my baby doll.

“Choo choo! The train is coming into the station.” I tried all those tricks to get her to eat. She played along the first few days, but then she made me stop.

“I can’t, Beatrice. Take the plate back to the kitchen. I’ll try again later.”

Mom lost her job anyway because the radiation and chemo made her so sick she couldn’t work. It made her so sick that one morning she couldn’t get out of bed, and the shelter had to call an ambulance for her. After she lost her job, everything sped up. Within two weeks, I was in foster care. Within two months, Mom was dead.

I didn’t know if Isabel could lose her job, but she wasn’t holding up very well. If she was afraid of me replacing her, her solution was to remind us of how necessary she was. The next morning there was no breakfast, but at lunchtime, she sent up three sandwiches and a bowl of chips.

At what was usually dinner, we waited. Jackie perched on a chair, looking too exhausted to be anxious anymore. She’d only eaten a few chips for lunch. Sadiq, who’d eaten his sandwich and hers, lay on the dining room floor, his stomach growling.

“Can’t we call her? Or Aiden? Can’t we call and find out when dinner is coming?”

I called Aiden on the walkie-talkie, but he didn’t answer. I dared to push the call button on the intercom.

“Isabel? Do you need any help with dinner?” No answer.

Sadiq looked out the windows. No cars. I eavesdropped down the dumbwaiter shaft but the kitchen was dark and silent.

“Alright, let’s all take a big drink of water and play some cards,” I said.

I took Jackie into my bathroom and showed her what I meant, cupping my hand under the faucet to drink.

In the classroom, I taught her how to play Go Fish while Sadiq rolled his eyes.

“Let’s play Hearts.”

I shook my head and said, “One, I’d like us to remain friends.”

He laughed.

“Two, I don’t know how to explain that to her yet.”

We played two rounds of Go Fish and discovered halfway through that I hadn’t explained that you need to have a card in your hand to ask for other cards of that value. Oops. After the second game, Sadiq broke away to play Solitaire, and shortly after that, the dumbwaiter rumbled upstairs. He whooped and ran to open the cabinet door.

“Sandwiches again,” he said a moment later.

As far as Isabel’s low-effort meals went, that dinner was the lowest yet. Normally she put some effort into making sandwiches. Fresh lettuce and sliced tomato. These sandwiches hadn’t even been graced with mayonnaise. Each one was two slices of bread with two slices of lunch meat and a slice of cheese. No chips. No fruit. No cookies. No water glasses to replace the ones we’d returned at dinner the night before. Jackie peeled the cheese off her sandwich and took two uncertain bites before passing the rest to Sadiq. I didn’t want mine, but I ate it.

After I settled the kids into bed, I went to my room where I turned on my walkie-talkie. The little green light glowed, showing me I was burning battery power.

I woke in the middle of the night to Aiden’s voice.

“Beatrice? Are you awake?”

“I’m here. What’s going on?” I said.

“She made me drive to town twice today to get stuff for her. She’s super pissed about the walkie-talkies. Don’t be surprised if she tries to take it away.”

“I didn’t think we were getting dinner. She sent up dry sandwiches really late.”

“Oh, you got dinner? She told me to get the fuck outta her kitchen.”

“Please come get me to make breakfast tomorrow.” I was on the verge of begging.

“I wish I could, but she deleted my door code. Both my door codes. I can’t come in the house now.”

“Is she allowed to do that?” I didn’t understand how Their hierarchy worked, but it had never occurred to me that Isabel could suddenly decide nobody but her was allowed in the house. I’d assumed the movers and Aiden existed as a system of checks and balances to her power.

“Not like there’s a complaint line I can call. I can’t call anybody except the movers.”

“God, don’t do that. I’m turning this off to save the battery, but I’ll turn it on again tomorrow night.”

“Take care, Beatrice,” he said, leaving me alone.

Lying there in the dark, I felt a new and different kind of fear. What would happen to us if Isabel went off the rails? If she got too sick to take care of us? I’d never put much faith in Aiden as a potential savior, but if he couldn’t come in the house, who would make sure she fed us?

The next morning, there was no breakfast. I called down to the kitchen. I called Aiden on the walkie-talkie. Nobody answered.

We drank water. We played cards. We read books. We drank more water.

At what should have been lunch, I called the kitchen again.

“Are you okay down there, Isabel? We’re kind of hungry up here. Let me come down and cook something for all of us.”

She could program a new door code for Aiden from her phone. She could give me a code to come out, but she wouldn’t.

Late in the afternoon, closer to dinner than lunch, the dumbwaiter made its trip upstairs. Inside were three water glasses, a spoon, a butter knife, a loaf of bread, a jar of peanut butter, and a jar of jelly. There was at least familiarity in that for me. Courtesy of the food bank, I’d eaten a lot of PB and J sandwiches. The news was not as good for Sadiq or Jackie, both of whom viewed the peanut butter with suspicion.

Jackie was willing to eat a jelly sandwich, made with a single slice of bread folded in half. As far as meals went, it wasn’t much, and it didn’t improve with age. She ate another half jelly sandwich for breakfast the next morning, but at lunch she shook her head.

By then Sadiq was hungry enough to try the peanut butter, which he declared was “disgusting but better than dog food.” I didn’t tell him how much dogs love peanut butter.

“You’re supposed to fast for Ramadan, but I always cheat. Not a lot, but like I’ll have a protein bar. And I’ve been eating pork. I wonder if this is my punishment,” he said.

“But why are Jackie and I being punished?”

“Because you’re not Muslim. You’re infidels.”

Jackie went to get the dictionary to look up this new insult.

Meanwhile, I counted bread slices. We had started with twenty-two, including the heels, which allowed for eleven sandwiches for the three of us. By the third day, we were down to six slices.

I hated the way it reminded me of measuring out what I got from the food bank, trying to make it last. I’d been so grateful to get regular meals when I first came to the house. Even when Isabel had been angry with me, she hadn’t tried to starve me.

For the first time in a long time, I remembered how hard the outside world was, worrying about rent and groceries and bills and insurance and taxes. Now I was like the hamster I had as a kid. It lived in its little cage, and I fed it and petted it. Did it understand why it lived in a cage? Did it understand where food came from? Did it wonder what I was? Probably not. Probably it just accepted its life because what else was it going to do? The same way I’d started to accept that this was my life. Was I a hamster, then? Running on my little wheel, napping in my little pile of wood chips, nibbling on the food that appeared out of nowhere. Fat, dumb, and happy until the food stopped coming.

That night, I left my walkie-talkie on, but never heard from Aiden. Either Isabel had confiscated it, or he’d turned it off to avoid me.

Nobody answered the intercom the next morning. We managed to squeeze three more sandwiches out of our supplies, but all our stomachs were growling by the time we went to bed.

In the middle of the night, I made the rounds, listening to be sure that Sadiq and Jackie were asleep. Then I went into the dining room and closed the door. There, I tried Aiden on the walkie-talkie again, and Isabel on the intercom.

“Isabel!” I shouted as loudly as I dared. “You have to feed us. Even if it’s just more PB and Js, you have to send up more food. The kids are hungry. Get up and do your job.”

The answering silence made it feel like a horror movie. We were trapped in that house with no way to escape and no food.

The next day was bleak. I let the kids sleep as late as they could, because there was no point in getting up and burning energy. I made sure we drank enough water to stay hydrated, but our only remaining food was what we could scrape out of the peanut butter jar. I divvied it up into two tiny but equal portions. Jackie hesitated, but stuffed the spoon in her mouth and licked it clean.

On Sadiq’s suggestion, we made a series of signs that we held up to the security camera at the end of the hallway. WE’RE HUNGRY! PLEASE FEED US!

That night, after the kids were asleep, I cried. Then I got hangry. If I’d managed to escape right then, I would’ve broken into the downstairs in search of food like a bear raiding a campground.

I opened each window and tested to see how firmly attached the bars were. None of the window bars in the dining room budged, but one on the west end of the classroom seemed slightly loose. No matter how hard I shook it, though, I couldn’t make it any looser.

The spoon and the butter knife were the only tools we had. Stupidly, I’d lost the screwdriver when I escaped, but maybe I could use the silverware to gouge wood out around the screws that held the bars on the windows. In the classroom, I considered the old map that hung on one wall. It was encased in a metal tube, which was surprisingly heavy when I stood up on a chair to take it down. Was it heavy enough to use as a battering ram?

I told myself I was panicking for no reason, but by the next afternoon, I was seriously considering another escape attempt. If Isabel was lying downstairs dead or dying, and if we couldn’t reach Aiden, we needed to find a way out. I put Sadiq and Jackie to work on spotter duty, circling the second floor, looking out the windows for him while I used the butter knife to scrape at the wood around the bottom screws on the slightly loose window bars. The wood was too hard, and the screws were too long. After a day, I had raw fingers and I’d worked exactly one screw loose. Seven more to go.

“What are we going to do?” Sadiq said.

“Tomorrow, we’re going to try breaking down the door.”

His eyes went wide for a moment, and then narrowed. He nodded.

With the map case and the butter knife, maybe we’d be able to do it. Before I went to bed, I made one last attempt to communicate with Isabel. I went to the end of the hallway, the closest to where her room was, and I spent about five minutes jumping up and down. Normally that kind of noise irritated her enough to call on the intercom, but that night she was silent. I went to bed tired and nauseated, thinking of the girl from Isabel’s story who’d been locked in a closet to starve.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

GET UP AND BRING THE girl to the door. I started awake, my left arm flopping against the nightstand. The room was dark.

“Hello?” I said, about 90 percent sure that I was dreaming.

“Bring the girl to the door,” Isabel said.

“Oh my god. Are you trying to starve us to death?”

She’d already turned off the intercom.

I got dressed before I went to spy out the dining room windows. The SUV was parked in the drive with the engine off.

Standing outside Jackie’s door, I hesitated. A week ago she’d been hauled out in the middle of the night, and the movers had murdered her aunty. Now what were they going to do to her? I had to bring her. If I didn’t bring her to the stair door, the movers would come get her.

Inside Jackie’s room, Sadiq was asleep on the rug. I stepped over him and sat down on the bed. She woke up instantly.

“No. No. No.”

“It’s okay. We’re going downstairs to talk on the video, okay?”

“No. Bù. Qǐng bùyào.”

“I promise. Just to call your mǔqīn and fùqīn.” I wanted that to be true, but I knew the last words I said to her might be lies.

Jackie finally calmed down and, once she got out of bed, I helped her get dressed in her school uniform. With a wet washcloth, I smoothed her hair down and wiped the sleep out of her eyes.

“There, you look very nice. Māmā and Bàba will be happy to see you.”

She was trying not to cry, so I gave her a big smile and hugged her. Then we walked down to the stair door.

“Text me the door code,” someone said on the other side.

“I’m coming!” Isabel may have been coming, but slowly, because we waited for a while before the lock beeped.

On the other side stood Napoleon and Isabel, who’d put on a thick layer of makeup and padded her empty bra.

“Good, the uniform,” she said like she’d bothered to tell me anything.

I led Jackie out onto the landing, but Isabel shook her head at me.

“I’m coming downstairs to make some food.” I kept ahold of Jackie’s hand and pushed between Isabel and Napoleon. I more than half expected to get punched or tased.

“I sent you food,” Isabel said.

I kept walking.

“You want me to?” Napoleon asked.

“No. Let her go.”

At the bottom of the stairs, we had to wait for Isabel, who held on to the railing like her life depended on it. When she reached us, I led Jackie into the foyer, where Todd stood outside the dining room with his arms crossed.

I almost cried from relief. There was a laptop set up on the dining room table. I hadn’t lied to Jackie.

“So everybody’s too picky to eat peanut butter and jelly?” Isabel said as she got Jackie set up in front of the laptop.

“We’re not picky, but do some math. You gave us a loaf of bread. Enough to make eleven sandwiches. For three people. For five days. One sandwich per person per meal equals nine sandwiches per day. We haven’t had anything to eat for the last two days. So I’m going to cook for us.”

I walked to the kitchen without waiting for an answer. First I put on a pot of rice. Then I opened the fridge and pulled out all the vegetables and a package of chicken. The clock on the stove said 12:14, but we were hungry enough to eat a full meal in the middle of the night.

I cut up the vegetables while the chicken cooked. Then I started rifling through the cabinets, my stomach growling angrily. Bags of potato chips. Another loaf of bread. More jelly. A box of crackers. A package of cookies. Foil packages of tuna and salmon. A jar of mayonnaise. A canned ham. Three cans of peaches with pull tops. I was piling it all in the dumbwaiter when I noticed a black cable hanging out of the bottom desk drawer. I jerked the drawer open and found Aiden’s walkie-talkie and the charger. I stuffed them into the dumbwaiter behind a bag of chips, but as I closed the drawer, I heard Isabel.

“You better watch your ass, Trixie.” She glared weakly at me from the kitchen doorway. “Don’t you ever talk that way to me again. Do you understand?”

I needed to tread carefully, but I struggled to control my anger. She approached the stove, her hand in her cardigan pocket. Her cheeks were bright pink, a painted-on illusion of health.

“Do you understand? Do not ever talk that way to me again. Not in front of the movers. Not in front of the kids. Not in front of Aiden. Not ever again. Tell me you und—”

“No. I do not understand how you left two children locked upstairs with almost no food for five days.”

The Taser came out of her pocket. I needed to shut my mouth. Instead, I said, “Stop being a fuckup, Britney. Do your job. If you can’t do your job, you need to let me do it. You cannot leave us up there to starve just because getting your tits cut off made your tummy feel sick, you weak-ass bitch. Am I speaking your language now?”

Shaking with fury, I added the sauce to the stir-fry. I waited to feel the bite of electricity, but it didn’t come. When I looked at Isabel, she was standing there, still holding the Taser but with her arm hanging limp at her side. I felt bad about losing my temper because she looked exhausted and maybe a little hurt.

Once the food was ready, I turned the burner off and poured the stir-fry into a big ceramic serving bowl. The rice I left in the pot and covered them both with foil. Then I opened the cabinet and took down three plates. I had to walk right past her to get silverware out of the drawer, but I didn’t flinch when she moved her hand to put the Taser away.

“What is all that?” she said as I put the dishes in the dumbwaiter.

“It’s food. Because right now, I don’t trust you. I don’t trust that when I wake up tomorrow there will be food unless I take it up.”

“So much drama over a couple of missed meals.”

If I’d been closer to the stove and there hadn’t been a pair of goons in the house, I would have clobbered her to death with one of her Le Creuset pans. Apparently that’s what I’d been missing all along—rage. Not so “nice girl, quiet” anymore.

I closed the dumbwaiter door, locked it, and pressed the up button. We stood there in silence until we heard the dining room doors open.

“Go take the girl upstairs,” Isabel said.

In the foyer, Jackie stood beside Napoleon, her eyes swollen from crying. When I motioned for her to come to me, she glanced fearfully at Napoleon. Then she bowed to him and said, “Xièxiè.”

“Bù kèqì,” he said.

At the top of the stairs, we waited as Isabel made her way up to unlock the door.

“We eat tonight?” Jackie said once we were inside.

“Yes, I made us food, assuming Sadiq hasn’t already eaten it all.”

He hadn’t, but he had arranged everything on the dining room table, including the walkie-talkie.

“I thought you’d never get back,” he said when he saw us. Then he took the foil off the two dishes and started piling food on a plate.

To my surprise, Jackie ran to her chair and sat down. As soon as Sadiq put food in front of her, she started eating. I didn’t run to the table, but I didn’t waste any time getting there. Sadiq served me, too, and then we were quiet as we ate our first real meal in a week.

After we finished the stir-fry, I passed out cookies. By the time we made it to bed, I guessed it was three o’clock or later, so I wasn’t surprised not to hear anything from Isabel in the morning. When she called up later, she sounded tired but her usual snide self: “Do you have enough food? You’re not starving to death?”

“We’re fine for today and tomorrow, so you can rest.”

“Gee, thanks.”

We didn’t hear from her for three days, but with the packaged food I’d sent up, we had enough to eat. Then over the next several days, we got a glimpse into Isabel’s origins. A breakfast of scrambled eggs, ham, and canned cinnamon rolls. Cheap, gooey, and delicious. Spaghetti with sauce from a jar. Hamburgers and a salad with nothing but iceberg lettuce and tomatoes. Either she’d given up on her attempts at being a chef, or she was too tired. I sent a polite note asking about some other food options for Jackie. In return we got a bowl of unrinsed, overcooked rice that looked like a distant relative of glue.

Although she spent a lot of each day staring off into the distance, Jackie started opening up. She told us about where she lived in Beijing. Her school. Her family. She told us about Lixue, who was not related to her, but someone who had been employed by her family since before Jackie’s own father was born. What Jackie wouldn’t do was speak Mandarin anymore.

“I learn English. More English. Then I go abroad for school,” she said. For a lot of wealthy Chinese parents, sending their children to study overseas was the goal. To make them more competitive in business, society, marriage. English fluency seemed like the least I could give her, so I stopped trying to get her to teach me Mandarin. Instead we focused on English in the morning, with the afternoons for math and geography. Even Sadiq got sucked in by her enthusiasm. His spoken English was good, but he started working on his writing skills, and he picked up his first book in English without pictures.

While the kids seemed less anxious, my anxiety increased every day because I knew what was coming. Isabel had had her surgery, but once she was healed from that, there would be more treatments. The days after my mother’s mastectomies had been bad, but they’d only been a foreshadowing of what was to come. Once Isabel started treatments, things might get worse for us on the second floor.

Instead of trying to maintain the calendar by myself, I recruited Sadiq and Jackie to help me. It meant there were three of us making sure each day was accounted for instead of me racking my brain trying to remember. Five weeks after Isabel had cut our contact with Aiden, she called for me to come downstairs. She was almost able to walk down the stairs like normal. I expected she would make me help with cooking, but she repeated the ritual of standing me in the corner of the kitchen while she sat at the desk.

“I won’t ask what you’ve learned because you know what you’re supposed to do. The question is whether you can be trusted to do it,” she said.

“What have I done that I wasn’t supposed to do?”

“Besides losing your shit every time the movers show up and being a brat the last time you came downstairs?”

“I lose my shit because they keep murdering people. And I’m sorry about what I said to you the last time I was downstairs. I was being a ‘brat’ because you stopped feeding us.”

“No, don’t apologize. I was impressed by the ‘just because getting your tits cut off made you feel sick.’ You’re not as soft as I thought you were, but you need to behave yourself when I’m gone next week.”

“Are you having radiation or chemo?” I said.

She stared at me until I felt the need to fill the silence.

“My mother had breast cancer. She was diagnosed when I was eight. Double mastectomy. Chemo. Radiation. I’ve seen it all.”

“You may have seen it all, but you need to keep your mouth shut. Whatever you know, you keep it to yourself.”

If she was counting on me to lie for her, she needed to rethink her plans.

“Aiden needs to know what’s going on. It’s better if you tell him, but I’m not going to keep it a secret from him.”

“He doesn’t need to know,” she said.

“He does. The movers showing up in the middle of the night and you not being here and Aiden not knowing where you were, that was bad. You know that was bad. You need to tell him what’s going on.”

“Fine. I’ll tell Aiden, but nobody else needs to know. Not the kids. Not the movers. Nobody. You and Aiden, that’s it.”

“Okay, I’ll agree to that.”

“You’ll ‘agree to that.’ You’re a smug little bitch, you know that?”

I shrugged. What did I care what she thought about me?

“So, radiation or chemo or both?” I said.

“Both.”

“Do you know about emu oil?” She gave me a blank look. “The radiation will burn you. It’ll burn your skin. The emu oil helps it heal faster.”

“Huh. I leave in the next day or so, and I’ll be gone at least a week. Behave yourself and don’t try any bullshit with Aiden.”

“I’m not going to. I was a good girl when you were gone before. You walked in on me doing my job.”

“Well, go on. Cook some dinner and make a grocery list,” she said.

I did as I was told, and every time I glanced up from the stove, Isabel was watching me. Evaluating me. Was she wondering how much she could trust me? I wasn’t sure myself.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

ISABEL DIDN’T TELL ME WHEN she was leaving. I woke up one morning to the sound of the stair door unlocking. Someone moved quietly down the hallway and pushed my door open. Without waiting for an invitation, Aiden flopped down on the bed beside me, and pressed his face against the back of my neck.

“Your nose is so cold,” I said.

“I know. I ran over here as soon as she left. I missed you.”

I rolled toward him and let him do his golden retriever act, sprawling all over.

“I missed you, too.” I didn’t tell him that the primary reason I had missed him was days with no food and weeks of Isabel’s erratic behavior. “Is it already time for breakfast?”

“No, but I wanted to see you.”

“As long as you remember that my door doesn’t lock from the inside.”

“I only wanna snuggle.”

“Did Isabel tell you?”

“Not Isabel,” he groaned. “She has been a total psycho. She made me stay in my apartment for a whole week. Threatened to lock me in.”

“Wow, you almost got locked in?”

“I’m not saying it’s as bad as your situation, but that’s how crazy she’s been acting. She told me if she saw my face she would shoot me, and she has a gun so I wasn’t gonna risk it. I don’t know what I did or what she thinks I did, but she told me not to come near the house. And then yesterday, she said, ‘I’ll be away for a while, and you need to take care of the second floor.’ Reprogrammed my door codes. Like nothing happened.”

“Did she tell you why she’s going away?” I said. Sometimes he was like a kid, nonstop talking and no focus.

“She said, ‘You know. I had surgery. Now I have to do my follow up.’”

“That’s it?”

“That’s all she said.”

“She has breast cancer.”

“Are you serious?” He sat up in bed and frowned at me.

“She had a double mastectomy. Did you honestly not notice that she came back without boobs?”

“I try not to look at her so she doesn’t accuse me of looking at her funny. That’s bad, though, isn’t it?”

“It can be. Lots of women survive it. My mom didn’t.”

“Oh, Beatrice.”

Whenever I’d convince myself that everything about Aiden was an act, he would put on those incredible puppy eyes that made him look so soulful and sincere. He wrapped his arms around me and tucked my head under his chin. For longer than I’d been allowed to grieve in real life, he held me and smoothed my hair and kissed the crown of my head. I didn’t cry but I soaked up that kindness, letting it into all the places that felt empty.

“That must’ve been so hard for you,” he said.

“It was a long time ago, but for Isabel, there are going to be some bad days ahead. That’s why you need to look out for us.”

“Like how?”

I told him about her not sending us food for days.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know she wasn’t feeding you at all.”

“I don’t know if she was that sick, or if she was depressed, or what, but not being able to let you know was scary.”

“When she deleted my codes, she made me give her my walkie-talkie, too,” he said. A reminder that They’d brainwashed him to make him feel powerless. Bernest was a verb, but Aiden was not.

“I have it, and the charger.”

“Did she give it back to you?”

“No. She had it in a kitchen drawer, and I took it, but you can’t let her take it away again. And if she tells you to stay away from the house, you have to come anyway because I’m afraid of what she might do when it’s just her.”

He was quiet for a while, rubbing slow circles around my back.

“You think she might hurt you?”

“You’re the only person around here that I don’t think might hurt me.” I wanted him to believe that, even if I didn’t.

Since he’d been lectured about being careless, I was prepared for Aiden to be stricter, but if anything, he was more relaxed as a warden than before. He’d said being at the house made him feel like a kid, and he acted like it. Every activity he thought up was something I associated with childhood. The very first night Isabel was gone, we had movie night with the kids, complete with popcorn. He projected Beauty and the Beast on a wall of the dining room, using a little projector that connected to his phone.

“Are you sure a hostage movie is the best choice?” I whispered to him as the opening credits ran.

“Shit. I didn’t think about that.”

Too late, because once Jackie was interested in something, you couldn’t pry her away from it. Sadiq was the only one of us who hadn’t seen it, because the rest of us sang along. I sang because I needed to keep my attention focused on the movie and not the proximity of Aiden’s phone. It sat on the dining room table, right above our heads where we lounged on a nest of pillows on the floor. I kept hoping he might take a bathroom break, but short of an act of violence, I wasn’t getting his phone. Instead we watched the movie, sang all the songs, and at the end, we pretended that true love could save the day. I’d definitely believed that when I was younger, and part of me wanted Jackie and Sadiq to believe in it.

On another night, Aiden brought Cokes and frozen pizzas for dinner, something Isabel had never let us have. He even remembered a dairy-free one for Jackie. After we’d eaten, he looked around at us and said, “What do you want to do for fun?”

“Trouble!” Jackie said.

“Poker,” Sadiq suggested.

“Dance party.”

Sadiq groaned. He didn’t hate dance party, but he liked to pretend he did.

“What’s wrong with that?” Aiden said.

“You haven’t heard how bad the music for dance party is.”

“That is not my fault. I didn’t pick the records,” I said.

“We can have whatever music you want.” Aiden held up his phone like he was unaware of how frustrating its presence was.

He played all kinds of things including songs and entire bands that hadn’t existed when I was kidnapped. That’s how long I’d been locked away. I didn’t know what music was popular anymore.

“What else do you want to hear?” Aiden asked after we’d danced half a dozen songs.

“No, don’t play her old-people music,” Sadiq said.

“Old-people music? I’m only like ten years older than you.” Saying it out loud, I realized my math was wrong. How many birthdays had I missed since I came there? Was I twenty-five? Twenty-six?

“She listens to this stupid old song she likes. ‘Luuuuucy in the skyyyyyy with diiiiamonds.’” He sang it in a ridiculous warbly voice that honestly cracked me up.

“Okay, The Beatles are old-people music, but I like that song because my grandmother’s name was Lucy.”

No matter what songs I picked, Sadiq was unimpressed.

“Fine,” I said. “If Aiden will cue up ‘Billie Jean,’ it’s time for you to learn the most important thing I will ever teach you.”

While he fiddled with his phone, the kids looked at me expectantly.

“The moonwalk. You’ll never be cooler than you are when you’re doing the moonwalk.” I still stand by that.

Jackie picked it up in an instant, sliding along the classroom’s linoleum floor in her socks. For Aiden I had to break it down move by move, but he turned out to be the most successful. It looked effortless when he finally nailed it. Poor Sadiq was frustrated to be the only who couldn’t learn it, even after I explained the nature of the illusion, how the body moves in different ways than the eyes understand. Then Aiden reminded him that he could walk on his hands. His pride salvaged, Sadiq made two trips up and down the hallway on his hands before I declared that dance party was over and it was time for bed.

Aiden’s kindness to the kids always softened me up in ways that made me nervous. Isabel’s indifference and Gustav’s cruelty seemed natural, what I expected, so that when Aiden did things to make them happier, I had to remind myself that it might all be an act. A subtle kind of finesse, meant to build trust. I hated thinking that way because it felt like Isabel had gotten into my head with her cynicism. Sometimes to keep myself on guard, I went over in my head how unimportant I was. How not special I was. Otherwise I might let all his nice words burrow through my armor.

“Damn, Beatrice. You know how to dance. Like really dance. You have moves,” he said when we were alone in his apartment.

“I studied dance in college. I wanted to be a dancer. Professionally.” The confession was painful because that had always been a doomed dream.

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because I don’t have a dancer’s body. In college, my ballet teacher told me, ‘You have the neck and shoulders of a great ballerina. It’s too bad you didn’t get the rest of her body.’”

“What does that mean?”

“Dancers are supposed to be lithe and willowy, not pear-shaped. Professional dancers—ballet, jazz, contemporary, ballroom—you never see dancers built like me. In hip-hop, you’ll see pro dancers with bigger butts, but nobody wants white girls like me with tiny breasts, a regular waist, and a big ass.”

“No way. You have a fantastic body,” he said. I hurried on, talking over him so he didn’t have to tell me any lies.

“I didn’t think I’d go to New York City and get discovered or something. I didn’t want to be famous. I wanted to work with dance somehow. But my boyfriend got a job with this start-up company building a language-learning app, and they said, ‘Hey, Beatrice does languages. We should bring her on as an independent contractor.’ So instead of looking for a dance job, I moved back to Kansas City with Reilly. That’s where I grew up. I’m not saying I couldn’t have danced there, like with a community dance troupe, but it always ended up being a lower priority than everything else.”

“I didn’t know you had a boyfriend.” I wasn’t sure how to interpret his tone. Was he jealous? Or was this the boyfriend act? The seduction protocol?

“An ex-boyfriend. After we were let go, after the company went under, we broke up. He moved out.”

“Oh. But you liked him?”

“I thought I did. Now I remember all the ways he was a disappointment. Maybe the brain does that to make us less sad after a breakup. Also if it makes you feel any better, you are a lot better-looking than he is.”

He laughed and pinched the tip of my pinky, then the tip of my ring finger, and then worked his way across my hand to my thumb. He’d done it before, and I wasn’t sure what it meant. It felt so specific. There were things he did that felt like gestures he’d learned. Things he’d seen in movies. Not that, though.

“What is that? When you pinch my fingers? I don’t know what that is.”

“I’m sorry. I like how when you’re running around or dancing, your fingertips get bright pink. All the blood goes there first, and it makes me want to squeeze them. I dunno why. I can stop if you don’t like it.”

“I don’t mind it. I just wondered.”

He pinched all the fingertips on my other hand before pressing my palms to his cheeks.

“Let me show you,” he said.

“Show me what?”

“You. Let me show you you.”

He proceeded to undress me and show me all the ways my body was fantastic. Not only the elegance in my neck and shoulders, but the strength in my legs and the softness in my belly.

“See?” he said.

“I see.”

In that moment I could see myself how he saw me, but when I looked in the mirror, I felt confused about who I was. Who I was becoming. So much for not letting him burrow under my armor.

With Aiden’s help, I stockpiled food upstairs. Canned goods—meats, fruits, vegetables—but also boxes of crackers and cookies, and plastic pouches of pre-cooked rice. Enough food to keep us fed for several weeks. In his mind, the food was in case Isabel went into another funk and stopped feeding us, but I couldn’t help thinking the food might make escape possible. I also returned the other walkie-talkie to him, and we made plans for where to hide them and when to use them.

On the day that Isabel was supposed to come home, we were prepared to go back into lockdown at a moment’s notice. Aiden had spent the day clearing snow off the road for her, out driving around free while I enjoyed the “freedom” of the upstairs door being unlocked as I cooked and cleaned. I was in the middle of dinner preparations when my walkie beeped.

“She’s on her way,” he said.

“Okay. I hope I see you sometime.”

I turned off the walkie and clipped it to my waistband. Then I disassembled dinner prep as quickly as I could. I left the steak on the cutting board and put it in the fridge. The strainer full of wet vegetables went back in the crisper drawer. The rice was more problematic. I turned the fire off and moved the pot to the rear burner. Either I’d be back to it soon enough to salvage it, or it would rot there. I gave everything a quick wipe down and turned off the lights.

As I walked out, I heard tires on the gravel out front. I ran all the way up the stairs and, at the top, I closed the door. It had to be locked. Leaving it unlocked would bring down Isabel’s wrath, but locking it felt like a devastating defeat. How was I this close to freedom but still imprisoned? How was I locking myself in?

I forced myself to press the lock button, and after a few seconds it beeped.

I went to my room and slipped my walkie into its hiding place in the bathroom light fixture. Then I lay down and cried until Isabel called me to come cook dinner.

“Be careful,” Aiden whispered as he walked me down the stairs. “She’s being weird today. She made me clean her gun.”

I was trying to think of what to say to that when we reached the foyer.

“I’ll be out here, watching you like a hawk.” He winked at me and crossed to the parlor.

The rice was salvageable, so I put it back on the fire, and finished prepping the meat and vegetables.

“Do you know which intercom button is her room?” I called across the foyer.

“Nope. My first day she said, ‘Don’t touch these buttons.’ She’s never told me any different, so I never have.”

I laughed, but that mentality scared me.

Each intercom button had a toggle switch: up for talk, down for listen. The main upstairs buttons had been labeled. DR, CR, and N—I was worthy of a whole letter, and not the one for my name. None of the downstairs buttons were labeled. I pressed the first one and said, “Isabel?”

“Parlor,” Aiden said. When I pushed the next button, he called, “Dining room.”

I went through two more before Isabel said, “What?”

“Do you want something to eat? I made beef stir-fry. Or there’s chicken soup and crackers. Or blueberry muffins from breakfast.”

“No. I’m not hungry.”

In keeping with her own traditions, I turned off the intercom without answering. When dinner was done, I loaded it into the dumbwaiter and called for Aiden to escort me upstairs.

“She really has a gun?” I asked once we reached the privacy of the stairs. “I’ve only seen her Taser.”

“Yeah, but I don’t think she’s ever fired it.”

“Do you have a gun?”

“No. I guess I’m not trustworthy enough.”

“Why? What would you do with a gun?”

I regretted asking because I remembered what he’d said about wanting to kill himself as a teenager. He was passing the open windows now, but did some part of him still feel that way?

“I dunno,” he said after we reached the top of the stairs. “Kill somebody? Isn’t that what guns are for?”

“My father insists that his guns are for self-defense.”

“Well, if I had a gun, I’d self-defense Gustav.”

“Same,” I said, picturing his hateful face taped to the side of a watermelon.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

January 2020

AS WINTER DRAGGED ON, ISABEL came and went in patterns I could only guess at. Visits to the doctor, I assumed, some long, some short. The longest she was gone was a week, the shortest overnight.

There was no Christmas that year, and I wondered if she knew I’d found the means to my escape attempt during last year’s Christmas.

More and more often, Aiden brought me downstairs to cook. In the kitchen, while the food cooked, I sometimes used the two middle-sized pans like dumbbells. The frying pan was a solid five pounds, and the saucepan was close to the same weight, which made them a pretty well-matched pair. To kill time, I did biceps curls and shoulder presses with them.

“Do I wanna know what you’re doing?” Aiden said the first time he caught me.

“Not all of us get to have weight sets. These are as close as I can get to dumbbells.”

“Let me see.” I passed the pans to him and he tried them out. “Not a bad workout. For that weight.”

“Okay, He-Man.”

He laughed and put the pans back on the counter.

“What if we did a little secret Christmas?” I said. “Some homemade—”

“No. She said no.”

I looked up at him, more surprised than I wanted to be. He’d never used that stern voice with me. He shook his head and pointed at the intercom switches.

She’s here? I mouthed. He nodded, and we didn’t speak again until we were at the stair door, where there wasn’t an intercom.

“She must be here,” he said. “She texted me to come let you out, but her car is in the garage. Maybe she’s sick?”

“Probably. Chemo is hard on the body.”

“It’s better if we assume she’s here and listening. She’s spoiling for some kinda fight, so let’s not break any rules and give her an excuse.”

Right after he said it, he put his arm around me and pulled me close enough to press his face into my shoulder. A rule he was willing to break. I let him—more than let him. Instead of waiting for him to kiss me, I stood up on my tiptoes and kissed him. He clutched me against him, and there was a moment when he felt like mine. Not like I owned him. I didn’t own anything in that place. He was mine the way the bed was mine when I slept in it. The way the clothes I wore were mine while I had them on. He was mine while I held him, so I held him tight for as long as I dared, because I needed a friend.

After that morning, there were more days when Isabel was there but unavailable. Not that I needed her for anything, but it left me feeling more uncertain about the situation. The calendar we kept in the classroom told me Jackie’s next call would happen soon, but there was no way to predict exactly when.

Until one night, after dinner, when Aiden said, “I wish you could come see me tonight, but Jackie has her call later.”

“It’s tonight?”

The whole thing made me angry. Not at him, but at Isabel. Why couldn’t she just tell me what was going on? Why was she always trying to terrorize me with the unknown? Because keeping me in a state of fear kept me under control.

“What clothes should Jackie wear?” I said.

“Regular clothes?”

He seemed so unsure that I decided on her school uniform, because seeing her dressed up felt safer. The night the goons had murdered Lixue, Jackie had gone out into the cold in her pajamas.

At the stair door, I was glad to see Aiden until I saw the look on his face. Downstairs, I understood why. Napoleon and Gustav were in the foyer unsupervised. Isabel was nowhere in sight.

“I gotta get the laptop,” Aiden said. I think he realized he’d done it in the wrong order, because he jogged down the hall to where Isabel’s room was. Being in the foyer with the movers made me feel exposed. I pulled Jackie closer to me to be sure that I was between her and them.

“I think Britney’s feeding you too much,” Gustav said. Before I realized what he was going to do, he pinched the side of my belly, hard enough to leave a bruise. “You’re porking up.”

“I was fat when I came here. I’ll be fat when I leave.” He’d seriously misjudged me if he thought fat jokes would hurt my feelings.

“You’re not ever leaving here.”

I tried my best not to react to that prediction, but I don’t think I managed, because he gave a nasty laugh.

“Leave her alone.” Aiden came down the hall with the laptop under his arm, looking nervous.

“What are you gonna do if I don’t, pretty boy?”

“I get it. You think I’m attractive. You don’t have to keep saying it.”

Until then, Napoleon had stood there minding his own business, but he gave a muffled snort of a laugh. That seemed to enrage Gustav more than the joke.

“Why isn’t Britney here to do this?” Napoleon said while Aiden struggled to set up the laptop, running the cords that she always had ready beforehand.

“She’s here, but she told me to do it.” He pressed the power button on the laptop and exhaled with relief when the blank call screen came up.

“Somebody’s trying to get a big-boy promotion,” Gustav said.

I walked Jackie to her seat in front of the laptop but when I would have sat down on her left, Napoleon shook his head.

“No, she’s not supposed to be here for the call,” he said like I was a piece of furniture.

“She can sit over there.” Aiden gestured to the three chairs along the wall.

“No. Since you’re doing Britney’s job, you sit here.” Napoleon pointed to the right-hand chair. “She waits outside.”

I moved toward the door, but not fast enough for him, because he snapped his fingers at me. Aiden gave me an apologetic look but said nothing. When I stepped out into the foyer, he closed the doors behind me.

I stood against the wall outside and did my best to ignore Gustav. I wished Isabel weren’t hiding in her room because she usually wouldn’t put up with the movers harassing me. She actually had some power over them, or at least they mostly obeyed her.

“Why don’t you make me some coffee?” Gustav said.

I didn’t want to argue with him. I didn’t want to talk to him. So I went into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee, which was a mistake, because he followed me. I should have stayed in the foyer, close enough to the dining room to make a ruckus. Instead, I was trapped in the kitchen. While the coffee brewed, he blocked the doorway, watching me try to plot my exit.

I considered the intercom buttons, but who would I call? Isabel, who was so sick she’d left Aiden to do her job? Sadiq, who was locked upstairs? The dining room, which would get me in trouble with Napoleon?

When the coffee finished brewing, I took down a mug.

“Cream or sugar?” I said.

“Black.”

I filled the mug, but instead of handing it to Gustav, I set it down on the island, which I kept between us like a shield.

“You’d make a good little hausfrau with that fat ass, if you could learn to keep your mouth shut,” he said.

I didn’t say a word. When he finished his coffee, I refilled the mug at arm’s length. He grinned at me and tilted his head toward the dining room.

“Now see, I bet she’s a good girl, unlike you. Asian women know how to obey a man. Once they get broken in, anyway.”

“That’s disgusting,” I said. “She’s ten.”

“Double digits is old enough.”

I tried praying that by the time he finished his coffee, Jackie’s call would be over. Tried, because I was at a point where I didn’t have any faith in divine intervention. None of my other prayers had been answered; there was no reason to think that one would be.

After a few minutes, Gustav set the mug down on the island and took a step toward me. I was about to step back when I realized I’d be walking away from the only weapons readily available: the magnetic rack full of knives next to the sink. My decision was quick and not fully reasoned. The big knives all seemed unwieldy as weapons, but the smallest paring knife fit easily in my hand, its blade long enough to reach the heart. Or the femoral artery.

Gustav laughed when I pulled it off the rack.

“What’s that for?” He kept coming toward me.

“If you touch me, I’m going to cut you.”

“With that little nose picker? You think you’re gonna give me a scar to match your boyfriend’s?”

“It probably won’t kill you, but that doesn’t mean it won’t hurt,” I said, but my brain got stuck on the question of how he knew about Aiden’s scar.

“You’re not gonna hurt me, you stupid bitch.”

Sadly, he was right. Faster than I could decide where to stab him, let alone how to stab him, he grabbed my wrist and twisted it so hard that I heard something gristly snap. There was a flash of raw pain, followed by throbbing numbness from my forearm to my fingertips. I dropped the knife but remembered the important thing I learned in my self-defense class. With my free hand I reached down and grabbed the crotch of his pants, with a handful of him included. I squeezed as hard as I could and twisted.

He made a screeching noise that would’ve been funny if I hadn’t been worried he was about to murder me. My brain ran frantic circles, looking for a way out. He managed to punch me in the head, not very hard, but I was already off-balance. My shoulder slammed into the corner of the island, knocking his mug onto the floor, where it broke. For a moment, we were locked together, his hand on my wrist, my hand on his crotch, but before he could hit me again, he let go. With that support gone, I fell forward and barely caught myself before my head hit the floor. Fresh pain jolted up my arm.

When I looked up, Aiden was standing over Gustav. With one hand, he’d twisted Gustav’s arm up behind his back. With the other hand, he held the collar of his jacket. While Gustav struggled, Aiden twisted the collar and the arm tighter.

“She tried to stab me,” Gustav said through gritted teeth.

“What’d you do to make her wanna stab you?”

Aiden didn’t let go, and when Gustav tried to push him off, he put his knee into Gustav’s back. I reevaluated him. He was bigger than Gustav, but to me he had always seemed not as strong, maybe because he was less cruel. That’s how my brain was being rewired by the situation. I pushed myself up to sitting, holding my right hand close to my chest.

“I was drinking my coffee,” Gustav said.

“You could’ve drunk your coffee without bothering me.” He hadn’t touched me before I threatened him with the knife, but he’d been planning to.

Once Gustav stopped resisting, Aiden let go of him. He staggered to his feet and furiously straightened his jacket, his face dark red. I could tell he was considering whether he wanted to fight Aiden. That worried me because cruelty would give Gustav an advantage.

“Go wait outside,” Aiden said.

“You’re gonna fucking pay for that.” Gustav pointed at me like he was holding a gun.

“Now!” Aiden’s voice was loud enough that I flinched and Gustav left.

Then Aiden stood over me, shaking his head.

“Did you really try to stab him?”

“No, but I did have a knife. And I told him I would cut him if he touched me.”

“This is not—this is a problem. You cannot do that.” He looked like my father in that instant. Angry and disappointed. It chafed me.

“I am tired of him grabbing me and groping me and pinching me and shoving me and slapping me, and I’m not putting up with it anymore,” I said, because I was angry, too.

“Stop. You can’t. You— He could kill you, you know that? All he has to do is say that you tried to run away or you tried to stab him and he shot you. Do you remember that, Beatrice? Do you remember that he has a gun and I don’t? There’s a limit to how much I can protect you. We got lucky tonight, but you cannot do that again. Do you understand?”

I didn’t answer because inside I was raging against it all. Against Gustav. Against Aiden. Against the whole fucking situation.

“Do you understand me?”

“Yes, I understand you, Isabel.”

“No. Not Isabel.” He squatted down in front of me. The way he leaned in close to my face was intimidating, which must have been his intention, as angry as he sounded. His puppy eyes were hard and glittery. “I am not Isabel. I am somebody who actually cares about you. Somebody who would be heartbroken if you got killed over nothing.”

“It’s not nothing. Am I supposed to let him do whatever he wants to me?”

“I’m not saying that.”

“You are saying that.”

I refused to look him in the eye, and after a minute, he stood up, walked to the window, and looked out at where he’d sent Gustav. Leaning back against the island, I pushed myself up to standing. After I turned off the coffeemaker, I swept up the broken mug as best I could using my left hand. I got the ceramic shards into a pile, but I couldn’t maneuver the dustpan with my right hand. When I opened the freezer and started putting ice into a dish towel, Aiden said, “What’s the matter?”

“I think he broke my wrist.”

“Shit. Are you serious?” He came toward me, but I used the island to keep him away so that we nearly circled it. Finally he stopped following me and cleaned up the broken mug and spilled coffee. He was in the middle of mopping the floor when the dining room doors slid open and slammed into their pockets.

“What in the hell is going on out here?” Napoleon shouted. When he got to the kitchen, he scowled at us. “Where’s Kyle?”

“I sent him outside,” Aiden said.

“Are you in charge now? Is that why you’re out here making a bunch of noise while I’m in there trying to do my job? It’s a call. It’s serious. And in the background, I’ve got you two shouting and breaking dishes and—”

“Kyle broke the dishes and made all the noise. That’s why I sent him outside.”

Napoleon was quiet for a moment, considering that. He pointed at us and said, “I don’t know what’s going on with Britney, but you tell her I said no more bullshit when I come out for these calls.”

We stood frozen until we heard him close and lock the front door.

“Kyle?” I said. “Gustav’s name is Kyle?”

“What can I tell you? They just slap a name on you.”

“Beatrice?” Jackie said quietly from the foyer.

“I’m in here, sweetie.”

She came into the kitchen and, while she hadn’t been crying, there was an uneasy furtiveness to her eyes. Darting past Aiden, she came to me and threw her arms around my waist. I hugged her back as best I could with one arm.

“Do you really think your wrist is broken?” he said.

“Yep.” I didn’t want to talk about it in front of her.

“Let me look at it.”

Jackie let go of me and moved away as he approached. He wouldn’t let it rest, so I laid my hand on the counter and unwrapped my ice pack. My wrist was nearly twice its usual size.

“Can you move it?”

I could wiggle my fingertips a little if I didn’t mind the pain, but I couldn’t rotate my wrist or make a fist.

“Will you go to the doctor?” Jackie said.

“We’ll see. For now, I’ll keep the ice on it.”

“Can we go upstairs?”

Aiden wasn’t done with the conversation, but he took us back to the second floor. After Jackie was through the door, though, he put his hand on my arm.

“I can’t get a doctor out here for you,” he said.

“I know. Only the kids are important enough to have a doctor called for them.”

“If I do that for you, it might make Them notice. If They notice, you look like a problem.”

“And They don’t like problems.”

“How bad do you think your wrist is? Would some kind of brace help?”

“Well, there aren’t any bones poking out, so it’ll probably heal on its own. A brace might help,” I said.

“Alright.” He leaned over and kissed my wrist, like it was a boo-boo. The gesture confirmed to me that his kindness was a disadvantage for him.

When I went to settle Jackie into bed, Sadiq’s door was closed, but his pillow and blanket were on her rug.

“Was your call okay?” I said.

She nodded, standing at the edge of the bed while I awkwardly fluffed and arranged her pillows with my left hand. I never skipped that step because it seemed important for her to have some ritual of comfort.

“Is there something going on with Aiden? You seemed like you wanted to avoid him.”

After she got into bed, she waited for me to tuck the blankets around her before she spoke.

“I heard him yell at you. And he was mad. Did he hurt your wrist?”

Had he yelled at me? I wasn’t sure.

“No, he didn’t hurt me. Gustav did. Aiden is safe,” I said.

I didn’t tell her he’d carried her back to the house after Lixue was murdered. If she didn’t remember that, she didn’t need to.

“But Gustav?”

“Gustav is dangerous. Stay as far away from him as you can.” I didn’t want to scare her, but she needed to be wary of him.

“Are we safe up here?”

“We’re pretty safe. Mostly only Aiden and Isabel come up here.”

“Sadiq said Isabel tay-zeed him,” she said uncertainly.

“Ah. Yes, she tased him. A Taser is a thing that shoots electricity at you, which hurts a lot but won’t kill you. That’s what Isabel always has in her pocket, and that’s why we have to do what she says.”

“Does your wrist hurt?”

“Not much,” I lied. I smoothed her covers and kissed her forehead. “Get some sleep now.”

After I went back to my room, Sadiq came to see me.

“When will there be a call for me?” he said.

“I don’t know. They don’t tell me.”

“Three calls. Jackie’s had three calls since my last one.” He stood with his arms tucked tight to his sides, holding himself in.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I wish you—”

“My father has six other sons. What if I’m not that valuable? What if he’s decided my brother can be his heir?”

“I’m sure that’s not it. I don’t believe your father feels that way. He loves you.”

Sadiq laughed for a second and then was silent.

“Maybe there’s no call for me because he doesn’t want to see me. If he stops doing what They want, maybe the goons will kill me, too. Like they did Minu.”

When I hugged him, he sagged against me. All the food he’d eaten in the last year had gone strictly into making him taller. He was still all scrawny giraffe limbs.

“Why is your hand wet?” he said.

“Sorry. It’s an ice pack for my wrist.” I lifted it to show him.

“What happened?”

“One of the goons. Are you still sleeping on Jackie’s floor?”

“I’m not allowed to, am I?”

“As long as she doesn’t mind, you can sleep there.”

“I don’t want her to be afraid.”

“That’s kind of you.”

He blushed and hurried out into the hall, closing my door behind him.

Later, as I was getting ready for bed, I heard the quiet squawk-squawk of my walkie-talkie. I lifted it out of the bathroom light sconce where I kept it and carried it out to the bedroom before I answered.

“I’m here.”

“Hey,” Aiden said, but then was silent. Maybe he was trying to think of how to apologize for what had happened with Gustav and how he’d reacted.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“No man, for any considerable period, can wear one face to himself, and another to the multitude, without finally getting bewildered as to which may be the true.”

“Excuse me?” I said.

“You underlined that in this copy of The Scarlet Letter I borrowed. Is that for me?”

“Not … not necessarily. I just thought it was interesting.” I didn’t remember underlining it. Now I wondered how many of the notes I’d made in my books would seem like secret messages.

“Oh,” he said. “Good night.”

“Good night.”

It wasn’t, though. Between my wrist hurting and worrying about Gustav, it wasn’t a good night at all.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

AIDEN BROUGHT ME A WRIST brace, which I wore except when I showered. After that, I could cook, but my left hand was clumsy at so many things.

I’d finally managed to cut up all the ingredients for a lunch stir-fry when he came in from the cold and rubbed his hands together over the stove to warm them. As I put the meat into the pan to cook, he rested his hands on my hips and kissed the back of my neck.

“It’s too bad you don’t have any skirts,” he said.

“Why is that?”

“It means if you were wearing a skirt, I would definitely be eating ass while you cook lunch.”

I laughed at him, but he didn’t seem offended.

“You cannot eat ass while I’m cooking. I need to pay attention, and that’s probably a health code violation.”

“Fine,” he said, but he slipped his chilly hands under the edge of my shirt. Just as quickly he pulled them back out when we heard Isabel clear her throat.

I hadn’t seen her in several days, and I was shocked at how different the face she presented to the movers was from the way she actually looked. Not as bad as my mother had looked after she went to hospice, like a skeleton with a beige bedsheet stretched over her. Still, Isabel had lost a lot of weight. She’d replaced her khakis with sweatpants, and whatever was left of her hair was covered with a pink ball cap bedazzled with the word Bitch.

“The chair,” she said to Aiden, who obediently carried it over to her. “I came to see what you kids are up to.”

“I’m making lunch. Are you hungry?” I said.

“Don’t talk about food.” She had let me send her breakfast that morning, a rarity lately. “Do you like having him pester you while you’re working, or do you just put up with it?”

I considered my possible responses and settled on, “It’s nice to have company.”

“I think I would hate it, having a man grope me while I was trying to cook. They make it look so cutesy in the movies, but I bet it’s irritating as shit.”

“I wasn’t groping her,” Aiden said.

“I’m not blind. You were groping her.”

The chicken was browning up nicely, and it sizzled as I turned it over piece by piece.

“Oh god,” Isabel said.

At first I thought she was going to cough, the way she put her hand up to her mouth, but she was gagging. I grabbed the closest thing available—the empty marinade bowl off the counter—and shoved it into her hands. She immediately vomited into it.

“Please, you can’t,” I said. The back of my throat felt slick.

“I can’t what?”

“You cannot—” Too late. I hurried to the kitchen sink, where I gagged up mostly water, with some vague remnants of breakfast. “I can’t— Other people puking makes me puke.”

Isabel laughed, this horrible rasping cackle. Aiden didn’t have my problem, and when she held out the bowl, he took it. He brought it to the sink and emptied it into the garbage disposal. The thought of it almost made me vomit again, but I rinsed out my mouth and managed to keep the urge under control.

“You are weak in the weirdest ways,” she said.

“What are normal ways to be weak?”

“Aiden is weak because he’s in wuv wif you. He’s your wittle puppy dog.”

“Fuck you,” he said. “Come on. It’s stupid for you to be out here. You need to go lie down.”

I was surprised to see him take her arm, but more surprised that she leaned on him while he walked her to her room. Once they were in the foyer, I did a reckless thing. I closed the kitchen door and pressed down on the intercom switch to Isabel’s room. That way it would already be on before they reached her door. Unless Aiden had installed a piece of foil in her speaker, they wouldn’t know I was listening.

At first I heard the soft sounds of Isabel getting into bed, and then Aiden: “Do you need anything? Water? Pain meds?”

“I’m fine.”

“Call me if you change your mind.”

I waited for the sound of her bedroom door opening, but it didn’t come.

“Don’t sacrifice yourself for her,” she said.

“That’s not what I’m doing.”

“It is. If you lie for her, you’re putting yourself at risk. Because if They decide to scrub her, you’ll get scrubbed, too. You can’t trust her.”

“Yes, I can. She hasn’t done anything since she ran away.”

“Because she hasn’t had a chance to try anything since then.”

“That’s not exactly true,” Aiden said.

“Jesus Christ. What have you done?”

“Nothing. I’m saying there were a few times that if she was gonna try it again, I think she would have. Times when maybe it looked like a chance to escape. Not that she could have.”

I felt queasy hearing him talk about me because there was no way for me to know what was true and what was for Isabel. Had he left me fake opportunities that were traps? Those nights in his apartment?

“Kyle called up the line,” Isabel said. “Did you know that? He called up the line and told Them that I’m not in control anymore. He’s trying some kind of move.”

“You aren’t, though, are you? In control?”

“Nice. Thanks for that.”

“As sick as you are, you’re not. It’s not your fault.” They were quiet for a few minutes, and then he said, “Give me your gun.”

“I’m not giving you my gun.” She laughed, but it made the hairs on my neck stand up.

“Loan me your gun, and I’ll take care of him.”

“You’ve never shot anyone in your life.”

“He can be the first.”

“You’re too soft,” she said. “I can see how soft you are when you look at her. They’re going to ask you about her. Whether she can be trusted.”

I waited for him to answer, but he didn’t, which scared me a little. I didn’t know how criminal organizations worked, but was there going to be some kind of team meeting where a decision would be made about me? And if the decision was I couldn’t be trusted, what then?

I didn’t want them catching me eavesdropping, so I flicked the intercom switch from listen to talk in one motion, so that it only made one click.

“Yeah?” he said in response.

“I wasn’t sure if either of you wanted lunch.”

“Sure. I’ll come get a tray for her in a minute.”

“I don’t want it,” Isabel said. “The smell made me sick.”

I turned off the intercom and hurried to open the kitchen door. A few minutes later, Aiden came back. He was frowning, but he put on a smile when he stepped into the kitchen. Putting on his face for the multitude.

“Are you eating with us?” I said.

“She said no, so if you’ll make me a plate, I’ll eat down here.”

I nodded, struggling to act like everything was normal. Some days that effort was too much for me. Some days I wanted to blurt out my every random, out of control thought. That day I had to bite my tongue not to say what I was thinking.

I considered myself lucky that I’d made it through the day, but after I went to bed, Aiden woke me on the walkie-talkie.

“What is it?” I said.

“Do you wanna come over tonight?”

“With her here?”

“I’ve seen the drugs she’s taking. I think she’s sleeping pretty soundly these days. You saw her today. She was high as a kite.”

“Are you sure it’s safe?” I hoped I could talk him out of it. Just because it was safe for him didn’t mean it was safe for me.

He didn’t back down, though, and an hour later, I was sprawled naked across his bed. As soon as we were through the apartment door, he had started taking my clothes off, like we were on the clock. I’d tried to slow things down, but two glasses of wine changed my mind. When he slipped his hand between my thighs, I was too weak to resist. That kiss on the stairs had given me away. That would have been enough, but he knelt by the side of the bed and used his mouth to figure out other things that I liked. Between the wine and pleasure, I felt exposed. I wanted to level the playing field.

“So Gustav,” I said, pushing Aiden back on the bed while I unbuckled his belt. “He said something that I want to ask you about.”

“You’re drunk.”

“Tipsy.”

“What did he say?”

“Something about your scar, and I was surprised he knew about it. Has he seen it?” It felt like a dangerous thing to ask.

“Yeah, that piece of shit,” he said, but he laughed and finished unfastening his pants. “The first week I was here, when I was getting stuff set up, he was here, too. Supposed to supervise me, or whatever. So we had to share the apartment. He was supposed to sleep on the couch.”

“Oh.” I imagined it was like college: Whether you liked your roommate or not, sometimes you saw each other naked. I pulled his pants the rest of the way off and then kissed the terminal ends of the scar. He was beautiful, and the wine made me shameless.

“Yeah, and like the second night, after I took my shower, he came at me. Yanked my towel off, tried to push me down on the couch.”

“Wait. You mean he tried to— You think he was planning to force you to do something?” I said, heading toward sober faster than I wanted.

“I don’t know if he thought I was gonna give it up that easy, but when I didn’t, he was definitely planning on making me.”

“Even though you’re bigger than him?”

“I’m not bigger than his ego. Anyway, we had a little shoving match, and I punched him. I ended up sleeping in my truck with the doors locked for a couple nights until their apartment in town was set up. He’s not the first mover who’s tried that on me. They assume anyone who was a host is free for the taking. The funny thing is, based on some things he’s said, I kinda think he was a host, too.”

“You’re saying you could’ve become a goon? I’m sorry, a mover.”

“No. I’m not into killing people. But yeah, a host could become a mover like I became a groundskeeper.”

“You may not like killing people, but you didn’t have a problem manhandling me. Throwing me in your truck. Zip-tieing me. Stripping my clothes off.”

“Because I was trying to save your life, and you were being stupid. And I said I was sorry. I am sorry.”

I sat with that for a minute, not because I wanted to argue with him, but because I was trying to understand how my escape attempt had seemed to him. Not promising but threatening. Probably nothing good would come of that discussion, so I went back to the original conversation.

“What about Lazlo? Was he a host, too?”

“No way. I think he’s ex-military. Maybe They have dirt on him, or maybe he owes Them a lotta money.”

“And there’s no secret word for your job? You’re just a groundskeeper?”

“Technically, I’m a deer,” he said.

“Like the animal? A deer? What does that mean?”

“I have no clue, but people like me who mostly do regular work for Them, it’s a deer. You’re a deer, too.”

“Oh my god, is Bambi going to haunt me forever?”

“Bambi?”

I told him the whole irritating thing about my father and Bambi, but his confused look never went away.

“But Bambi’s the Prince of the Forest,” he said. “The kid who did Bambi’s voice grew up to be a Marine.”

“Exactly! My whole point. Clearly you’re familiar with the movie.”

“Yeah, more than I’d like to be.”

“So the dentist who came here is a deer?”

“No, he’s a patch. Somebody who doesn’t work full time for Them. Somebody who has a regular job but gets paid to do stuff for Them. Sometimes with money. Sometimes with other stuff.”

“You’re making all this up.” I laughed to hide how angry it made me to think that the dentist was some regular person who got paid not to ask any questions or read any secret notes. Somebody who got to go home after he fixed Nestor’s tooth.

Aiden laughed and brought my hand back to where he wanted it.

“What about the person on the computer when the kids have their calls?”

“Oh, that guy’s business.”

“Business?”

“The people in charge. The people who make the decisions. They’re business. Business is Them.”

“That’s what Gustav said he wanted to be. Business.”

“Enough about Gustav. It’s killing my mood.”

I’d been sitting up, but he eased me back on the bed and started kissing me again. Later, after I did for him what he’d done for me, we held each other in a way that almost made me forget the truth of the situation. The sleepy warmth of being defenseless with someone who makes you happy is so comforting. As long as you don’t think too hard about why.

The trill of a cell phone jarred me awake. Aiden rolled over and instead of reaching for the nightstand slid his hand under the mattress and pulled out his phone. Was that where he always kept it? Or only when I was there?

“What’s wrong?” he said into the phone.

I couldn’t hear the person on the other end.

“Do you want me to come over?”

I sat as quietly as I could in case the other person was listening for suspicious activity on Aiden’s end of the call.

“Do you want me to get Beatrice?”

There was either a long answer or a long silence.

“Tell me what you want me to do,” he said.

“I don’t know.” From the other end of the phone, Isabel’s voice was a tiny wail.

In the end, she chose to have us both help.

Outside her bedroom, I turned away while Aiden punched a code into the lock on her door. Had he always had a code to her room? Inside, she’d obviously fallen while trying to get in or out of the shower. She lay naked on the bedroom floor where she’d managed to drag herself. There was no way to avoid looking at her—emaciated, scarred, balding—but she didn’t speak or look at us.

In her effort to get to her phone, she’d pulled the covers half off the bed. I tried to put the sheet over her to give her some dignity, but she made a small frightened screech. The sheet was partially under her, and that little bit of movement must have been painful. My mother had accidentally fractured her arm when she was sick. Bumped into a doorframe too hard. Isabel must have broken something, too.

Aiden knelt on the other side of her, but he was looking for me to decide what to do.

“We need to sit you up and get you on the bed,” I said.

“I can’t buh—buh.” Breathe, I think she meant, but she couldn’t get the words out around the way she was panting.

With our hands under her bare armpits, we tilted her into an upright position, but then we had to get her off the floor. We tried lifting under her arms, but every time, she gasped and cried for us to stop. Even with my brace on, every attempt made my wrist twinge in sympathy.

“Can we not call an ambulance?” I knew why we couldn’t, but I also didn’t know what we were supposed to do.

“If we could, which we can’t, they won’t come all the way out here,” Aiden said. “We need to call up the line and get a doctor.”

“No,” Isabel said with as much force as she could muster.

“Then we just have to do this, right? Can you push with your legs?”

I think she nodded, but between the shaking and the panting, I couldn’t tell.

“Let’s do it quick,” I said to Aiden. “Wrap your arms all the way around her shoulders, then squeeze and lift when I tell you.”

I moved her legs so that her knees were bent and her feet were flat on the floor. Then while I braced her legs, he lifted. I think she would have screamed, except she couldn’t get enough air to do it. We got her onto the bed, but to keep her upright he had to hold on to her.

When I stepped back from her, I could see something was very wrong. On the right side of her chest, there was already a bruise forming and, under the bruise, that whole section of her rib cage moved. When she exhaled, that part bulged. When she inhaled, that part sank inward.

“That’s not good,” Aiden said when I pointed it out to him.

“What?” She could only whisper at that point, and she was barely sipping air.

“I think you broke some ribs,” I said.

“Tub.” It was more a groan than a word.

“You landed on the edge of the tub?”

“Mm.” She was down to grunting.

“I’m gonna go get the car and bring it out front, okay?” he said.

“Phone.”

He sifted through the tangle of blankets on the floor, picked up her phone, and put it into his pocket. Then he left me to get her dressed. Because she was so helpless, I didn’t bother with the niceties of a bra or underwear. She was getting clothes to cover herself and nothing else.

Going slowly, I threaded her left arm into a sweatshirt, but she clutched her right arm so close against her side I didn’t try to put it into the sleeve. I pulled the shirt over her head, which was scraggly with the last of her hair, and kept her arm tucked inside the shirt.

The pants were harder because once I had her feet through the legs, she needed to stand up for me to get them the rest of the way on. She put her left arm around me while I pulled her to her feet. Once she was up, trembling and leaning against me, I fumbled around her knees for the waistband of her pants and yanked them up.

She whimpered and leaned back, like she meant to sit down.

“No.” I locked my arms around her back. “If you sit down, you’ll have to stand up again. Now walk.”

“Shoes.”

“I’m sorry. I should’ve put them on before you stood up, but you cannot sit down until we get to the car. You’ll have to go without shoes.” My answer was 60 percent practicality and 40 percent pettiness.

Like the longest eighth grade slow dance, I kept my arms around her and led her one step at a time out of her room toward the foyer. Aiden found us there, shuffling toward the front door, and as much as I wished he could, there was no way for him to help.

The only sound Isabel made on the way out of the house was a small whimper with every step. The whimper got slightly louder as I led her over the gravel in her bare feet. Aiden had left the car running and as I stood there holding her up, I had a brief vision of madness. I imagined shoving her into his arms, jumping into the car, and driving away. Instead, I crawled into the back so that I could support her as he lowered her onto the seat. We laid her down with her knees bent and her right side braced against the back of the seat. I abandoned my fantasy and crawled out the other side of the car. Before I closed the doors, I looked into Isabel’s face. Her eyes were wide open and staring while tears leaked out.

I stood shivering in my socks and lightweight clothes while Aiden hesitated. Then he turned back to the front door. Of course he was going to return me to the second floor. I followed him because there was no other choice unless I was going to jump into the driver’s seat and speed off with Isabel in the back. When I reached the front step, I remembered that her car would have to have a license plate and I’d missed my chance to look at it.

“Please don’t,” Aiden said after he unlocked the stair door.

“Don’t what?”

“You know. Please don’t. Please. I love you, and please don’t try anything.”

I kept my eyes down and didn’t answer because however he intended it, I was shocked. If he was putting on an act, it was the least subtle thing he’d ever done. There was no finesse to it. He kissed me on the forehead and, when I took a step back, he closed the door and locked it. After a moment, I heard the heavy bars slide into place.

For a long time after he was gone, I sat on the rug in my room, thinking about potential escape. How long would it take for Aiden to drive Isabel to the hospital? Had either of them called the movers? Would they call the movers? Was it possible to break the door down? If so, what would we do after that? We’d need to find Aiden’s truck keys. Did he think it was possible? Was that why he’d begged me not to “try anything”? Was this a real opportunity? Or was this a false opportunity that he was using to test me?


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

WHEN THE SUN CAME UP, I went into Jackie’s room. Sadiq was asleep, sprawled out on the rug, but she was awake.

“Is it okay that he sleeps here?” I said.

She nodded. “Is it time for breakfast?”

Like I’d said his name, Sadiq rolled over and sat up.

“Breakfast?”

“It can be. We’ll have to eat up here, though, because there’s no one to let me downstairs to cook.”

“Where is everybody?” Jackie said.

I was on the verge of telling a lie, but every day I resolved to be as honest with the kids as I would want someone to be with me. I didn’t always succeed, but I tried.

“Isabel fell down and hurt herself, and Aiden took her to the hospital.”

“How long will they be gone?” There was a glint in Sadiq’s eyes that I recognized. The way he had looked when we discussed our desperate plans after Isabel stopped sending food.

“I don’t know. They could come back at any time.” I hoped he understood what I meant because I didn’t want to explain all the elaborate calculations I’d made before the sun came up.

While we were putting together our breakfast of canned peaches and packages of crackers, I felt the tension of the unspoken in Sadiq. Finally, he blurted out, “Why aren’t we trying to escape?”

Jackie stared at him in surprise.

“If I knew how long they would be gone, it might be worth trying, but I don’t.”

“You said we could break down the door before, when she didn’t feed us.”

“I said we could try, but I don’t know if it would work. And if it works, then what? I don’t know where Aiden keeps his truck keys. And you know we can’t walk out. It’s the middle of winter, and we don’t have coats. I don’t even have shoes.”

“We should still try,” Sadiq said angrily. A big change from his old days of despondency. Had I planted that seed of rebellion?

“It’s too dangerous,” Jackie said. “They could kill us.”

“But we might escape!”

“That’s if we get out of the house and if we find the keys and if we figure out where we need to go. If if if. And all that would have to happen before they came back, or before the goons show up.”

I hated to crush Sadiq’s dreams. Hell, I hated to crush my dreams, but I’d spent hours debating with myself. He got up from the table and stormed out of the dining room. Then came the distinct sound of him kicking and pummeling the stair door. As I was about to go stop him, the intercom clicked on.

“Is everything alright up there?” Aiden must have walked over from the garage because there was no car in the driveway.

“Sadiq is having a temper tantrum, but otherwise we’re okay.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t make it back in time for breakfast.”

“That’s okay. We’ve got food.”

A little later, the sound of Sadiq attacking the door was replaced by the sound of he and Aiden arguing in Arabic. I hoped Sadiq understood he shouldn’t talk too freely with Aiden. Eventually the two of them walked down the hall to the dining room, but Sadiq stomped past to his room and slammed the door before I could say anything.

“Let’s talk in private,” Aiden said even though Jackie was engrossed in reading while she nibbled a circle around a peach half skewered on a butter knife.

In my room, he closed the door, but while I sat on the bed, he paced around.

“How’s Isabel?” I said.

“Not great. That thing, with her ribs, it’s bad. I guess it’s something called a fail chest. No. A flail chest. Her ribs broke off and are loose. She has some internal bleeding and damage to one of her lungs.”

“That sounds serious.”

“Yeah. She has to stay at the hospital for a while. The doctor said she might have to go to rehab, too.”

“What does that mean for us? We can’t keep that a secret, can we?” I said.

“For now, we do. She’ll have to tell somebody eventually. But for now, it’s just us. If the movers show up and ask, you say you don’t know. It’s the safest answer.”

“Okay.”

He stopped pacing and looked out the window for several minutes. Then he said, “Is it alright if I use your bathroom?”

“Of course.” I was sure he’d used it before and never asked, so I wasn’t sure what to make of the sudden curve toward formality. While he was in the bathroom, I heard loud talking down the hall, so I stepped out of my room to hear if I needed to intervene.

“No, no,” Sadiq was saying.

“Yes,” Jackie said and then shrieked with laughter. He laughed, too, so they must have been playing, not arguing.

I was about to go back in my room when I realized I was on the opposite side of a locking door than I usually was. It wouldn’t take more than a second to close my door and lock Aiden inside. I might have, too, except if he had his phone, he could call the movers. Did he have his phone? Was I missing an opportunity?

“Beatrice.” Aiden opened the bathroom door, and the look on his face was pure horror as he realized his mistake. I hoped he couldn’t tell that I’d realized it, too.

“You must be tired,” I said with the sweetest smile I could manage. “You’ve been up all night. Why don’t you go take a nap?”

“Yeah, I think I will.”

The way he tried to casually come to the door instead of making a break for it, I almost laughed. Instead, I pushed the door open for him and gave him a kiss on his way out. I predicted it would be a while before he came to my room again.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

“DO YOU KNOW HOW TO hot-wire a car?” Aiden asked out of the blue when he came to get me for breakfast a few days later.

“No. I don’t think you can even hot-wire newer cars. It’s all computers, isn’t it?”

“That’s good because I have to go see Isabel today, and I don’t wanna lock you upstairs while I’m gone. I know that scares you.”

“You’re leaving the stair door unlocked?”

“Yeah, if you can behave yourself.” He winked at me. “That way, you can come downstairs to make lunch while I’m gone and, if the house catches on fire, you can break out a window and escape.”

“I don’t understand how it sounds silly when you say it.”

“It’s not silly. I understand why you’re afraid of that. Which is why I’m leaving the door unlocked. I’m taking all the car keys with me, though.”

“Ah, now I understand why you want to know if I can hot-wire a car.”

“I hope you weren’t lying to me.” He was smiling in a way that confused me. Relaxed and friendly, unbothered by the fact that he was breaking what I assumed was the first rule of kidnapping: keep the hostages locked up.

“Is this a test? Are you testing me?” I said.

“In a way. But it’s not so much me testing you. It’s more like things here can’t stay the same. Or they won’t. So it’s worth thinking about what might happen in the future.”

That was the most cryptic thing he’d ever said to me, and long after he was gone, I was trying to understand what it meant. When the time came for me to go down and cook lunch, Sadiq and Jackie quizzed me, trying to assess whether this was a trick or a betrayal.

“And you really don’t want to try to escape?” Sadiq asked me suspiciously.

“We’ve already discussed this. I want to escape. I don’t want to try and fail again. They’ll kill me if I do that. Besides, Aiden took the car keys with him, and I don’t know how to hot-wire a car. Do you?”

“No.”

“Jackie, do you?”

“What’s a hot wire?” she said.

“How you start a car without the key,” he said.

“Can you do that?”

“If you know how,” I said. “Which none of us do. And without a car, we’d be on foot in the woods, and we’d freeze to death.”

“But why did he leave the door unlocked?”

“Because he trusts us, and because that way if something happened like the house caught on fire, we wouldn’t be trapped upstairs. That’s it. So no escape attempts, please. Let’s just enjoy our little free day. We can make something special for lunch. You can drive your cars around downstairs. You can take a nap on the fancy couch in the parlor.”

Sadiq gave a disappointed sigh and trudged downstairs, where he pensively circled the house, looking out the windows. It had started snowing not long after Aiden left, and by lunch it was piling up, powdery and deep. It made our unexpected freedom seem like a cheat. We could go downstairs, but the outside was unreachable.

Between meals, I tried to get the kids to do their lessons, but they both seemed deflated. After dinner, we all stood at the upstairs dining room window, watching the snow come down. I had turned on the porch light, and it illuminated each snowflake, creating a wall of white. Aiden had left driving Isabel’s car, and when it snowed a lot, he usually attached the grader to his truck and cleared the road. There was nobody to clear the road for him. Since there was nothing I could do about that, I went to bed when the kids did. I left my walkie-talkie on, but it stayed silent.

Not until the next day when I was cleaning up after lunch did I hear the front door open. In the foyer, Aiden was stamping snow off his boots. He’d at least worn his heavy coat and gloves when he left, but he also had a snow-covered blanket wrapped around him like a cape.

“Are you okay?” I said.

“Well, I’m gonna have to tow the car back, and I think I might have some frostbite.”

I took him into the kitchen and sat him down in the desk chair while I unlaced his boots.

“What happened?”

“I got stuck. I spent the night in the car and started walking this morning. Stupid. I should’ve checked the weather before I left. That BMW is shit in the snow, but she doesn’t like the way it handles with snow tires. Can I put my feet in the oven?”

“No, you can’t put your feet in the oven. Especially not if you have frostbite.”

“My toes are numb, but my hands feel okay.”

His toes were a bright pink, so I put them to soak in a bucket of warm water. His hands were warm to the touch, but they were pale, especially the ends of his fingers. I went to the intercom buttons and called up to the classroom.

“Jackie? Sadiq?”

“Yeah,” Sadiq said with the same intonation as Aiden. For the first time it dawned on me why Isabel and Aiden had accents that were hard to pin down. It added another layer of trying to protect yourself by making a connection with your kidnappers. I wondered how much my accent had already changed from trying to make myself sound like them. To make them trust me.

“Would one of you bring down the big first aid book? It’s on the shelf with the encyclopedias.”

A few minutes later, both of them came thundering down the stairs and rushed into the kitchen. Sadiq was in the lead, holding the first aid book, but he came to an abrupt stop when he saw Aiden.

“Oh, you’re back.”

“And he hiked through the snow. Will you see if there’s anything in there about frostbite?” I said.

Jackie commandeered the book but stayed hidden behind Sadiq.

“Are we snowed in?” he said.

“Pretty much. At this point you can’t get through without four-wheel drive. Maybe not with it,” Aiden said.

“How far did you walk?”

“A little more than ten miles. Took me about seven hours.”

“Did you think you were going to die out there?” Sadiq said with morbid delight.

Aiden laughed and shrugged, but what would have happened to us if he’d died? We had enough food to last for several weeks, but what then? Would the movers have come before that?

“It’s here. Frostbite.” Jackie moved the book to the island, and we read it together.

“Let’s see. According to this, your toes are okay. Pink and numb is frostnip, so rewarm slowly. I think your fingers might be frostbite.”

“Oh shit.”

“Are his fingers going to fall off?” Sadiq said.

“No. It’s superficial frostbite. It says they may blister later, but not seriously. Let’s soak them, too.”

I set the roaster pan on his lap empty and, while I carried smaller pans of warm water to fill it, I had the kids take turns reading the frostbite entry out loud.

“Do you know what superficial means?” I said.

“On the surface,” Aiden said.

“That wasn’t a question for you.”

“Sorry.”

“But that’s right. It means it’s only on the surface of the skin. It isn’t deep, which is good.”

“How long do I have to soak? I need to tow the car back to the garage.”

“Not today. You need to eat and warm up. Besides it’s still snowing,” I said.

“That’s what I’m worried about. It’s gonna be deeper by the time I get back out there. Can we talk? Without the kids?”

I managed to send them upstairs with promises of something fun later. After they were gone, Aiden took his hands out of the water and set the pan aside.

“The thing is, Jackie has a call tonight.”

“How’s that going to work if we’re snowed in?”

“That’s why I need to get the car towed and plow the road.”

“Can you get that done by tonight?”

“Not both, but I don’t wanna leave the car down there,” he said. “I think the movers would get suspicious about that, especially since we have to pretend Isabel’s in her room.”

“What if you tell a lie?”

“Like what kind of lie?”

“You said the road was bad. Maybe it’s so bad the movers can’t come.” I started emptying the roasting pan, taking one scoop of cooled water to the sink at a time.

“They have four-wheel drive,” he said.

“But will they want to go out in this mess and maybe get stuck out there? Or do you not want to cover for Isabel?”

We had never discussed strategy around Isabel’s absence, but for the first time it occurred to me that he wanted her to get in trouble. Maybe he thought there was some benefit to that.

“No, I do wanna cover for her. I’ll call her and tell her about the road. She’s a better liar than me, so she can sell it.”

The lie must have worked because the movers were kept at bay for several days. That gave Aiden enough time to clear the road and tow the car back up to the house. Only the tips of his fingers blistered from the frostbite, and Jackie’s call was put off. Two crises averted.

On the night of the rescheduled call, he shook his head when I would have come downstairs with her.

“You stay up here tonight, Rapunzel.” He meant it to be sweet, but it unnerved me. Jackie clung to my hand, hard enough to make my wrist hurt.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Nothing special, but Britney doesn’t want you to go downstairs tonight. After what happened with Gustav, it’s better you don’t.”

“I can behave myself.”

“I’m not worried about you behaving. He’s looking for shit to stir, though. Let’s not give him any.”

Jackie cried, and there was a horrible moment when I pulled her hand out of mine and tried to transfer it to Aiden’s. She immediately yanked it away from him.

“It’s okay, Jackie. I’m gonna be there,” he said, but that didn’t comfort her.

“Please, don’t leave her alone with Gustav. For any reason. If you need to go into another room, take her with you.”

He nodded. He might not have any power over the movers, but he appreciated why I was scared of them.

When he brought her back upstairs after her call, he opened the door wide enough for her to slip through. Then he closed and locked it without a word. As soon as she was in the hallway, she threw herself into my arms and cried. In her bedroom, she transferred her hugs and tears to Sadiq, who looked uneasy trying to comfort her, but at least he tried. When she was calm enough to talk, she made him wait outside. Whatever had happened, she didn’t want to say it in front of him.

Alone with me, she repeated what Gustav had said to her. The slurs, I expected, but I felt nauseated with rage when she whispered, “He said ‘You’re only a hole for dick.’” She gestured, her right forefinger going into the loop of her left thumb and fingers.

“I’m sorry. That’s an evil, horrible thing for him to say.”

“And he—he—” The word escaped her, and she used her hand to mimic what he’d done, reaching toward her chest and squeezing the air.

“He pinched you?”

She repeated the gesture on me, like she was going to pinch my breast.

I felt my face go hot, like my blood had turned to lava. I didn’t know how I would do it, but I was going to hurt Gustav. I was going to find a way to destroy him. I struggled to get my rage under control, to be calm for Jackie.

“I am so sorry that happened.”

“And hitting,” she said.

“He hit you? Or you hit him?”

She shook her head and took a long, shaky breath.

“Aiden hit him. They hit hit hit.” She made tiny fists, anger pushing aside fear. “I hate him. Hate them. Hate all them.”

“Aiden, too?”

“He was there,” she said.

“He was where?”

“When they shoot Aunty, he was there. I forgot but now I remember. He was there.”

She cried again, all the grief rushing back in, and I held her. I didn’t argue with her, because as much as I believed Aiden hadn’t played a part in Lixue’s death, he had been there. How could Jackie be expected to trust him?

Between the experience and the telling of it, she was exhausted. After I fluffed her pillows and tucked her in, she was asleep in minutes.

When I opened her door to let Sadiq in, I found him standing in the hallway with Aiden. I wondered how much of that they’d heard. Aiden’s right eye was swollen, and he had two red scuff marks on his face, one on his cheek, the other on his chin.

“Will you help Sadiq move his mattress?” I said.

“Move it where?”

“Into Jackie’s room. He sleeps in there anyway, he might as well be comfortable.”

Sadiq looked at me in feigned surprise, like this was news to him, but in a matter of minutes they had moved the mattress to the floor beside Jackie’s bed. After he was settled in, I closed the door. Aiden reached past me and slid the latch closed. He wanted privacy, I guessed.

“I assume Gustav did that to your face,” I said as we walked down the hallway to my room.

“Yeah. I wish I’d managed to do worse to him.”

“I wish you’d kill him.”

Aiden made a little whistling noise but didn’t say anything.

“Jackie told me what happened. You can’t leave me upstairs again. Not to protect me at her expense.”

“I dunno what to do.”

“You need to tell Isabel.”

“What’s she going to do? You should’ve seen her at the hospital. She looks like she’s dying,” he said.

“She might be, but you need to tell her, and she needs to tell somebody else. Somebody with the power to stop him. ‘Call up the line.’ Isn’t that what you say? Why is he allowed to act that way? Why don’t They stop him? Or why can’t Todd come on her call nights? Why Gustav?”

“Because he’s the perfect employee.”

“Fucking excuse me?” I shook with anger.

“They won’t do anything about him because he’ll do whatever They tell him to. He shot the old lady and he shot Minu, and I bet he didn’t lose any sleep over it.”

“I know he shot her! I was there!” Nobody was downstairs to hear me shouting, but Aiden held up his hands, trying to quiet me. “If he’s so obedient, why can’t They tell him to leave Jackie alone?”

“Because They don’t care? Maybe They want her scared and crying on every call. I don’t know what her parents are supposed to be doing, but maybe they aren’t doing it quick enough.”

“Scared is one thing. What if he hurts her? Do They not care about that? What’s the point of me taking care of the kids if the movers are allowed to hurt them?”

“So They can say to their parents that the kids are safe unless the parents don’t do what they’re told? I don’t know. I never did this job before.”

I sat down on the bed because I didn’t have the strength to keep standing. Aiden reached out like he was going to touch my shoulder, but then he must have thought better of it.

“I’ll call Britney tomorrow,” he said.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

ONCE A WEEK, AIDEN WENT to visit Isabel, at first in the hospital and then at rehab. She must have done something about Gustav, because after that, Lazlo came with Napoleon for Jackie’s calls. I wasn’t allowed to be in the room during the calls, but I was grateful for the reprieve from Gustav. Waiting in the foyer with Lazlo was boring but safe. Lazlo, who had also helped kill Minu, was more polite.

I told him what Gustav had done to Jackie because it seemed to me that Lazlo had the power to make him behave.

“He doesn’t mean anything by it,” he said.

“Does it matter what he means if he pinches a little girl’s breast?”

“I bet he didn’t touch her.”

“How do you figure?”

Lazlo shrugged.

It took every bit of restraint I had not to call him a coward to his face. He didn’t want to do anything about Gustav because it was too much trouble.

When spring finally came, the darkness that had settled over us lifted. If we could go outside, why shouldn’t we be happy? Being outside felt like freedom, and the alternative was to continue stewing in our winter depression. The sun was shining, there was badminton and soccer to be played, and Aiden brought us ice cream and Popsicles. Of course, the movers came whenever Jackie had a call—there was nothing we could do about that—but it usually only happened one night a month.

If Isabel had established that Gustav couldn’t come on the nights Jackie had a call, there was no rule about Sadiq. In May, after months of silence, he had another call. Aiden always warned us ahead of time, and all evening, Sadiq buzzed with energy. Excitement, but dread. If his father called, he mattered, a thing he doubted in the months between.

At the stair door, I would have gone down with him, but Aiden shook his head.

“Kyle is here.”

“It’s okay. I’ll be polite.” I would be polite while I looked for any weakness I could exploit. I wished Gustav took his coffee with sugar, even if I wasn’t sure how much antifreeze would be needed to kill him.

“No.” Sadiq puffed his chest out. “I don’t want you to come down. I’ll be fine.”

As much as I didn’t like to send him downstairs without me, I didn’t want his chivalry to go for nothing.

“Be careful. Don’t get in a fight.” I meant that for Aiden more than Sadiq, but they both nodded.

While we waited for him to come back, Jackie and I played cards. Having an early warning for calls helped us sleep better, because instead of worrying about being jolted awake and summoned downstairs, we simply stayed up late on nights when there was a call scheduled.

About the time Sadiq was likely to return, several loud thumping sounds came from downstairs, but nothing I could identify. I sent Jackie to her room and went down to the stair door. When it opened, Sadiq looked sad but stony. Aiden looked anxious, but neither of them looked like they’d been in a fight.

“What was all that noise?” I said.

“Why don’t you go check on Jackie?” Aiden nudged Sadiq, who walked down the hall backward, watching us until he reached Jackie’s room. “He was knocking on Britney’s door.”

“Sadiq?”

“Kyle. He said he wanted to talk to her, so I told him to call her. Then he said he wanted to see her, and he started pounding on her door. I finally got him to leave, but he knows something is up.”

“What happens if he finds out she’s not here? If he can prove she’s not here?” I said.

“I don’t know.”

“When is she coming back?”

“Two weeks ago, the doctor said two weeks. This week, he said another two weeks.”

The next day, Aiden left early and came back in the afternoon with Isabel. She walked into the house on her own, but to me, she looked like she needed to be in the hospital. Not just for another two weeks, either. I expected her to complain that I was wandering around loose in the house. Instead she sat down in the kitchen and said, “How is everything?”

“Okay, I guess.”

“Good, because you need to be careful from here on out. We all need to be careful. I have a few calls this week about this setup. About you.”

I nodded even though I didn’t know what that meant.

For the next few weeks, the movers came and went more often than usual. The kids didn’t have any calls, so they must have been there for the calls Isabel had mentioned. The ones about me. I thought of what she’d said to me after she whipped me. That she’d told Them Minu was more trouble than she was worth. She talked about it like sentencing a child to death was an act of mercy. Maybe she planned to tell Them the same thing about me. I tried not to dwell on that, but I spent more time than I liked wondering what my future was.

One night, after I’d tucked Jackie and Sadiq into bed, Isabel summoned me downstairs. I was prepared, as always, to be lectured or quizzed, but the dining room was set up for a call. The laptop was in its usual place, but instead of a single chair in front of it, there were three chairs. While I stood in the doorway considering that development, Aiden came in from outside, shaking rain out of his hair and smiling at me. His Hollywood smile, which I understood now was a disguise. Not so different from the fake smile Nestor had learned.

“Come on, let’s get this done,” Isabel said.

Since she came back, she was carefully put together. More than she had been before she got sick. Her makeup was perfect, no more clumsy blusher, and her wig looked almost exactly like her own hair. She held her right arm protectively against her ribs, though, and she looked smaller. Reduced.

The this she wanted to get done was the first video call I was ever part of as something more than a nanny whispering prompts offscreen.

“You sit here.” Isabel pointed at the center chair, the one directly in front of the computer. She sat to the right, and Aiden sat to the left. He gave me what he may have meant as a reassuring smile but was not.

“Don’t say anything unless They ask you a question,” she said. Seen, not heard, like an obedient child. If I wasn’t supposed to talk, I guessed They wanted to get a look at me now that I was one of Their assets.

Once the call connected, the voice attached to the faceless icon said, “Britney?”

“Yes.”

“And Aiden?”

“Uh, yes.” He rubbed his palms on his thighs nervously.

“And this is Beatrice?”

“That’s right,” Isabel said.

Was the person behind the blank icon the same person I’d heard say, “Señor Ministro”? Or did They all use the same voice modifier?

“We’ll call her Mandy from now on.”

Just like that, I’d been given my fake name.

After that, the voice asked various questions about how the “project” was going. There was talk about the logistical problems caused by the house’s isolation. They hadn’t liked us being snowed in, or the movers being snowed out.

Then the discussion turned to me. Isabel was happy to talk about me like I wasn’t there, and she gave me one of the worst performance evaluations I’d ever received at a job.

“She has a smart mouth, and she asks too many questions, but she takes care of the things she’s supposed to do. She has to be supervised, but she keeps the kids and that area clean. She helped with the cooking while I was sick.”

Apparently, Isabel being sick wasn’t a secret anymore. Anybody who saw her on a regular basis could see she was, no matter how carefully she did her makeup or what kind of wig she wore. It interested me how she spoke in the past tense, though, like she wasn’t still sick.

Aiden was uncomfortable talking about me, and he kept glancing at me out of the corner of his eye. More than They had Isabel, They grilled him about what had happened with Gustav. He got flustered and then angry. Several times he interrupted the voice.

“I’m just saying that Kyle is the problem here. Not Be—Mandy. He broke her wrist. She didn’t break his wrist.”

“The difference being that he’s a loyal member of this organization, and she is an unknown,” the voice said.

“I’m a loyal member of this organization, too, and she’s not an unknown to me. She’s doing her best. She takes good care of the kids. She’s learning Chinese so she can be more use for the Wang girl. She helped get the emir under control.”

I was startled, because I’d never considered the possibility that Aiden knew who the kids were or why they were important. But then this was different from a conversation with me. This was him talking to his boss.

“And what do you have to say, Mandy?” the voice said, which was the most terrifyingly open-ended question I’d had to answer since I took my Linguistic Theory final in college.

“I’m not trying to cause problems, but Kyle has been very hostile and aggressive toward me. He physically assaulted me. I’m just trying to do my job.” I didn’t want to say too much, but I tried to work in some of the key words that seemed to be important. I wanted to say He sexually assaulted one of your child hostages, but They clearly didn’t care about that.

I waited for a follow-up question, but the voice said, “She can go.”

“Take her back upstairs,” Isabel said to Aiden.

At the top of the stairs, before he unlocked the door, I said, “My frenemy in grade school was named Mandy—well, Amanda. I pushed her into a snowdrift and got in trouble.”

“I’m sorry.” He was trying not to laugh. “I’ll still call you Beatrice when we’re alone together.”

“Will we ever be alone together again? I mean, did I do okay? Or is she going to tell Them about me trying to escape?”

“No way she tells Them that. Especially with her being sick; that makes her look weak.”

“Because she’s got cancer? That’s weakness?”

“It is to Them because it means she can’t be relied on. That’s a problem.”

“And They don’t like problems. What about Gustav—Kyle? I assume he told them about the knife. And about what happened with Minu.” I didn’t know how to describe what had happened with Minu.

“Yeah. That’s why he’s been stirring up all this shit about you and Britney. Don’t worry. I’m gonna tell Them that on my call.”

“You get your own call?”

“Yeah, after They talk to Britney.”

“What’s going to happen?”

“Maybe Britney’s leaving, and she won’t be coming back.”

“What does that mean?” Were they going to kill her? Or let her go?

“I don’t think we’re staying here. None of us. I think They’re gonna send us someplace else.”

“Together? Or separately? Or …”

He unlocked the door then and, once I knew he wasn’t going to answer, I stepped through it. I wished he would give me a sign or say something to make me feel better—a kiss on the forehead or an It’ll be alright—but he closed the door and locked it.

The next day, when he came to get me for the various meals, I waited for him to say something to help me understand what was happening, but he didn’t. Not that day or any other day that week.

“Good morning,” he would say if I said it first.

“What’s happening?”

“I dunno,” he would mumble.

“What are They going to do?”

“I dunno.” Those were almost the only words I could get out of him.

“Did Isabel say anything?”

“Britney. And she hasn’t told me anything.”

Before, when we walked down the stairs together, he liked to hold my hand. Now he didn’t reach for it. Sometimes, I reached for his hand, like the first day I’d shaken hands with him through the fence. He would squeeze my hand for a second and then let go of it.

That went on until I started to worry I was going to have a mental breakdown. Were They going to kill me? Or were They going to keep me? Both possibilities were so terrifying that I felt like screaming or crying all the time. I didn’t want to die, but I also didn’t want to spend the rest of my life imprisoned. Several times a day, I had to get up in the middle of lessons and walk out of the classroom to pull myself together. Usually I went into Minu’s bathroom when I needed to do that, but that week I couldn’t face it. I couldn’t stand in the room where I’d hoped for freedom that I never got.

The waiting finally ended one morning when Aiden took me down to the dining room instead of the kitchen. Isabel was sitting at the table with a manila envelope in front of her.

“Open it,” she said after he was gone.

Inside was a photograph. My father was walking down the driveway of a house I didn’t recognize. He was carrying a briefcase, about to get into a car. On the porch stood my second stepmother, who was holding my half-brother and waving. I hadn’t seen my father in several years, and he looked tired. Having a toddler in your sixties couldn’t be great for your sleep. I’d never met Catalina or Thomas, Jr.—Tommy—who’d been born not long before I was kidnapped. I hadn’t even been invited to the wedding, so my initial reaction to the photo was So what?

Then it dawned on me that the photograph was meant to be an insurance policy to make me obedient. I managed to hold back the urge to laugh, primarily by staring hard at the photo and making an exaggerated frowny face. If They thought a threat against my father would keep me in line, They were wrong. I wasn’t about to correct Them.

“You recognize him?” Isabel said.

“That’s my father.”

“They took that three days ago.”

“Did They do something to him?”

“No, but They can. That’s the thing you need to understand. If you fuck up, if you disobey, They won’t just kill you. They’ll kill him, too. Do you get it now?”

“I get it.”

“Are you ready to start behaving?” she said.

“I am behaving.”

“No, you’re acting like a prisoner. Are you ready to start behaving and being trustworthy?”

I didn’t want it to seem like a careless answer, so I silently counted to ten before I said, “Yes.”

“Good. Now go make breakfast while I program you a code for the stair door.”

I was glad that she got up from the table because I struggled to keep a straight face. I was getting a door code.

Not until that night, after I’d been free to come and go upstairs all day, did the truth of what I’d said yes to hit me. Even if I was lying to Isabel, I’d agreed to be part of Them. I was one of Them now.

Later, when I’d been lying in bed for several hours, unable to sleep, I admitted to myself that I didn’t hate my father enough to be indifferent if he were murdered. Even if I did, I didn’t have any reason to hate Catalina and Tommy. If Dad was in danger, so were they. After that, I couldn’t regain my skepticism. I’d tried to convince Aiden that They didn’t have the ability to kill his family, but now I found myself accepting that maybe They did. If They could send somebody to my father’s house with a camera, They could send somebody with a gun.

Door code or not, I was never going to be able to escape. I was never going home.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

THE NEXT DAY, I STAYED in that dark place. The whole world felt fragile, like it could break apart at any moment. Like I could break apart. I managed to hold myself together, smiling and talking to the kids like I hadn’t made a deal with the Devil.

I survived a second day as Their employee and was getting ready for bed when I heard the stair door open. Aiden let himself into my room, and I felt instant relief. He would help me understand what I’d agreed to. He would let me talk about how I felt. Anyway, I thought that until I saw the look on his face. Rigid with anxiety, avoiding eye contact. He’d come to deliver bad news. Something had gone wrong. They’d changed Their minds about me.

After Aiden closed the door behind him, I heard the unmistakable sound of the outside latch being bolted. He was being locked in with me. I sat down on the edge of the bed, trying to catch my breath, but I couldn’t.

“Is that Isabel?” I could barely get the words out.

“Yeah. And Kyle.”

Aiden sat on the bed but with enough room for someone else between us. Actual distance that also represented a metaphoric distance. I was used to him shutting me out when we got too close, but it felt sinister now.

“So are you here to kill me?” I said, trying to make it a joke.

“You know I’m not.”

“But you’re here to tell me that someone—Gustav—is going to take me out in the woods and shoot me?”

“No, Beatrice. I swear that’s not it.”

“Then why do you look like that?”

“Because They sent me here to do something else,” he said.

I waited patiently and, after a few minutes, he scooted closer to me and took ahold of my hand. I had it clenched into a fist, trying to stay calm, but he pressed it against his leg to unfold it.

He took a deep breath and said, “Uh, Britney sent me up here to break you in. That’s what They want.”

“Does that mean what I think it means?” My heart felt like it had stopped. I wasn’t sure it would start again.

“What do you think it means?”

“That you’re here to fuck me to prove some kind of point to me.” I pulled my hand away from him because I couldn’t stand for us to sit there all cozy while he was delivering that news.

“That’s about it.”

“That’s Their idea of bringing me on the team? The last time I joined a new work team, I got a little welcome basket with some coffee and hand lotion.” The joke was dead on arrival. There was nothing funny about it.

“No,” he said. “That’s Their idea of showing you that They own you. They control you. They decide what happens to you.”

“I guess my days of saying no to you are over.”

“I’m not gonna do that. I can’t do that.” He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, and put his face into his hands.

“Then what’s the problem?” I said. “You tell Them you did, but you don’t, and everything’s fine.”

“That’s not how it works. There’s no way for me to lie about it.”

“Why not? You lie about other things.”

“Because I have to record it. And Britney will send it to Them.”

“They want a video of you raping me?” It came out louder than I’d expected, like all my breath came back at once.

“I am not gonna rape you, Beatrice. I thought maybe we could make it work. I think you like me. You know how I feel about you. Plus, we kinda almost— But I’m not gonna force you. If you say no, I’ll leave.”

“Then no. No!” Aiden reached for my hand again, but I pulled it away. He was getting ready to grab my wrist, but I stood up before he could.

“Listen to me, please. You can say no to me, but you can’t say no to Them. Kyle is outside right now, and if I walk outta here without that video, Britney will let him break you in. Those are your choices.”

I walked into the bathroom because I wanted to get away and there was nowhere to go. I couldn’t stay there, though. The door didn’t even lock. When I went back into my bedroom, Aiden was sitting on the bed, waiting for me to decide.

“Have you done this before? Broken someone in?” I said.

“No. Never.”

“But you’ve had it done to you?”

“Uh, yeah. I definitely got broken in.”

“When you were eleven?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“Okay, then. By comparison, this is no big deal. Whatever. Let’s do it.” I was borrowing a page from Sadiq with bravado I didn’t feel.

Aiden used a couple of books on my table to prop his phone up, which was how it would be recorded. No more sophisticated than any other home sex video.

“Camera’s on, but I turned the mic off, so don’t worry about that,” he said.

He left the lights on. This wasn’t meant to be romantic.

“Now what?”

“You can get undressed, or I can undress you.”

“I’d rather do it.”

For some reason, I felt like that gave me more control, and made it less personal. Like a doctor’s appointment. I took off my shirt and bra first. Then my pants and socks. Instead of watching me undress, Aiden sat in my chair and took off his boots and socks. Painfully aware that I was being recorded, I stepped out of my panties. I sat down on the edge of the bed, trying to pretend this was the kind of thing I did all the time.

He leaned over to take one last look at his phone, framing the shot perhaps, before he approached the bed and took his shirt off. I hoped he would sit nearest the camera, but he sat behind me, leaving me fully exposed. “Whatever,” I’d said. “This is no big deal,” I’d said. When he put his arm around me and started kissing me, though, I realized I was wrong. I literally couldn’t say no. Or if I did, there was the threat of something worse, someone worse.

“Could we maybe not do that?” I said.

“I’m sorry. I was trying to make it nice. That’s prolly the wrong thing.”

Part of me wished that he’d tricked me—seduced me and filmed it in secret—but I understood why he hadn’t. It would’ve been his burden entirely, unshared. Not that he was weak, but that was a lot. Still, I wished it because it could have been nice. The way he cupped my breasts in his hands would have been tender. The way he slipped his hand between my legs would have made me wet, but he had to use spit for that. As much as I wanted to get it over with, I resisted.

When I pushed his hand away and tightened my legs against him, he said, “It’s okay if you wanna pretend to fight me. They prolly expect that.”

I wasn’t pretending. My thighs had decided to fight all by themselves.

Then his belt and his pants came off but, unlike me, he didn’t seem unnerved by being naked in front of a camera. Of course, he said he’d been filmed before. Not willingly, but he had some experience with it. I’d angled myself on the bed to preserve some kind of modesty, but he slid his arm under my hips and shifted me. To provide Them with a better view? Or to provide proof that none of it had been faked?

“No condom?” I said, the first thing I’d managed to say since we started.

“I’m sorry. You know if it was up to me, I would.”

I nodded, and he pushed into me without hesitation. His face was blank, unreadable, and his eyes seemed dead, staring past me. I thought of him saying “You have to be able to shut stuff off.” That’s what he was doing, shutting off his emotions. Doing what he’d been ordered to do. I was trying not to cry. This feels fine, I told myself. It did, in so far as getting rawdogged on camera against your will could. I was uncomfortable, but it didn’t hurt. I closed my eyes and tried to think of England, but all I could think of was Aiden stroking in and out of me like a professional. Which wasn’t fair to him. He hadn’t chosen where he was.

If it had been quick, I might have been alright, but it took too long. Every second that passed made me more frantic to escape, to get away from him. I put my hands on his chest and tried to push him away. Only because I didn’t expect that he would take hold of my wrists and pin them to the bed.

“You’re hurting my wrist,” I said, trying to get my hands free.

“Because you keep pulling on it.”

“Because I want you to stop. Please stop.” The please sounded so silly I wanted to laugh at myself. Also I was possibly somewhat hysterical. He stopped, and when I tried to pull my hands away again, he let go of them.

“Are you really asking me to stop, or do you just need to say it?” He was on me, in me, but he didn’t look at me.

That question confounded me so much because I didn’t know. Was I saying it to say it, because I needed to feel like I’d resisted him enough? Because I needed to remember this was against my will?

“No, please, really, I want you to stop.”

Because he was still on me, I slapped him, but with my left hand so it barely made a mark. He rolled away from me and sat up. For a few moments, we sat on the edge of the bed, him sweaty and panting. I was clenching what felt like every muscle in my body, trying not to tremble, trying not to fall apart.

“Did They finally put a gun to your head? To make you do this?” I said, trying to find some anger, when all I felt was a spiral of fear and hopelessness. So much for making him into my ally.

“I’m sorry.” He sounded like he was choking back tears. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this if you’re gonna fight me for real. I can’t do it.”

I wasn’t sure how long we sat there, separate from each other, not talking, but we were interrupted by the sound of the door latch opening. Aiden stood up and took a step toward where his clothes were piled on the chair as someone pushed the door open a few inches.

“Are you done yet?” Isabel said.

“Can he not get it up for a girl?” Gustav laughed.

“Take care of it, or I’ll send somebody in there who can.” Isabel sounded softer than she usually did, like the night she’d told me about her sister. The same night she’d whipped me. That soft voice didn’t mean anything.

“I promise you I can take care of it. I’ll fuck that little bitch.” I could hear the smile in Gustav’s voice. “I’ll give her a three-for-one deal. Make sure all her holes work.”

As Aiden was reaching for his shirt, he turned back and looked at me for the first time since we’d gotten undressed. He more than looked at me; he saw me. I’d never felt more vulnerable in my life, sitting naked on the bed while a goon detailed what he was willing to do to me. I wasn’t crying, but I didn’t know how long that would be true.

“Jesus Christ. Gimme a damn minute.” Aiden went to the door and pushed it closed. When he came back to the bed, he sat down between me and the camera.

“No, Beatrice, They didn’t put a gun to my head. They have a gun pointed at your head. You can’t see it, but it’s there. If Gustav comes in here and you fight him, he’s gonna hurt you really bad. And I don’t know what to do. I need you to tell me what to do.”

“Just get it over with, please,” I whispered. The mic on Aiden’s phone might be off, but I didn’t want Isabel or Gustav to hear me. Then, because I needed to square it in my head: “I’m giving you permission.”

I leaned back again, but Aiden shook his head.

“Roll over. Trust me, it’s easier if you don’t have to look at me or have me breathing in your face.” I did what he said because that was the voice of experience. He knew what I was going through, maybe better than I did.

My wrist was too sore, so I knelt on my knees and elbows. That position was better because at least I could bury my face in my hands, and worse because it felt good. Aiden worked me like he meant to break my back, and I wasn’t sure how my brain would ever recover from the mix of shame and pleasure. I turned my face away from the camera because I didn’t want Them to see me crying.

When he took hold of my hair, forcing my head up and turning my face toward the camera, it felt like the cruelest betrayal of all.

“I’m sorry but you can’t cover your face. It’s the whole point.”

“Can you not fucking finish?” I said through clenched teeth.

I tried to pull away from him. In answer, he grabbed my thighs and pulled my knees out from under me. Then I felt like I was being hammered into the mattress, but at least it made it quicker. A dozen hard thrusts and it was over. I think he tried to pull out but didn’t manage it because when he ejaculated, half of it ended up in me and the other half ended up splattered across my back.

I rolled away from him, making a mess of my quilt, but I needed to be not touching him. He must have understood because he got up and went to turn off the camera. Then, completely naked, he knocked on the door. Isabel swung it all the way open and looked at both of us under that merciless overhead light. I covered myself with a pillow, waiting for Gustav to say something awful, but he wasn’t there. She must have sent him away. When she held out her hand, Aiden put the phone into it.

“After you send it to Them, please delete that,” he said.

“Not your best performance, huh? Is this really your first time with a girl?”

“You know what I mean. It doesn’t need to get passed around.”

I thought of the video of Nestor’s kidnapping, the video of Lixue’s murder. Now They would have video of me, too. Something They could use to torment and manipulate me.

Isabel closed the door without answering him, but at least she didn’t latch it. I couldn’t leave, but he could, and then I could be alone. Instead of getting dressed, he came back to the bed and sat down. Not beside me, but too close.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Leave me alone.”

“Please. You can be mad. I understand if you’re mad. I know what that’s like. And if you have to hate me, that’s alright, too. But please don’t get yourself into trouble.”

I was angry, but I didn’t know if I hated him. I wanted to hate him. Hating him felt ripe with potential. How often had I let some softness toward him keep me in line?

“I’m sorry,” he said again.

“Stop saying that. ‘That’s the whole point,’ right? The whole point was to tell me you weren’t going to rape me, and then make sure I felt like you did?”

“No. The whole point is the humiliation. That’s how They prove that They have power over you. They make you do what They want to show you They can. They made me do what They wanted, and I’m sorry.”

Because he wouldn’t leave, I went into the bathroom to clean myself up. Even my hair needed to be washed because he’d touched it. I’d never felt that dirty. I stayed in the shower crying, long after I’d scrubbed myself from top to bottom. Even after I’d slid my finger into myself and tried to dislodge what he’d left there. Now I had a new entry for Little Dorrit and a new thing to worry about. A countdown to when I was expecting my period.

After I got out of the shower, I put my hair up in a towel and bundled up in my robe. In my bedroom, Aiden was dressed and sitting at the table. He looked the way I felt, which made me angry. What right did he have to look so wounded and empty?

“Why are you still here? The door is unlocked,” I said. Stomping across the room to prove it, I swung it open so hard it hit the doorstopper and bounced back into my hand, sending pain up into my wrist.

“Here, Beatrice.”

I turned away as he came toward the door, but he took hold of my arm and tried to put something into my hand.

“Please, take it. And don’t let Isabel see it.”

I tightened my hand into a fist to refuse, and whatever he was trying to pass me fell on the floor. He left it there and walked out, pulling the door closed but not latching it.

After he was gone, I looked at what he’d been trying to give me. A box of Plan B.

That was exactly what I needed: a plan B.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

I TOOK THE PILLS AND got my period, so I had one less thing to worry about. The rest of my brain was wallpapered with shame and anger, but that little corner was washed clean by four days of blood.

What I couldn’t understand was how being broken in was supposed to make me a more “loyal member of this organization.” I was a nanny. A deer. According to Isabel, I wasn’t pretty enough to be a hostess. What did They gain by humiliating me? Or was it about driving a wedge between Aiden and me? Whatever the goal, I felt hollower and more alone than I had in a long time. Since Minu was murdered.

It might have been bearable if the kids hadn’t also been miserable, but Isabel declared we weren’t allowed yard time anymore. All we got of the outdoors was whatever came in through the open windows. Sadiq stopped coming to class and began standing at Jackie’s bedroom window for hours, staring out at the backyard. A few times he came to the classroom doorway and said, “Do you hear a helicopter?” Then Jackie and I would get up and stand quietly, straining to hear. Maybe we were banned from the backyard because the house wasn’t as isolated as They’d thought it would be.

When Isabel wasn’t holed up in her room, she mostly did the same thing as Sadiq, but in the parlor. Standing in her pajamas and robe, holding a mug of tea in one hand and a cigarette in the other, she stared out the window at her koi pond.

Now that I had my own door code, I could mostly avoid Aiden because I didn’t need him to let me in or out upstairs. One day while I was making lunch, the front door opened, and I heard his familiar step in the foyer. I hoped he was headed to Isabel’s room, but he came to the kitchen.

“I know you don’t wanna talk to me, but I wanted to see how you’re doing,” he said.

“I’m alive.”

“I’m glad.”

“Save it.”

“I wanted to be sure the pills worked. That you were—that I don’t need to do anything else for you.”

“They worked. I’m not pregnant.”

“Alright. Good. Take care of yourself.”

As much as I didn’t want it to, him asking softened my heart. He was the only person who spent any time thinking about whether I was okay. I loved the kids, but I couldn’t put anything like that on them.

“Thanks,” I said as he left the kitchen. He bobbed his head once and kept walking.

I didn’t know what to do with my feelings. My anger, my loneliness, my despair—they didn’t feel tethered to anything real. Like emotional pin the tail on the donkey, and I could never get them in the right spot. If I sat alone with my thoughts too much, they always circled back to Aiden saying “It’s the whole point.” I’d thought I would never forgive him, until it occurred to me that I was playing Their game. I wasn’t supposed to forgive him. I was supposed to be wounded and alone and frightened.

The next time I saw him, fertilizing the front lawn, I opened the kitchen window and called, “Do you want a cookie?” Isabel liked baking cakes. I preferred to bake cookies. They were peanut butter chocolate chip, a continuation of the kids’ love/hate relationship with peanut butter.

Leaving the spreader there, he walked up the lawn, his gaze on some point below me.

“Sure. I’ll take a cookie.” He stepped through the shrubs to reach the window, but instead of holding his hand out to take it, he opened his mouth. “My hands are dirty.”

When he opened his mouth again, I stuck the cookie in, and held on to it while he bit off half.

“That’s good,” he mumbled as he chewed. Then he opened his mouth to receive the other half. “Did you ever take communion?”

“No. My family’s not religious.”

“Well, now I’m thirsty.”

“Do you want communion wine?”

He smiled. “Is there milk?”

There was because Sadiq had recently discovered the joys of dunking cookies. I poured some into a small glass and passed it out the window to Aiden. He drank it and returned the glass with dirty fingerprints down the side.

“What are you making for dinner?” he said.

“Chicken lo mein.”

“Sounds good.”

“Do you want to eat with us?” I hadn’t asked him that in weeks. I’d barely spoken to him since that night. I didn’t know if he was allowed to eat upstairs anymore, and I wasn’t sure I wanted him to say yes, except that it felt subversive to ask.

If They wanted us to be enemies, I wanted the opposite.

Jackie was as unsure as I was of how to act around Aiden. While we hung back, however, Sadiq sloughed off his depression like old skin. They played soccer in the hallway and raced cars, drifting back and forth between Arabic and English. Sadiq talked more that evening than he had in the entire previous month.

“Is Aiden our friend?” Jackie whispered.

“I think he’s our friend as much as he can be. He’s not a goon, but he’s not us, either. Would you rather he didn’t come to dinner again?”

“No. He can come to dinner, but maybe I won’t be friends with him.”

“That’s fair.” Then I got out Trouble, which was her favorite board game, and we played until I thought the popping noise would give me a brain-fever like poor Captain Leclere.

Eventually Isabel called me on my walkie-talkie—she had her own now—to tell me the kids were making too much noise. They’d mostly tired themselves out by then, so I sent them to brush their teeth and put on their pajamas. I walked Aiden down to the stair door and showed off a little by unlocking it myself. He leaned against the wall, sweat rings under his arms from playing with Sadiq. He kept smiling, but he couldn’t make eye contact.

“Alrighty then,” I said, trying to prompt him to leave or to say what he wanted to say.

“Do you think you might wanna do book club again?”

“Is that allowed?”

“We don’t have to tell her.” A secret between us then.

“But not up here,” I said. “Can I come to your apartment?”

He glanced up at me, surprised.

“Tomorrow night?”

“No, next week. So I have time to reread The Hotel New Hampshire.”

“Okay. Cool.” After he stepped through the door, I locked it behind him.

I spent my evenings that week re-reading, but also pacing up and down my room, staring at my bed. Sometimes I sat at the table, resting my chin on it to put myself at approximately the same height as Aiden’s phone. I tried to remember what it had felt like, not physically but emotionally. That suffocating fear of being trapped. That stab of betrayal. I told myself I would never get over it. Then I reminded myself that worse things than that had happened in this house. I wanted to tell him that I forgave him. I wanted to tell him to fuck off and die.

When he came to get me for book club, I didn’t say either thing. All I said was “Hello” and “No, I’m wearing two pairs of socks; I can walk” when he offered to piggyback me to the garage.

At his apartment, he poured me a glass of iced tea instead of wine. He set it on the coffee table and was about to sit down when he seemed to decide he needed to make an official statement.

“I understand you wanna do book club here, because Sadiq gets so wound up when I go upstairs. You don’t need to worry that I got some other idea.”

“We need some privacy to talk,” I said. “And I’d rather we have sex here than there.”

I hadn’t said it intending to break Aiden’s brain, but for a second I worried that he was having a stroke. He blinked rapidly for a while, then he frowned, and then he made a sound halfway between a hiccup and a cough.

“Obviously, we don’t have to have sex if you don’t want to, but it doesn’t seem fair. It feels like we got cheated out of something nice because They made it into something awful. Even if we just do it once to balance things out, I feel like we deserve to have that. For it to be something for us.” I started out very calm, but by the end, I struggled to get each word out.

I was not prepared for what would happen after I made that suggestion. I had not imagined that Aiden would sink to his knees in the gap between the coffee table and the couch and cry. Not a few tears, but messy, anguished sobbing. The same kind of crying I’d done in the shower.

“Is it okay if I sit here with you?” He didn’t object, so I scooted down the couch and put my hand on his back. Since that was okay, I patted him while he cried.

“I’m sorry,” he said between sobs.

Until then, I’d only thought about how what They made him do was traumatic for me. I hadn’t really considered how traumatic it was for him, but how could it not have been? To do to someone else what had been done to him? He may have volunteered, but I didn’t think he’d done it for himself. He did it to protect me from Gustav.

“You can say no to me. You can always say no to me.” I wanted for both of us to be able to decide for ourselves.

“What if I don’t want to say no to you?”

“That’s okay, too.”

“You don’t understand.”

“What don’t I understand?”

“I didn’t want it to be like that, but I wanted it.”

I sat with that for a little bit. He straightened up and used his shirtsleeve to wipe his face. I let my hand go still on his back, but didn’t take it away.

“She gave me a fucking Viagra,” he said.

“Oh.”

“No, she gave it to me, but I didn’t take it. I didn’t need it. How gross is that?”

“I don’t know if it’s gross.” I didn’t know how to feel about it.

“It makes me feel that way.” He scrubbed at his face and stood up. Then he stepped over the coffee table and went into the bathroom. When he came out a few minutes later, he seemed calmer.

“The thing is,” he said. “I wanted—I want you. Not like that, but I wanted to be with you. I was gonna pull out, but then I didn’t manage it. Because I wanted it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry about?”

“That you’re sad. And I understand if you don’t want to do that again.”

“I didn’t say that, but you deserve to know how messed up I am.”

“Since this is book club, do you know what my favorite part of The Hotel New Hampshire is?” I said.

“No. Tell me.”

“I like how Susie is transformed by being a bear. I love transformations. When she’s Susie, a girl, she doesn’t feel special or safe. At first, she becomes a bear, and it makes her braver and stronger. It’s safer to be a bear. Later, she becomes a person in a bear suit, not a real bear. People act like costumes are lies, but sometimes you wear a costume to be more yourself, not less. In her bear suit, Susie is more herself. More open to love. After she’s worn her bear costume enough, she becomes herself again. Susie, a girl. But a stronger, braver, more loving version of herself.”

Aiden pulled the coffee table away from the couch and crawled to me on his hands and knees.

“Come here, bear.” I spread my knees enough to make room for him in front of me. Then I wrapped my arms around him and squeezed him tight. He sighed, rubbing his head against my shoulder.

“Can I kiss you?” he said. “Because before you didn’t want me to.”

“That was different. Now it’s for us.”

It felt like kissing him for the first time because it needed to be. We had to start over. Everything from before had burned down. The new thing that we put in its place wasn’t pretty or simple or tender. Taking my shirt off, he popped a button. I broke a nail on his zipper.

He went down on me like a bear, like he meant to eat me up. He cried and kissed me like I was something precious. He begged me to say his name, his real name, and left behind whisker burn that I would feel for another week.

He knew the quickest way to get a condom on, but when I put him on his back and straddled him, he seemed shocked. I wanted to forgive him, and somewhere on the way to that, I slapped him. Not a little slap with my left hand, but a hard slap that made my wrist throb. Hard enough to make his eyes water, but all he said was, “It’s alright. You can hit me if it makes you feel better.” I’d never slapped anyone in my life before, and he wasn’t the person I wanted to hurt—that flat voice and blank square on the computer—but he was the only one I had access to.

I wanted to look him in the eye when he came, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t stand for him to look at me, either, so I covered his eyes. He reached up like he meant to pull my hand away, but I said, “No, Bernest, I need you to trust me.” He did.

Afterward, he spread my hair out over his pillow and put little kisses on the back of my neck.

“You are the first person I’ve loved since my mother. Is that weird?” he said. More than weird, I feared it was not enough.

“You have to start somewhere.”

“Did you start with Reilly?”

“None of your business.”

“That’s why They sent me to break you in, because Isabel told them you aren’t in love with me, that we hadn’t had sex. So They knew you wouldn’t just say yes.”

“And because They want us to be enemies? They’re worried we got too close.”

“Maybe that, too.”

“Were you supposed to make me fall in love with you? That’s what Isabel wanted, right?”

Now that I knew her, knew a little about how They worked, I could imagine what she’d planned. Make me desperate for a friend, then serve me up to this beautiful boy They’d sent to mow the grass, and use him to control me. It hadn’t quite worked out that way. I wasn’t as much of a guileless Bambi as my father thought.

“Yeah, but I told you. I was never any good at being a finesse.”

“I should go back to the house soon.” I sat up and reached for my shirt. Lixue’s lavender blouse, which Jackie had gifted to me. I searched through the sheets until I found the missing button.

“Are you mad at me?” Aiden said.

“No, but I don’t want to leave the kids alone. Plus, you don’t have permission for me to be here, do you?”

“No.”

We got dressed in silence, but as we walked through the apartment kitchen, Aiden stopped and said, “Does it have to be only this one time to balance things out?”

“It doesn’t have to be. Now that it’s evened out, we can decide what we want to do.”

“I would like to do this again.”

“I will consider it.” More than I ever had in my life, I wanted the option to say no every time.

“Alright.” He opened the apartment door and led me down the stairs to the garage.

“Will you turn on the light? I don’t want to stub my toe in my sock feet.”

He flipped on the switch, and the fluorescent light banks that hung over each garage bay flickered on. There on the shelf in the open bay was the jug of antifreeze I’d seen on an earlier visit. The question was how to get ahold of it and how to get it into Gustav. Would I have to bring Aiden on board? Could I?

“Are the koi out in the pond?” I said, because the big galvanized tub was empty.

“Yeah, they’ve been out there since April. Since it got warm enough that the pond wasn’t going to freeze.”

“That’s too bad. I was hoping to see them. They’re like little water puppies.”

“Water puppies?” He sounded doubtful. “We can stop and look at them on the way back.”

“It’s too dark out.” The moon was like an eyelash in the west, so there was barely any light.

That time, when he offered to piggyback me, I accepted, and he hiked up the driveway to the house with me on his back. As soon as he unlocked the front door, I hurried inside before he could say anything. One wrong word might turn everything back to before. Upstairs, instead of going to my bedroom, I went to the dining room and looked out. He stood beside the koi pond and, seeing me in the window, he raised his hand. After a moment, I waved back.


CHAPTER FORTY

WE WENT BACK TO HAVING regular book club, but we spent our time actually discussing books. Or Aiden spent his time discussing books and smoldering at me. I spent my time trying to think of how to say Let’s poison Gustav in a persuasive way.

“I might have an idea,” Aiden said one night, and my hackles went up in fear and excitement.

“What kind of an idea?” I didn’t want to rush him in case he needed to get his nerve up to say it.

“For how you and the kids can see the koi.”

I’d forgotten about asking to see them. I imagined them swimming happily in their pond, unaware of all the wretched humans nearby.

Aiden’s idea involved a kiddie pool that he bought in town and a five-gallon bucket. When he carried the pool through the house to the backyard, Isabel came out of her room and said, “What are you doing?”

I braced for a lecture or a flat refusal. If we weren’t supposed to be outside, naturally fun things would also be prohibited from happening out there.

“The fish are coming on a playdate,” he said.

I was sure that would be met with cynicism, but she looked puzzled.

“You’re bringing the koi into the backyard?”

“For a little bit. So Beatrice and the kids can see them.”

Apparently, they’d both already forgotten that my new name was Mandy.

By the time Aiden had the pool filled with water and was carrying a bucket of koi through the house, Jackie was so excited she was practically dancing. Her distrust of him evaporated, and she walked along beside him, staring into the bucket, oblivious to her arm brushing against his.

Once the fish were in the pool, she knelt beside it and reached into the water. Every time one of the koi came to bump against her hand or nibble her fingers, she giggled.

Sadiq squatted beside her, tossing one food pellet at a time into the water.

“Don’t overfeed them,” Isabel said. Despite the fact that it was warm and sunny out, she stood at the edge of the patio wearing a sweater and a stocking cap.

“I measured out their day’s food. That’s all I brought,” Aiden said.

“Can you get me a chair?”

Because he was supervising the fish, I went inside and carried out the kitchen chair for her. When I would have set it on the patio, she pointed to where the pool sat in the sun. Once she was sitting where she wanted, she leaned over and put her hand into the water.

When a koi brushed against her, she pulled back in surprise.

“They’re so cold. I didn’t expect them to feel cold.”

“Koi can stay in a frozen pond over the winter,” Jackie said.

“They can?” I think it was the first time Isabel had spoken directly to her besides to give her orders on call nights.

“We leave our koi in the pond all year round.”

I sat in the grass beside Jackie, and Sadiq passed me some of the fish food. For a moment, we were happy, watching the fish swim around, the sun glittering on the surface of the water.

“What the fuck is this happy horseshit?”

We all flinched at the sound of Gustav’s voice. He stood outside the wrought iron fence, squinting in at us like he was visiting a zoo.

Isabel stood up, her hand going to her sweater pocket.

“We’re looking at the fish before they go in the pond,” she said.

“Why the fuck do you have fish?”

“What are you doing here?”

“Nobody answered the front door, and I could hear you back here,” he said.

“Which doesn’t explain why you’re here.”

“There’s no rule against me coming here. There is a rule against the brats being outside.”

While he and Isabel stared each other down, I hurried the kids into the house. We stood at the back door until we heard the SUV start and drive away. If we hadn’t been fussing over the koi, we would’ve heard Gustav arrive, too.

A moment later, Isabel pushed the door open, clutching her side.

“Get them upstairs,” she said like she was struggling to breathe. Then she tried to yell at Aiden, but her voice cracked in the middle. “Put the fish away and clean this mess up.”

He made multiple trips to bring the chair back, to return the fish to their pond, to empty the pool. The kids and I watched him from the stairs until he came to stand in front of us.

“Go upstairs,” he said in his stern voice and pointed at Sadiq and Jackie. They went, but not happily. To me, he said, “You need to go upstairs, too.”

“I need to make dinner in a while.”

“You better eat upstairs. In case he comes back.”

“Do you think he will?”

“Maybe. The kids weren’t supposed to be out there. Which is my fault, except that Isabel is in charge, so that’s one more thing for him to report to Them.”

What had seemed like an annoyance to me was worrisome enough to furrow Aiden’s brow and make him lower his voice. I went upstairs and, despite the kids’ complaints, we ate packages of salmon on crackers with canned pears for dinner.

Because I hadn’t heard otherwise, I got up the next morning and went to the stair door, planning to make breakfast. When I entered my code, the lock made an angry beep, and its lights flashed red instead of green. Isabel had deleted my door code.

I went back to my bedroom and lay down, trying not to spiral. I was locked in again. I was completely trapped again. I lay there waiting to hear from Isabel until Jackie came to see why breakfast hadn’t come up in the dumbwaiter.

“I think we’ll be eating upstairs again today,” I said.

“Is she going to send us food?”

“We have plenty of food.”

To reassure her, I took her into the classroom where two of the lower cabinets held our food stockpile. For her breakfast, she chose a pouch of pre-cooked rice and a package of flavored almonds. Sadiq skipped breakfast and stomped around, muttering, “I hate this place.”

We didn’t hear from Isabel for the next two days, but twice we saw the movers’ SUV in the drive, and once we saw Aiden. As he was walking away from the house, I knocked on the window to get his attention. He glanced up at me but kept walking down the drive.

On the third day, I woke to Isabel on the intercom.

“I’m sending breakfast up,” she said.

In the dumbwaiter, a pile of waffles with hot syrup, whipped cream, and a plate of ham croquettes waited for us. She hadn’t cooked like that for a long time, and I didn’t know what to make of it. Was this a meal of apology for something that had already happened? Or something that was about to happen?


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

August 2020

WHAT SHOULD HAVE BEEN LUNCHTIME came and went with no word from downstairs. We kept doing our lessons, but soon we’d have to decide whether to wait some more or go ahead and have lunch from our stockpiled food.

“Okay, so why are plants important?” I said. We were so far off from anything I felt qualified to teach, but whatever we were discussing, we were working on English. We’d started the morning talking about the koi and reading about basic life functions from an ancient textbook. The koi had led us to plants, photosynthesis, and respiration.

From down the hallway, I heard the stair door being unlocked. I assumed it was Aiden, coming to get me to make lunch.

“They make oxygen, which people need to breathe,” Jackie said.

“That’s right.”

“And animals. Animals need oxygen, too. And they eat plants. And then we eat them,” Sadiq said.

“Also correct. Plants are part of the foundation for human life. We need water, we need oxygen, and we need food. Plants make most of that possible. Do you—”

“Well, look at little teacher,” someone said from the hall.

As I turned to the doorway, my brain processed the moment like a scene from a scary movie. Like in The Shining, when Wendy discovers that her husband is spending all his time typing All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.

It wasn’t Aiden or Isabel.

It was Gustav. Alone. Unsupervised.

“Time for you to come down and cook,” he said.

“Okay.” I focused on staying calm. “Sadiq, Jackie, I want you to read the next chapter together and make a list of key words for us to discuss. I’ll call you when lunch is ready.”

I hoped that I was doing a good job of hiding the raw edges of my fear. I walked toward the classroom doorway feeling like I was leaving my body. As I passed Gustav, he reached out and pinched my right breast. I didn’t even flinch as ice cold adrenaline poured into my veins.

As we walked toward the stairs, Gustav paused at my bedroom door.

“Is that bed comfortable, Trixie? Or did you and pretty boy already break the springs down? I gotta admit, he railed you pretty good. I didn’t think he had it in him.”

It would’ve stung, knowing that Isabel had shown him the video of Aiden breaking me in, but I couldn’t care about that. My brain was too busy worrying about Gustav being upstairs, a thing I had not prepared myself for. I huddled in the corner next to the stair door, my heartbeat thudding in my ears.

Coming up behind me, he grabbed my arm and jerked me away from the door.

“Turn around,” he snarled.

Beep beep beep beep beep, the door went. Then the familiar rasping sound of the lock opening. My stomach spasmed, and the back of my mouth tasted like acid.

Gustav had a door code. Isabel had given him a door code, and now he was free to come and go upstairs. He had a key to the door that kept us halfway safe from him.

“Move it!” He grabbed my arm again and shoved me through the open door. I staggered and reached for the railing, expecting him to come through on those threats to kick me down the stairs. “Go, you dumb bitch!”

I unfroze and went down the stairs as quickly as I could. The front hall was empty. No Isabel. No Aiden. No Lazlo. I hurried to the kitchen and put on my apron, which had a pocket unlike all my clothes. Then I pulled a knife off the rack, which was silly but reassuring. Gustav didn’t follow me in there, and after a few minutes, I heard the dining room doors open.

“Well, you got what you wanted.” Isabel sounded tired.

“Not hardly, but it’s a start,” Gustav said.

Holding my knife, I went to the doorway and peeked out into the foyer where Isabel, Gustav, Aiden, Lazlo, Napoleon, and Todd stood in a huddle. None of them looked happy. I had never seen them all together at one time, but for an instant all my problems could have been solved by a hand grenade. I drew back into the kitchen but stayed in the doorway to listen.

“I don’t care what you do, but don’t cross me,” Napoleon said.

“We’ll be back on Thursday,” Todd said.

After a moment, the front door opened and closed. Then a vehicle started and drove away.

“You’re such a petty piece of shit,” Aiden said.

“But I’m a petty piece of shit who gets to tell you what to do,” Gustav said. “Speaking of, I don’t like all that debris down by the gates. I want you to clear all that out.”

I’d never heard anyone mention gates and, out of habit, I mentally added it to my notes. Were they gates that locked? Gates with surveillance cameras?

“I do that in the fall,” Aiden said.

“I want it done now.”

A moment later, the front door opened and closed, Aiden leaving to obey his new boss’s orders.

“How long has it been since you were upstairs?” Gustav said.

“Last week,” Isabel said, which was a lie. I couldn’t remember the last time she’d been upstairs.

“You can give me a tour after lunch, then. Let me know all the places I should be looking for contraband.”

“Where do you think the kids are getting contraband?” Lazlo said.

“Not the kids. That bitch. And I think she’s getting it from her boyfriend.”

Lazlo sighed and walked down the foyer, but the front door didn’t open. He must have gone into the parlor, leaving Gustav and Isabel alone in the hall.

“Where are you going?” Gustav said.

“None of your goddamn business. You’re not the boss of me.”

“So you’re leaving her in there with no supervision?”

“Oh, aren’t you supervising her now? Can’t you make sure she doesn’t run away? Do I need to let Them know you’re already in over your head?”

“Fuck you,” he said.

There was no answer, so she must have gone to her room.

Now Gustav was in charge of supervising me. I’d been a prisoner for almost three years, living behind locked doors with no shoes. I could hardly believe there was anything that could make my situation worse, but I was terrified of Gustav. That had been his goal from the moment he met me. Not to make me more obedient or to brainwash me into doing whatever They told me, but to torture me. Now that he had a door code, there was no limit to what he could do.

“You got your little knife again,” he said.

I’d zoned out with the knife in my hand, and there he was, standing in the doorway, smirking.

“I’m getting ready to make lunch.”

I turned away from him and opened the fridge. Slipping the knife into the fold of my apron, I took out the chicken sausage and vegetables I’d planned on for lunch earlier in the week. Before my door code was deleted. With him watching, I focused on the task. I put the cutting board on the counter and cored the bell pepper. Then I took the ends off the zucchini, imagining I was chopping up Gustav. All the while, I waited for him to do whatever he was going to do.

“Bring me some coffee. I’ll be in the parlor.”

“Okay.”

As soon as he was gone, my hands started to shake. I had to put down the knife and take deep breaths until my heart slowed down and I could control my hands. I heard footsteps behind me and spun around. Aiden. He must have unlocked the gate to the yard and come in through the back door.

“I only have a minute,” he said.

“What’s happening? Is he in charge now?”

“Yeah. And he’s out for you. He kept saying how I—I didn’t break you in. And They said he should do whatever he needs to do to get you in line.”

I was in enough shock that my emotions were arriving on a time delay.

“I know you don’t want to hear this, but I’m begging you not to fight him. He’s the kind of guy who gets off on that. On you being angry and scared. You need to play it safe, or we are both gonna be in trouble.”

“Oh my god. You finessed me. You’re finessing me right now,” I said. Betrayal layered on top of fear and anger. Aiden had softened me up, and now he was manipulating me. I had to submit to Gustav or “we” would be in trouble.

“I’m not finessing you, Beatrice. What I’m doing is warning you. Instead of winding him up, you need to behave. If you’re nice enough to him—if you do whatever he says, maybe he’ll decide he doesn’t wanna have a go at you.”

“Is that what you’re going to do? ‘Whatever he says’?”

“Yeah, if I have to.” He was a soft-eyed Bambi, and his bullies had guns. Seeing his fear, his defeat, my chest felt like it was being crushed.

“And what about the kids? Will you look away if he comes after the kids?”

“I didn’t say that. Please, listen to me. Keep your head down. Keep your mouth shut. Do whatever you have to do to survive.”

“What day is it?” I said.

“Monday. Why?”

“What the fuck is going on in here?” Gustav stood in the doorway looking half smug, half angry. “I told you to go clear up around the gates. Quit chatting with your girlfriend and go do your job.”

Aiden turned away from me and walked out of the kitchen without another word. After he was gone, Gustav came toward me until he was right in my face. When I took a step backward, he followed until I was trapped between the edge of the counter and him.

“I’m not putting up with your bullshit like Britney has,” he said. “Are we clear?”

“Yes.” There was too much panic in my brain to say anything else.

“I think I’m gonna come upstairs this afternoon and get acquainted with everybody up there. What do you think about that?”

“Okay.” I didn’t look at him because I was sure he would see the fear in my eyes.

“Where’s my coffee?”

“I’ll bring it.”

After he left, I put the coffee on. That was the only solution to this horrible situation. I would have to do what he told me until I could find a way out. I stood in front of the coffeemaker, trying to master my fear. I would pour the coffee, steady my hands, and pick up the mug. Then I would carry it down the hall, careful not to slosh it over the side, and take it into the parlor. I pictured myself doing that before I picked up the carafe.

Lazlo sat at the window, looking out, clearly bored. Gustav sat in one of the armchairs, his back to the door. I carried the coffee to the side table next to his chair and set it down. I was turning to leave when he said, “Wait.”

I waited. From where I stood, I could see the screen on his phone. He scrolled down and clicked a red button that said Place Bet. Then he turned the phone over on his knee and reached for the coffee.

“What do you think? Do you think she’s any good at sucking cock?” he said to Lazlo.

“Just leave her alone. She has work to do.”

“Well?” Gustav looked up at me with his usual nasty smile. I thought of what Aiden had said about clients who weren’t interested in sex. They were interested in hurting you. “Are you any good at sucking cock?”

I considered saying Probably not as good as you are, but I focused on Aiden’s advice. Keep your head down. Keep your mouth shut. Do whatever you have to do to survive. Whether I trusted him or not, he had survived.

“No,” I said. I wanted to live more than I wanted to get the last word in.

Lazlo laughed and after a moment, so did Gustav.

I went back to the kitchen where I chopped up the vegetables and sliced the sausage. I put them all in the big Le Creuset skillet to sauté. Except I’d forgotten the olive oil. I took the ingredients back out and got the olive oil. I poured it into the pan and waited for it to heat up. Except I’d forgotten to turn on the burner.

I needed to focus on my job, but my brain kept running over all the awful things that were possible now that Gustav was in charge. All I could picture was the moment when he would come up the stairs and unlock the door again. Worse was picturing him doing it over and over, imagining myself totally under his control.

The worst was imagining what he might do to the kids. “Double digits is old enough,” he’d said about Jackie. Considering he’d tried to assault Aiden, why wouldn’t he try the same on Sadiq? We would be like a buffet to him. Captives he could torment without repercussions.

Who would stop him? Isabel? When she’d been an Empress, she’d been upset about a child being raped on her watch, but she hadn’t done anything to stop it. Aiden? All Gustav had to do was change the door codes and lock him out. Lazlo? He was willing to stand by and ignore whatever Gustav did.

I was alone. I was the only one who could do anything. Was that what Aiden had meant? “Do whatever you have to do to survive.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

“WHAT ARE YOU MAKING FOR lunch?” Lazlo said from the kitchen doorway. I squeezed my hands into fists to steady them.

“Pasta. With chicken sausage.”

“That sounds good.”

“Are you staying?” I said.

“He says we are. You know, he’s just fucking with you with all that talk. He doesn’t mean it.”

He smiled at me like he was waiting for something. For me to smile? I didn’t think I could manage it. When I didn’t respond, he continued down the hallway, and I heard the bathroom door lock click.

Isabel’s Le Creuset pans were beautiful. The way the red enamel glistened over the fire. The heft of cast iron. Besides having hot olive oil in it, the big frying pan was too big, especially since my right wrist was weak. In the drying rack were the small skillet and the medium saucepan. The ones I sometimes used as dumbbells. I lifted the two empty pans by the handles and held them for a moment, trying to brace myself. Then I put the saucepan back in the drying rack. The skillet felt better in my hand.

Everyone was accounted for. Jackie and Sadiq upstairs. Aiden outside. Isabel in her room. Lazlo in the bathroom. Gustav in the parlor. Beatrice in the kitchen. Alone.

I tried to visualize this task the way I had visualized the coffee, but I couldn’t. My brain was simply watching my body instead of controlling it. My inner monologue was silent, like I had regressed to a pre-language state. Aiden had said you had to “shut stuff off” to survive, and so I did. I shut down every part of myself that couldn’t help me. All those times I had hesitated were practice for that moment. Every violent thought I’d had since I came to that house was preparation. I was an onion, and fear had peeled away the outer layer of nice, civilized Beatrice. The center of me was a raw, savage thing. A desperate animal with one thought: escape.

I walked as quickly as I could to the parlor, careful not to make any noise. Easy enough when you’re not allowed to have shoes.

Gustav sat hunched over his phone, his coffee on the side table. He didn’t turn toward me or look up. I swung the skillet overhead with both hands and laid the flat of it to the top of his skull. He grunted and slumped forward, but stayed in the chair. I didn’t want to leave the job half done, so I rotated the skillet handle in my palm. The narrow edge of the pan split his skull on the second blow.

Blood spritzed up across the ceiling and onto my arms and face, a grotesque echo of Aiden ejaculating on me. Hot, sticky, and horribly intimate. Now that I had spilled Gustav’s blood, we would always be connected. His phone tumbled out of his hand onto the rug, and then he followed it, face-first.

I set the skillet down on the side table beside his coffee and got to work. His phone had bounced over by the sofa, easy to retrieve, and I stuffed it in my apron pocket. Then I rolled him over in the puddle of blood forming around his head and wicking into the rug. No keys. Lazlo would have them. With my ears alert for footsteps, I pulled the gun out of his underarm holster and checked it over. A Ruger 9-millimeter. Not the exact gun my father once made me use to shoot a photo of my own face on a watermelon, but close enough. The magazine, the release, the slide, the safety. Gustav kept a round in the chamber. I flicked the safety off and walked back down the hall past the kitchen.

When Lazlo opened the bathroom door, he smiled at me. He kept smiling, even after he saw that I had a gun pointed at him.

“What kinda game is this? What’s Kyle up to?” I guess he thought it was a prank.

He didn’t reach for his gun, but my hands were so unsteady, I probably didn’t seem dangerous. Why was this harder than the skillet had been? I took a step closer so that the gun was steadied against his chest.

“You’re a nice girl, Beatrice. You’re not gonna shoot me,” he said.

I shot him point-blank, opening up a black hole in the center of his chest and producing a geyser of blood from his back that splattered all over the bathroom. For a moment, I think we must have had very similar expressions on our faces—shock—but after Lazlo hit the floor, I didn’t waste time on feeling anything. If I had been hollowed out by Minu’s death, this was the purpose. I was hollow so I could be capable of this.

Going through his pockets, I found the keys, his gun, his wallet, and his cell phone. Then I ran back to the kitchen and hit the switch for the intercom.

“Sadiq. Jackie. Come to the dining room. Now. Right now!”

“I’m here. She’s coming,” Sadiq said.

“Can you fit in the dumbwaiter?”

“Wha— Why?”

“Tell me if you can fit, Sadiq.” The alternative was to shoot the lock off the stair door.

“Yes, I think I can fit. What’s happening?”

“We’re leaving. Put Jackie in the dumbwaiter. Then I’ll send it back up for you.”

I listened to them whispering and the scuffling sounds that I hoped were Jackie getting into the dumbwaiter.

“Okay. She’s in,” he said.

I pushed the down button, and a few moments later it arrived with Jackie sitting inside, her eyes wide. Right as Jackie’s feet touched the floor, I heard Isabel coming from her room. I didn’t want to have to deal with her, but there wasn’t another option. She wasn’t going to let me leave. She might not be able to stop me, but she could call the other goons. I hoped she hadn’t already.

I hit the switch to send the dumbwaiter back up, but before it reached the second floor, Isabel stepped into the kitchen. She wore pajamas printed with little blue cats, and they hung on her. Her wig was crooked like she’d put it on in a hurry. Of course she had.

“So now the plan is to take the kids into the woods to die from dehydration?” she said. Cynicism before anger, but her hand was in her pocket.

Had she not seen Lazlo’s feet sticking out into the hallway? Could she not smell the gunpowder? The blood? It was all I could smell.

“I have the keys to the SUV.”

“You know I can’t let you go.”

“You can. You could go with us.”

She snorted and took an unsteady step closer. I pushed Jackie down behind the island. I’d worried that Isabel would bring the gun Aiden said she had, but when she got her hand free of the cardigan pocket, she was holding her Taser.

“Why did you tell me your real name?” I said, searching for something to talk her out of that moment.

“Because I wanted to be myself again.”

“Then why can’t you leave? If you’re yourself again, why not?”

Using the counter edge to steady herself, she took another step. Two more and she would be close enough to tase me. I raised the gun and pointed it at her.

“They killed your sister. You don’t owe Them anything.”

“You don’t know what’s going to happen to me. I’d rather die here.” She took another step.

I pulled the trigger. The bullet went into her abdomen, low on her right side. With her left hand grasping the counter, she sank down on her knees, like she was going to pray.

A patch of blood on her shirt grew, spreading down to her pantleg. She took a ragged breath and then let go of the counter. I raised my left hand to the gun and took up a proper firing position, almost as a gesture of respect. I squeezed the trigger and put the second round into the dead center of her chest. She tilted over toward her left with a strangely relieved look on her face, and lay down on her side.

I turned back to the dumbwaiter and called it down to the kitchen. When I saw Sadiq peering out of the window, my brain flooded with relief. At the rate he was growing, in another month, he wouldn’t have been able to fit inside. Jackie was crouched behind the island, crying, but when Sadiq stepped out into the kitchen, he took her hand and pulled her to her feet. She gasped when she saw what I’d done.

I would have preferred not to touch Isabel, but I had to pry her fingers open to take the Taser. Then I patted down her side until I found her phone, and took stock of what I had. A Taser, two guns, three phones, Lazlo’s wallet, and the SUV keys. Isabel’s and Gustav’s phones were locked with passcodes. Lazlo’s wasn’t. I opened a drawer and pulled out two dish towels. One I used as a knapsack to hold the spare gun, the locked phones, and the Taser. With the other towel, I wiped the blood off my arms and face. There was nothing to do about my shirt. I stuffed Lazlo’s wallet and phone into my apron pocket and picked up the keys and Gustav’s gun. I passed the knapsack to Sadiq.

“Come on. We need to go.” I stepped over Isabel’s legs, and the kids followed me. Neither of them looked back, but I did. She was the third person I’d killed, and I hoped she would be at peace.

The front door was locked, and I didn’t have a code for it, but without speaking, Sadiq and I came to the same solution. He walked into the parlor and picked up the bloody skillet.

“Close the curtains before you—”

He shattered the window with one blow and, with a few more swipes, cleared the glass out of the frame. I unlocked the SUV with the fob, and it gave a reassuring beep beep to signal that the doors were open.

After Sadiq stepped out through the window, I led Jackie past Gustav’s corpse. She held out her arms, and Sadiq lifted her outside. My exit was more uncertain because I had to step out onto a field of broken glass in my socks. I wanted to run, but instead I took four careful steps to freedom.

“‘Keep passing the open windows,’” I said, borrowing the phrase from The Hotel New Hampshire that had kept Aiden alive. Not every open window was death, though. Some open windows were freedom.

“What?” Sadiq said.

“Nothing. Go get in the back seat and put your seat belts on.”

I didn’t want them to notice what I already had: Aiden running up the road toward us. He was armed with a rake. Or he’d been raking and forgot to drop it when he figured out what was happening. His truck stood at the end of the drive, closer to me, but not close enough that I had time to get the keys.

When he reached the edge of the drive, he slowed down, but he kept coming, the rake clutched in his hand. It was a weapon now.

“Don’t do this,” he said. “Please, don’t do this.”

“You can come with us.”

“You know I can’t.”

“I don’t want to shoot you.”

He set the rake head down in the gravel and let go of the handle so he could hold up both his hands. I didn’t point the gun directly at him, but near enough to make my point.

“You don’t have to do this. I have an idea for how to fix this.”

“How? Are you going to magically un-murder Minu and Lixue? Did you know Isabel gave Gustav a door code?”

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean—”

“I don’t want to end up like Isabel. Or like you. But I don’t want to kill you. I want you to escape, too.”

“I could call Them. That’s what I’m supposed to do,” Aiden said, but he didn’t look proud of the threat.

“And have Them send somebody to kill me? And maybe kill you, too? And the kids? Please, come with us. There’s still You in you, Bernest. I believe that.”

“It’s not that simple.”

He sounded scared, but he took a sudden step closer to me. I brought the gun up and aimed it at him. Then because I did not want to shoot him, I fired several shots at his truck, which was easier than shooting a person. More like target practice, which I was good at. I put two rounds through the front grill and one each into his front tires. It might not stop him, but it would slow him down.

“I said I don’t want to shoot you. I didn’t say I wouldn’t.”

“You won’t shoot me.” He took two steps back all the same.

“Lazlo didn’t think I’d shoot him, either.”

Aiden jerked his head toward the house.

“Is he dead?”

“And Gustav and Isabel, too. Or if she isn’t already, she will be by the time you could get her to a hospital. Toss me your phone.”

“I don’t have it with me.”

I was at the end of my patience and nearly at the end of my strength, so I shouted, “Bernest Eubank, do not lie to me while I’m pointing a gun at you! Give me the phone!”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He blushed like he was embarrassed to be scolded, but took the phone out of his pocket and threw it far enough to land at my feet. I picked it up and walked backward toward the SUV.

“You’re not a bad person,” I said as I walked. “I don’t know what kind of effort it has taken for you to be so kind, after everything They’ve done to you, but you’re frozen in place. You’re not a coward, but you’ve learned to be helpless. You’re standing there, waiting for what happens next, and it’s time for you to make that decision instead of somebody else.”

When I reached the SUV, I opened the driver’s door and tossed his phone inside.

“What are you gonna do?” he said.

“I’ll figure it out.”

“What about the koi?” Jackie said.

“Who gives a fuck about the koi?” Sadiq said.

I glanced down at the pond, where the fish had gathered along one wall. Probably they thought I was Aiden, come to feed them.

“If you’re staying, please take care of the fish,” I called to him. He gave me a baffled look but nodded.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

ONCE I STARTED THE SUV, the GPS screen showed me where Lazlo and Gustav had come from. We wouldn’t be going there. In the rearview mirror as I drove away, I saw Aiden standing in the driveway, his hands on his head, a panicked look on his face. I imagined he would eventually go get Isabel’s car keys, but I hoped it wouldn’t be soon enough to catch up with us. If he did, I would shoot him, too. I would have to.

The gates Gustav had mentioned were ornamental wrought iron, mounted between two brick posts. They stood open, like Aiden had left them that way for us.

The road out was sixty-seven miles of gravel, in some places so muddy I was scared we would get stuck. I wanted to drive like a bat out of hell, but the fastest I managed was about forty miles per hour. The whole way, I alternated between checking the rearview mirror for Aiden and scanning the road ahead for Napoleon and Todd. If Isabel had called them before I shot her, they would already be heading back toward the house. If she hadn’t, and if Aiden couldn’t call Them, it might be a while before she and the goons were missed.

Each time I looked in the rearview mirror, I saw Jackie’s and Sadiq’s pale, frightened faces. I wondered if escaping was as scary as being kidnapped. A person you barely know murders someone in front of you and then drives you off into the wilderness.

When we reached the paved road, I stopped at the first gas station we came to, which doubled as a bait shop. With Lazlo’s cash, I refilled the tank, worrying that he and Gustav were known there. The cashier barely looked at me, and I had never been so grateful to be invisible. To be spattered with blood and have no one notice. I bought snacks and water and a T-shirt with Lesser Slave Lake printed on it, which seemed a little on the nose but was my only choice. Back on the road, I drove past the town where Lazlo and Gustav had come from. Did they live there waiting for orders? What about Napoleon and Todd? Was the airport there? Was there a safe house there? Not for us. There was no safe house for us. For all we knew the police, the hospital, any hotel we went to nearby, They might have someone who worked there. Someone like the dentist who got paid to look the other way.

At least we knew where we were now.

“Alberta?” Sadiq leaned forward to look at the GPS map.

“That’s in Canada.” Jackie loved geography.

“What’s the capital of Alberta?” I said.

“Calgary.”

“Edmonton,” she corrected.

“Are you Canadian?” Sadiq asked.

“No. I’m from Kansas, which is in the United States.”

“I told you she was American. Where are we going?” Jackie said.

“Someplace more populated and farther away. Someplace with an American embassy or consulate.” Maybe I was wrong, but it seemed like They would have a harder time getting to us in a place like that. Also, when you have possibly committed a crime in a foreign country, the embassy is your friend.

“I bet it’s in Calgary. It’s more populated.” Apparently Sadiq had paid some attention during our geography lessons.

I passed Gustav’s phone back to them. Keeping the phones was a risk if They could track them, but we needed information.

“Find out where the nearest embassy or consulate is, and then turn the phone off. Turn off the other ones, too. And this one.”

I tossed Aiden’s phone back to them. Within a matter of minutes, they had looked up the consulate in Calgary and given me the address to put in the GPS. When we reached Edmonton, we’d been in the SUV for nearly eight hours. Calgary was another three. We wouldn’t get there until after midnight.

The kids passed through cycles of fear, excitement, and exhaustion. They were sleeping when I stopped for gas and coffee at Red Deer, where I looked at everyone with suspicion. Surely Aiden hadn’t called Them, or They would have found us already. I wasn’t some kind of spy who knew anything about evading capture. Could They run us off the road in the dark? Or send a helicopter armed with missiles to blow up the SUV? I had no idea what They were capable of.

A little before three o’clock in the morning, I pulled into a parking garage in Calgary that looked like a good place to hide. In case the SUV was LoJacked, I parked in the basement level. Hopefully the signal wouldn’t be able to pass through that much concrete. I let the kids sleep for another three hours, and when they woke up, Sadiq said, “What happens now?”

“Are They going to come after us?” Jackie said.

“I won’t let Them take us back. First, we’ll go to the American consulate, and we’ll tell them who you are so they can contact your parents. Then you can go home.”

“What about you? What about what happened?” Sadiq said.

He didn’t mention Isabel’s name, which I was grateful for. I didn’t know what I’d done. Was it murder? Was it self-defense? Could I prove that?

“I don’t think you should say anything about how we escaped. I’ll explain all of that. Before we get to the consulate, though, if anyone asks, I’m your teacher, Miss Meadows, and you’re my students. We’re on a field trip.”

“You’re our teacher, and we’re on a field trip,” they parroted back to me.

“Once we get to the consulate, don’t say anything until I tell you it’s okay. Then all I want you to tell them is your name, your parents’ names, and where you’re from. That’s it. This is the US consulate, and you’re not citizens, so don’t talk until we’re inside.”

They nodded. The new rule had already kicked in, and it scared me how easily I became the person who makes rules.

As we drove through the city, I’d considered tossing the guns and phones, but there might be evidence on them. Information that could help people. Punish people. In case there was, I locked the phones and Lazlo’s gun in the glove compartment. Gustav’s gun, I bundled up in the apron and tied it around my waist under my T-shirt. While the kids stood next to the SUV, I wiped down the interior to get rid of any evidence of us. After I locked the vehicle, I put the keys inside the fuel door.

From there, we walked across the railroad tracks and the few blocks to Olympic Plaza in the dark. There was a Tim Hortons in the same building as the consulate, and it was already open. Although we looked raggedy—my socks were so dirty they looked like shoes—we walked in. I hadn’t been to Canada since I was a kid, and I didn’t have very clear memories of it, but I felt like a visitor from another planet.

At the counter, there were clear plastic shields separating customers from employees. Not like in some gas stations in Kansas City, where they had bulletproof glass to protect the cashier, but tall sheets of Plexiglas sitting at the edge of the counter. The other weird thing was that all three employees wore medical-type masks. Then I noticed that the customers were wearing masks, too, like they were getting ready to go into surgery.

Without revealing that we were aliens, there was no way to ask why, so we stepped up to the counter.

“A strawberry smoothie,” Jackie said longingly as she stared up at the menu. “Oh, they have dairy-free.”

“Can I get a breakfast sandwich?” Sadiq said.

“It has pork on it. Is that okay?”

“We can make it vegetarian, too,” the cashier said.

“No, meat is good.”

We got two, mine with bacon, plus a few donuts, Jackie’s dairy-free strawberry smoothie, and two over-sweetened coffees. I wanted to pick a booth that wasn’t visible from the front door, but every other booth had a sign taped to the table. To maintain social distancing, this table is closed. I had no idea what that meant.

We stood there awkwardly until a couple near the back got up, put masks on, and left. They frowned as they passed us but didn’t say anything. Without waiting for their table to be cleaned, we sat down to eat and kill time until the consulate opened.

The kids slumped limply against each other, but adrenaline kept me alert. If They came after us here, I planned to scream bloody murder. If that wasn’t enough, I was prepared to commit murder. Again. After all, I had Gustav’s gun, which had five bullets by my count.

I assumed we would have to go through a metal detector at the consulate, so I transferred the gun to a donut bag to make it easier to discard. We walked around the corner where people were already lining up to go into the consulate. There was a trash can right outside and, before we went in, I pushed the donut bag into it.

“Masks are required,” said the woman at the door.

“I don’t— We don’t have masks.”

She frowned but reached behind her where a cardboard box of surgical masks sat on a shelf and handed me three. Once we put them on, she let us in.

After we passed through a metal detector, there were Marines in uniform standing in front of a set of glass doors with a desk next to it. A man in a suit sat there. They all wore masks. When my turn came to approach the desk, I took the kids with me, keeping my hands on them.

“Your name?” the man said.

“Beatrice Meadows.”

He looked at his computer screen for a minute and then looked up at me.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No. Do I need one?”

“Our current policy requires appointments except in emergency situations. Is this an emergency?”

“Oh god, yes. This is an emergency. Please, we need help.” I was shaking so hard that my teeth rattled together, but as far as I could tell, the look on the man’s face didn’t change. Communicating in a mask was harder than I would have guessed.

“What exactly is the nature of your emergency?”

“My name is Beatrice Meadows, and I’m a US citizen. They took my passport so I don’t have ID. I was kidnapped. We were kidnapped. And we escaped. I don’t know if the people who kidnapped us are looking for us.”

The man stood up and glanced over his shoulder.

“I’m going to have you step over there.” He indicated the space beside the Marines. We stood there and watched him talk on the phone. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but a few minutes after he put the phone down, a woman in a dress suit opened the glass door and gestured for us.

“Come with me.”

She took us to a conference room where we sat around a big table. The three of us huddled together on one side while she sat on the opposite side, staring at us over her mask.

“I’m a consular officer. My name is Melissa Chandra. You told the officer out front that you’d been kidnapped?”

“Yes. I was kidnapped from Kansas City. They were kidnapped from—” I nodded to Sadiq.

“I’m Emir Sadiq bin Abdulaziz bin Salman Al Saud. I was kidnapped from a hotel in Dubai,” he said. “You can call me Your Highness.”

I rolled my eyes at him, but Ms. Chandra sat up straighter and blinked at him.

“Jackie?” I said.

She shifted nervously in her chair and looked at me.

“It’s okay.”

“My name is Wang Jiā Yí, but you can call me Jackie. Like Jackie Kennedy. I was kidnapped on a school trip in Beijing.”

“And you, Ms. Meadows, you’re a US citizen? But they are not?” Ms. Chandra said.

“No, but they’re with me. We escaped together, and I didn’t know where else to take them. She’s ten, and he’s fourteen.”

“Almost fifteen,” Sadiq said.

“Okay. Why don’t you relax, and I’ll be back in a little bit.” Ms. Chandra left, and we waited.

I had stopped shaking, but my hands were sweaty. I knew Lazlo and Gustav weren’t going to come through the doors, but some part of me expected Aiden. Or someone else who worked for Them. Someone who would say She’s a liar. She murdered three people and kidnapped these kids.

Instead, Ms. Chandra came back with a man in a suit, and we repeated everything to him.

“Do you need something to eat or drink?” she said.

“No, we had breakfast.”

“I need the toilet,” Jackie whispered.

“I’ll take you.” Ms. Chandra went to the door and waited for her.

“Can we all go together?” I said. I felt like I would spend the rest of my life trying to process that fear. Letting her out of my sight felt too uncertain, not knowing if she would come back.

After a moment of looking puzzled, Ms. Chandra agreed. We followed her to the bathroom and, while Jackie went in, Sadiq and I waited outside. Then Ms. Chandra herded us back to the conference room.

There, we waited. For a few hours, the kids slept on the floor in the corner, curled up, back-to-back. According to the clock over the door, we’d been waiting almost five hours when Ms. Chandra brought us bags of food from McDonald’s. The french fries tasted like proof of our freedom. We devoured them and toasted our escape, knocking our plastic cups of Coke together.

In the middle of our feast, another man arrived. He was tall and balding, and he wore a plain gray suit and a blue mask. He seemed in charge in a way that Ms. Chandra didn’t. Standing at the table, he read off a sheet of paper in his hand: “Beatrice Meadows. Prairie Village, Kansas. Missing since August 2017?”

“Yes.”

“Since 2017?” Ms. Chandra said.

“Yes, ma’am. Jackie was taken ten months ago, and Sadiq eighteen months.”

“No, I was at the other place for three months.”

“So twenty-one months. There was also a boy from Venezuela named Nestor, who was released about a year ago. And a girl named Minu. I don’t know where she was from, but They killed her. And Jackie’s aunty, too.”

Without introducing himself, the man sat down and said, “I’d like you to start at the beginning and tell me exactly what happened.”

“First, can I— I’m worried that our families might be in danger. The people who took us threatened my family, and I want to make sure they’re safe.”

“We can certainly liaise with law enforcement to discuss what protection can be offered. Can you give us contact information for your family members?”

“I don’t know their phone numbers. You put it in your phone, and then you lose your phone. I know, it’s stupid.” Still embarrassed by it, I gave them Cynthia’s name, and my father’s.

Sadiq gave them his father’s name, and the unnamed man tilted his head to one side, curious.

“I doubt he’s in any danger,” Ms. Chandra said. They didn’t say it, but I think they felt the same way about Jackie’s family. Their families were too rich to be in danger, and yet, how had Jackie and Sadiq been kidnapped? All it took was one weak spot in security, the same reason we had managed to escape.

“There’s also someone we had to leave. I don’t know if he got out.” I hesitated and looked at Sadiq. If Aiden had stayed with Them, he was our enemy, wasn’t he?

“He was our friend,” Sadiq said.

“And you’re worried about his family?”

“Yes, in case he did get away,” I said. “His name is Bernest Eubank. His parents are James and Molly Eubank. I think they live in or lived in Natchitoches Parish. In Louisiana.”

Ms. Chandra wrote everything down and, after she finished, the nameless man left and was replaced by yet another man in a suit. He was older, with white hair, and his suit was more expensive. This, she told us, was the US ambassador, who had arrived via helicopter to hear our story. I felt silly repeating it because he’d clearly already heard it from someone else.

“We’ve made contact with Miss Wang’s family, and we have a call scheduled with His Highness’s family. We’re hoping to facilitate getting them returned home as soon as possible,” the ambassador said. “We’ll also contact local law enforcement in the States regarding your family. Everything is going to be okay, Ms. Meadows.”

The conference room door opened, and the nameless man brought in another piece of paper, which he passed to the ambassador. After a moment, he slid it across the table to me.

MISSING Help Bring Me Home, it said at the top. Below that: Bernest Eubank.

On one side of the page was little Bernest, age eleven, his blond hair shaggy in what must have been his fifth-grade school picture. He was smiling, showing off his dimples. He had been a beautiful little boy. On the other side of the sheet was an age progression showing Bernest at eighteen. It was a decent approximation, although it didn’t take into account how he’d retained that gentle look in his eyes. Under the pictures was a short paragraph describing how he’d gone missing and where he was last seen. It also had his birth date. He’d lied about being the same age as me. He was a year younger.

“That’s him,” I said.

“You’re certain?”

“One hundred percent, that’s Aiden,” Sadiq said.

“Aiden?”

“That’s the name They gave him when They kidnapped him,” I explained. Then I remembered the other very important detail I needed to share. “He told me that the person who kidnapped him was his caseworker. There would be records of who that was, right?”

“This is a lot to take in,” the ambassador said. “I’m curious how exactly you escaped?”

Sadiq opened his mouth, then looked at me and closed it.

“I’m not prepared to discuss that yet.”

There was a long silence before the ambassador said, “I see.”

“In a minute, we’ll go down the hallway to get some photographs. For your families and for paperwork, but that shouldn’t take long,” Ms. Chandra said. “We’re making arrangements for you for tonight while we finalize things.”

“Together,” Sadiq said. “We want to stay together.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem, Your Highness.”

With one last look at me, the nameless man walked out. The ambassador and Ms. Chandra followed him, leaving the three of us alone together, just as we had been for the last ten months.

Now that there were conversations about Jackie and Sadiq going on behind closed doors, I was nearly at the end of what I would be able to do to take care of them. That night, at least, we were taken to a hotel together where we were given two adjoining rooms on an otherwise empty floor. We ordered our dinner from room service, and the armed guards stationed outside our rooms searched the hotel employee who brought it.

Although Sadiq had his own room, he slept in one of the beds in Jackie’s and my room, while we shared the other. We stayed up late watching TV in silence until they fell asleep. I was too exhausted to sleep, all my nerves worn absolutely raw.

I had killed three people. One definitely in cold blood. I remembered the thud of the skillet hitting Gustav’s skull. The surprise on Lazlo’s face. The way Isabel had died with her hand on the Taser. The panic on Aiden’s face as I drove away. What would he do? Had he already done it? Was he safe?

When I picked up the phone, I wasn’t sure what to do until I remembered Wendell. I carefully punched in the numbers to dial out of the hotel, then out of Canada, and then to the best cheap pizza in Manhattan, Kansas.

“Pizza Shuttle, what can I get for you?”

“Is Wendell there?”

“Yeah, and he’s not supposed to take personal calls on this line.”

“He’s there? Please, can I talk to him for a minute? My name is Beatrice Meadows and—”

“Holy shit!” the pizza guy said. Then louder: “Holy fucking shit! Wendell! It’s Beatrice Meadows!”

There was more shouting, and then someone else took the phone.

“It’s me, Wendell. Is that really you, Beatrice?”

“It’s really me.”

“Are you okay? I called your mom, and shit got kinda crazy. The FBI came here. Like I thought I was gonna get arrested. Or fired. Or disappeared to a black ops site.”

“You talked to my mom?” I said. “Did you get her number?”

“Yeah. Yeah. Hang on. But seriously are you okay?”

“I think so. I got away. And some other people who were with me.”

“For real? You escaped? But you don’t have your mom’s number?”

“No. I didn’t get a chance to ask anybody for that. It’s been a long day.”

“Sure. I got it here on a Post-it.” There was a momentary shuffling, and then he read me Cynthia’s number, which I scribbled down on the hotel notepad.

“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

“Hey, no problem. I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t tell anybody you talked to me, since last time things got so weird.”

“Ha! Yeah, you’re probably right. But next time you’re in town, pizza’s on me.”

I thanked him again and said good-bye. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be back in Manhattan any time soon. After we hung up, I looked at the clock. After midnight. My sense of time was confused, but that seemed awfully late to call Cynthia. As I drifted off to sleep, I remembered that San Diego was in a different time zone.

It was a strange feeling to be back in the world, after so long outside of it. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for time to exist again.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

IN THE MORNING, MS. CHANDRA and the nameless man arrived after our breakfast came from room service. When she saw us there, sleep-rumpled and eating waffles, she frowned.

“We’ve already received arrangements for Miss Wang’s departure this morning, so we do need to leave for the airport soon.”

Jackie looked at me in alarm.

“She needs to talk to her parents before she gets on a plane,” I said.

“That’s not necessary. We’ve already—”

“Of course it’s necessary. She needs to know that wherever she’s going, her parents have made that choice. That they’re waiting on the other end. I can’t let you just take her and stick her on a plane.”

“It’s a private plane that her parents—”

“We don’t even know this guy’s name”—I pointed at No Name—“and we’re supposed to trust him?”

“You don’t have a say in the matter,” No Name said, but he didn’t offer his name.

“I’m not going,” Jackie said. Sadiq stood up from his half-eaten breakfast and glared at No Name and Ms. Chandra.

“You’re not helping,” she said to me.

I was on the verge of backing down when I reminded myself that these people couldn’t kill me. They couldn’t whip me. They couldn’t strip me naked and make me scrub the floor with a toothbrush. I was not afraid of them.

“Can we talk?” I stood up and gestured for her to follow me into the adjoining room. No Name came with us.

“Are you trying to cause problems?” he said.

“I’m trying to keep you from re-traumatizing her. While we were being held prisoner, on the orders of the people who kidnapped us, a man whose name she also didn’t know dragged her and her aunty into the woods and murdered the woman right in front of Jackie. Please, tell me you understand why it’s important that she talks to her parents and they tell her what’s going to happen next. So she knows they’re the ones making decisions for her.”

No Name went on scowling at me, but Ms. Chandra nodded.

“I think that’s a reasonable ask. I assume your demands are the same for the emir.”

“They’re not demands. I’m asking you to treat them with the same care you would want for your children in this situation.”

“And what are you asking for yourself?” No Name said.

“Nothing. Once they’re headed home to their families, you can put me on a plane to the US and forget about me. After you replace my passport.”

She nodded again, but he made a scoffing noise.

I expected that my request would be a matter of a simple phone call, but it became a whole production that returned us to the consulate, wearing our three-day-old clothes. There, Jackie was set up with a laptop in the conference room, while Sadiq and I waited in an office next door. She came back crying but happy, while Sadiq went into the conference room to talk with his father.

The calls took up most of the morning and then, with a suddenness I had not prepared myself for, we said good-bye. In the alley behind the consulate, four black SUVs waited. With two Marines, Ms. Chandra, No Name, and representatives from Sadiq’s and Jackie’s parents to watch over us, we hugged one another and cried. I’d given them each a scrap of paper with my email address on it, but none of us knew how long it would be before I could access it again. Our good-bye felt horribly final. The same way it had felt with Nestor.

“If I don’t hear from you, I’ll come back. I’ll get on a plane and come find you,” Sadiq said, squeezing Jackie between us so hard I thought we might suffocate her.

“I’ll come back, too. I’m coming to college in the US, and I’ll come see you,” she said. Instead of pointing out that was seven years away, I hugged them some more, together and separately.

Once they were loaded up and the SUVs pulled away, No Name turned to me and said, “Now, I want to hear everything.”

He led me back to the small office where I’d waited before. I sat in an uncomfortable chair and looked around at the room, which contained nothing besides the furniture. Nothing personal.

“Let’s start at the beginning, Miss Meadows. How long have you worked for the organization?”

“I have never worked for that organization, and I want a lawyer,” I said.

He leaned back in the more comfortable chair on the other side of the desk and laughed.

“I’m sorry if you misunderstood the situation, but you’re not under arrest. You don’t get a lawyer.”

“So I’m free to go?” I stood up.

“No. If you try to walk out of here, you’ll be stopped.”

“So I’m not under arrest, but I can’t leave.”

“Now you get it.”

“Who are you?”

“Why don’t you sit down, and we can discuss your situation?”

“Do you work for Them?”

“That depends on what you mean.”

“Do you work for Them?” I said as loudly as I could without shouting.

“You think I work for the organization that you claim kidnapped you?”

“Right now, you’re acting exactly like Them with all your secret bullshit and keeping me here without a lawyer. I don’t feel safe talking to you alone.”

Before he could get around the desk to stop me, I opened the office door and stepped out into the hallway. He came after me, but I kept walking. I had cash. Assuming They hadn’t found it, I had a vehicle. I had Lazlo’s gun. I could simply walk back to the garage, drive away, buy a burner phone, and call Cynthia. I could make a different plan for getting back to the US. When I reached the end of the hallway, at the door to the lobby, two Marines stood guard.

“Come back, and let’s talk more calmly,” No Name said.

“Not alone. I want Ms. Chandra there. I won’t talk to you alone.”

“Ms. Chandra doesn’t have the security clearance for what we’re going to discuss.”

“That’s stupid, George. I could have blurted out everything to her in the first half hour I was here. What then?” I said.

“Did somebody tell you my name is George?”

“No, but if you won’t tell me your name, I’ll make one up. I’ve spent the last three years locked up in a place where everybody had a fake name, so I don’t give a rat’s ass what your name is, George.”

“Let me clarify, Miss Meadows. You can either walk back to the office, or these Marines can escort you back.”

I looked them over. Besides the fact that they both looked like overgrown teenagers, I had recently killed two men who were substantially more dangerous. But if I wasn’t under arrest, did I want to be arrested? I turned around and walked toward the office, passing George, who crinkled his eyes at me in a way that told me he was smirking under his mask.

We sat across from each other for a long time. He asked questions. I stared at my filthy socks and pretended I was Isabel, who never heard a question she liked. Eventually, he sighed and pushed back from the desk.

“Miss Meadows, if you committed any crimes in the course of your escape, you did so in Canada. The US can’t charge you. So whatever you tell me can’t be used against you.”

“I’m not even a lawyer, and I know that’s bullshit.”

“Why George?”

“Because I assume you’re CIA or something like that. And George Bush Sr. was CIA director.”

“Clever.”

It occurred to me that I could check the time. There was a clock right there. It was after two, and I hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

“Are you hungry? Need a bathroom break?” he said.

“Yes and yes.”

“Just give me a few details, and we—”

Whatever training he had, whatever special skills, they did not include moving very fast. I stood up and walked out of the office again. That time, I went in the other direction, toward the bathroom. I got there before he caught up, with enough time to close and lock the door. While I peed, he stood outside saying things I couldn’t understand.

I washed my hands and tried to smooth my hair out a little. Jackie, Sadiq, and I escaped with a single ponytail holder among us, and I’d given it to Jackie, so my hair was out of control. I added that to the list of things I wanted: a real haircut from a professional.

“My demands are as follows,” I said when I stepped out of the bathroom. George stood there with another man, who was sorting through a ring of keys.

“Go on.”

“A lawyer, an immunity agreement, lunch, clean clothes, a haircut, and some shoes, for the love of crap. Then I’d like to have my passport replaced. And I want to talk to my stepmom. And—”

“Let’s go get this all on paper,” George said. Either he’d intended to give in all along and was testing to see how stubborn I was, or I was that stubborn and he gave in. Once I returned to the office, he sent Ms. Chandra to get my measurements for clothes and shoes.

After that, George brought me lunch and a piece of paper with some vague nonsense about immunity for “actions committed under duress.”

“That’s not good enough.” I had done everything I could for the kids. Now I had to stand up for myself. “Everything I’ve done between August 25, 2017, and the day I walked into this consulate has been to keep myself alive and to protect the children who were in my care. I want immunity for everything between those dates.”

George looked at me for several minutes, but then he stood up and took the paper away. When he came back, he had a new paper that said I had immunity for all actions between the specified dates, signed by the US ambassador. I didn’t know if that would hold any weight in a criminal court, but it was all I was going to get.

Although George was a jerk, he was a good listener. While I told the whole story, he only interrupted in places where he wanted clarification. He made notes while I talked and, when I reached the end, when I admitted that I had bludgeoned Gustav and shot Lazlo and Isabel, his facial expression, as far as I could see it, never changed.

“Can you tell me where this house is?” he said.

“I can’t, but the GPS in the vehicle I drove here should be able to. Assuming it’s still where I parked it.”

“The GPS? In the vehicle? You drove here?”

“How did you think we escaped?”

“You’re full of surprises, Miss Meadows. Let’s go see this vehicle.”

“I’ll tell you where it is, but I’m not going with you.” It had been forty-eight hours since I escaped, and I wondered if They had tracked and found the SUV already. Would goons be waiting for us when we got to the parking garage?

George must have known what I was thinking because he said, “I promise we can protect you. You won’t even have to get out of the car.”

Because I didn’t have a choice, I peeled off my socks and put my bare feet into the new shoes that Ms. Chandra had brought—bright purple sneakers. I rode to the parking garage with George and two guys in suits with guns. Behind us came another vehicle with four more armed suits. I tried not to shiver as we drove down into the parking garage basement. The SUV, splattered with mud, was where I’d left it. There was no one around, but I sank down in my seat behind the car’s tinted windows.

“The keys are inside the gas door,” I said.

George got out and peered through the SUV’s windows. Then he opened the gas door and pulled out the keys. He made a gesture to my driver, who pulled away, leaving George and the other car full of suits behind.

Back at the hotel, I had dinner from room service again and spent the night alone with two guards stationed outside the door. I’d planned to call Cynthia, but when I picked up the phone, I discovered I couldn’t call out anymore.

On the eighth floor of a hotel, where the windows didn’t open, I didn’t have access to a phone, and two strangers stood guard outside, I continued the panic attack that had started when I found out Gustav had a door code. I was still a prisoner.

Lying on the bed, I pressed my face into a pillow and screamed. I let out every little bit of fear, frustration, grief, and stifled anger I’d saved up over the years. I screamed until my voice gave out. It was a good thing the windows didn’t open. I’m not sure what I would have done if they had. I just wanted to be free.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

IN THE MORNING, GEORGE ARRIVED early with a briefcase and a shopping bag of clothes for me. I wasn’t a fan of wearing new clothes unwashed, but I could do that or wear the same clothes for a fourth day.

“Should I have breakfast before we go?” I said once I was showered and dressed. My throat felt raw from screaming the night before, but the panic attack hadn’t passed. I’d worn myself out, but the panic was still there, burrowed inside my brain.

“I bet you could get used to this lifestyle.”

“I’m already used to being a prisoner.”

“You’re not a prisoner.”

“Am I free to go?”

He didn’t answer, so I picked up the phone and ordered breakfast. The front desk wouldn’t give me an outside line, but they were willing to take my room service order.

While we waited for room service, George set the briefcase on the table and opened it. When I sat down, he handed me a photograph.

“Is this the house where you were kept?”

It had been the house, but someone had burned it down since the last time I saw it. The upper floor had collapsed, leaving only a section of the roof and the chimney standing. The ground-floor windows were empty black sockets, and the hedges in front had been scorched. It looked to me like it had burned unchecked and, considering how far it was from anywhere, probably it had.

“When was this taken?” I said.

“Yesterday. After we pulled the GPS data from the vehicle, we sent people out. They found this. We’ve got a forensics team looking at it, but the Canadians don’t know yet.”

“Are you looking for … remains?” I was thinking of Lazlo and Gustav and Isabel, until I remembered about the graves.

“We are. Did you set the fire?”

“No. All I cared about was getting away. I didn’t have time to put on shoes let alone start a fire.”

“Do you think the organization might have burned the house?” he said.

“I don’t know.”

He said it so casually—the organization—that I assumed his organization had already been aware of its existence before I showed up. I also couldn’t shake the fear that the two organizations were the same, or at the very least connected. Hadn’t the CIA been involved in drug trafficking and assassinations? Why not people trafficking or kidnapping for ransom?

“Did your friend—Bernest—start the fire?”

“I don’t know. When I left, the house was not on fire.” I couldn’t remember if I’d turned off the burner under the pan of vegetables and sausage. Maybe I had burned the house down.

“Earlier you mentioned graves in the woods. Is this what you were talking about?”

He slid another photo to me. There had been three graves when I saw them. I’d assumed there would be four after Lixue was murdered, but there were five. The fifth was so fresh the dirt looked raw and wet.

“That is a shallow grave. Somebody dug that in a hurry. We plan to excavate these before we notify the Canadians. Do you have any insights that might help us?”

He waited while I tried not to cry. Then I told him what I knew. The two graves that had been there before I was brought to the house. Minu’s grave. What I assumed was Lixue’s grave. The fifth one I knew nothing about.

“So Isabel. Is that Isabel Fonseca?” George said, going off his notes from the day before.

“I don’t know her last name. I told you what I know. She said her name was Isabel and her sister was named Christabel.”

“Do you think this is them?”

He handed me another printout from the missing children database, which had photos of the two sisters. Last seen: January 17, 1999. Vehicle abandoned at the Greyhound bus station in Iowa City, Iowa. The age progression on Isabel was inaccurate but in different ways than Bernest’s. Age-progressed Isabel wasn’t as hardened or worn down by life as the real one.

“It looks a lot like her. According to Isabel, her sister died in Hong Kong about four years after they were kidnapped.” I didn’t say how because if their parents were alive and they might someday learn what I told George, why make them imagine that kind of despair? “She said the person who took her and her sister was a man named Martin. He was a friend of her father’s.”

“And you shot Isabel?”

“In self-defense. She was armed.”

There was a knock on the door, and one of my guards opened it. The same hotel employee from the previous morning rolled in a cart with my breakfast tray. While I ate, George flipped through his notes. I’d already told him everything I could think of, including what I remembered from my notes in Little Dorrit.

“It’s interesting,” he said. “A few months ago, we received some intel from a GPS tracker.”

“From Nestor?” My heart jumped in my chest.

“I can’t tell you where it came from, but we spent several weeks flying a search grid, hoping to pick up the trail of that data. And then you showed up and answered a lot of questions we had. Serendipitous, you might say.”

So Sadiq hadn’t imagined the helicopter. Had the authorities come that close to finding us? If there had been more time, would someone have come to save us?

They kept me at the hotel for another week. Although I got clean clothes, the haircut I’d asked for never happened, probably because they didn’t want me talking to anyone from the outside. Every morning, my armed guards brought me to the little office at the consulate where I spent the day answering questions and looking at pictures. Mostly they were photos of people I’d never seen. Sometimes George would tell me something about them, but not very often. A man with a large gray-and-black beard was an imam at a mosque in Houston before he was murdered. His wife and daughter were missing. Was that Minu’s father? What had They wanted him to do? Had he been killed because he refused, or had he been killed for some other reason? George didn’t know or wouldn’t tell me. He also wouldn’t tell me anything about Nestor or Señor Ministro, even though I begged him to reassure me that Nestor had made it home safely. I didn’t have the security clearance to find out.

Once I sat with a sketch artist and gave descriptions of Lazlo and Gustav, maybe to help uncover their real identities. Another time, after a day spent looking through hundreds of photos, I saw someone I recognized. The dentist who had come by helicopter to take care of Nestor’s tooth. The photo wasn’t a mugshot, but one taken for an ID. Seeing him again, I had a sharp, greedy feeling of satisfaction. I might never know his name, but I liked the idea of him not being able to look away, not getting to go back to his life. I also wondered if there was anyone I could slip a note to now. I doubted it. My guards probably checked my room service trays after they were taken away.

The discovery of the dentist made George so excited and chatty that he brought me donuts and coffee like we were coworkers having a celebratory break. While we had our snack, he leaned back in his chair and looked at me.

“So, what are you planning on doing when you leave here?”

“Are you planning on letting me leave someday?” I said.

He laughed and shook his head like I’d asked a silly question. “We’re nearly done, but I need to be sure we have all the information you can give us. Then we’ll put you on a flight back to the US. Wherever you want to go.”

Wherever I wanted to go. Where would I go? And what would happen to me after I went there? I imagined one of George’s minions dropping me off on a corner in some random city. No job. No place to stay. No money. No friends. More or less where I was when Talia picked me up.

“I’m still waiting for you to let me talk to my stepmom.”

“Oh, we did discuss that, didn’t we? I don’t think that would hurt,” he said as he started gathering up our paper coffee cups and napkins.

“When, though?”

“I’ll have Melissa get that together.”

It sounded like a brush-off to me. An empty thing to say to make me stop asking. But that night, when I was staring at the television—like an alien learning about this strange new culture—the phone rang. I sat up and fumbled for the remote control to mute the TV. The phone kept ringing. For some irrational reason, I expected my guards to burst into the room and … I’m not sure what I thought they would do. I hadn’t been able to call out since the first night, and they’d kept me from interacting with anyone else. Nothing happened, though, except that the phone stopped ringing. A minute later, a little red light on top started blinking.

When I got up the nerve to play the message, I felt sick with fear and uncertainty.

“Um, hello. Hello? This is— My name is Cynthia Raines, and I’m trying to find my daughter, Beatrice Meadows. She’s been missing for three years. I received a call earlier from someone named Melissa Chandra. She said she was at the embassy, I think. In Canada. She told me that I could reach Beatrice at this number. I don’t know. Maybe it’s a prank. If someone could call me back, I would appreciate that.” After Cynthia recited her number, there was a long silence, and I could hear a piece of paper being fidgeted with and then Cynthia swallowing before she hung up.

For a long time, knowing that the later I waited, Cynthia was less likely to answer, I stood at the windows that didn’t open and looked out at the city lights. There was nothing there for me. There was nothing in Kansas for me, either. When I dialed Cynthia’s number, I didn’t know what I would say to her, how I would explain everything that had happened.

In the end, I didn’t explain anything.

When she answered the phone, I said, “It’s me, Beatrice. Can I come home?”

The next day, George came to the hotel late enough that I had already talked to Cynthia again, and to Ms. Chandra, who told me she was making my “arrangements.” He was carrying his briefcase, and I expected to be shown more photos. Instead he removed a plain envelope and a bright purple emergency passport, which he handed to me. I opened it to find my photo from the first day at the consulate alongside someone else’s name.

“Who’s Danielle Mercer?” I said.

“You are, for the purposes of your flight back to the US. Once you land, that passport never existed and you were never in Canada. It’s better for everybody if you don’t leave a trail.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“What am I supposed to do?”

“At one point, you seemed pretty confident that all you needed from me was your passport and a plane ticket.” He chuckled.

“What’s going to happen if They come after me? Isn’t there like witness protection or something?”

“WITSEC is mostly for people who are preparing to testify in a federal trial. You are not a witness to anything because you were never here. That’s the only play that gets you out of here without having a similarly lengthy series of conversations with the Canadians, and I was under the impression you wanted to leave. Plus WITSEC would require you to cut ties with your family and friends—something I would advise anyway—but Melissa tells me that when she spoke to you this morning, you asked for a plane ticket to San Diego, where your stepmother lives.”

“I don’t know where else to go. Am I endangering her?”

“I honestly don’t know. We still have remains to identify from the house. As far as They’ll ever know, one of them might be you.”

We were quiet while I tried not to panic. If I didn’t go to Cynthia, where would I go? George wasn’t going to help me. It all felt so impossible that I started to cry. Like he was trying to stop my tears, he handed me the sealed envelope. On the front was handwritten Judge David R. Newman and a phone number with a San Diego area code.

“That is a letter to a judge, which you’ll want to deliver personally. He has agreed to oversee your name change and seal the records. He’ll also provide the documentation you need to get a new Social Security number. That’s the best I can do for you. My advice is to keep your head down.” And my mouth shut.

“And They get to keep doing what They do?”

For the first time since I’d met him, George took his mask off for something other than coffee. Letting it dangle from one ear, he sat down across from me. The overhead light glared off his scalp, but his face softened.

“I apologize. I just realized that I haven’t thanked you. What you’ve given the task force—the phones, the vehicle, the house, and especially the other guys you helped us—”

“Other guys?” It came out in a whisper.

“The other two guys. What did you call them? Uh, Napoleon and …”

“Todd?”

“Todd. We picked them up right after we got the GPS data from the vehicle. They were not expecting us, which was good news for everybody.”

“Not Bernest?” I managed to take a breath.

“No. He’s in the wind. If you ever hear from him, if you can put me in touch with him, that would be helpful.”

“Helpful how?”

“Wouldn’t you like to help take the wheels off this organization? We can’t do that without more information. This week alone we’ve made a lot of arrests on this continent. I don’t know if we’ve made enough arrests to keep you safe, but we’ve definitely made it harder for Them to operate here.”

I gave him a doubting look because I struggled to believe anything at that point. He reached into the breast pocket of his suit and took out a business card. The only thing printed on it was a telephone number with a 202 area code. No name. With a little smile, he took a pen from his pocket and wrote George above the number.

“Are you committed to the no-name thing being your whole personality?” I said.

“You know, you’re not as nice as you look.”

I was exactly as nice as I looked, for whatever that was worth.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

WHEN THE CAR DROPPED ME off at the terminal, Ms. Chandra gave me an envelope with money in it like I was being paroled from prison. I went through security and customs with the clothes on my back, a thousand dollars in cash, the letter to the judge, George’s business card, my immunity letter, and Danielle Mercer’s emergency passport. That was all I owned in the world.

Inside the terminal, there was so much noise. Announcements, televisions, strangers talking loudly behind their masks. It was overwhelming.

At the airport in San Diego, there was a man in a suit with a sign that said M. Chandra, and in the valet lot, a black SUV to take me to Cynthia’s house. I rode in the back and thought of Nestor, blindfolded and zip-tied. I wondered if I would ever know he had made it home safely.

Like he’d mistaken me for a tourist, the driver took me along Harbor Drive and south of Balboa Park before he cut back north on the 15. Everything looked unfamiliar until we turned off on El Cajon and I saw the sign for Cynthia’s street.

Her house was a small Spanish-style with red roof tiles that her parents had bought in the sixties. While she was married to my father, Cynthia rented it out, but after the divorce, she’d moved back into her childhood home.

As the driver came around to open the car door for me, Cynthia stepped outside. She looked better than the last time I’d seen her. Back to a healthy weight and her hair dyed a bright red. As I walked up the sidewalk, she came to meet me.

“You’re here! You’re home!” she said and threw her arms around me. I didn’t want to cry, but the relief of being someplace like home was too much. I’d never lived in this house, but it was more familiar than where I’d been for the last three years.

Long after the SUV had driven away, Cynthia and I stood in front of her house, holding each other. She rocked me back and forth, patting me on the back like I was a baby. The scar tissue from where they’d removed her skin cancer ran all the way from her right ear down to her shoulder. She couldn’t raise that arm very high, but she used it to hold me close.

If someone had told me when I was a sullen teenager that I would cling to this woman and cry my heart out, I would not have believed it. I was ten when I met her and seventeen when my father divorced her, but she was the closest thing to a mother I had. When I got my period for the first time, she had been the one who explained it to me. In the middle of the divorce and being treated for melanoma, she was the one who’d helped me with my college applications.

When she took me inside, I sat down on the couch and never wanted to leave. The thought of having to get up and restart my life seemed impossible. She sat next to me and held my hand.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “When you left me that message before you went missing, asking if you could come visit, I should have just bought you a plane ticket. I didn’t know. You sounded so sad, I was worried. That’s why I called your father, because I was worried about you. I thought he might know something I didn’t, because you hadn’t told me anything. He made me feel ridiculous for being concerned about you. I’m the crazy ex now that he doesn’t have your mother to shit on anymore. He said it was none of my business.

“When I called you back, you never answered. And then I stopped getting your voicemail. Nobody knew where you were. Certainly not your father, who said you were pouting. The police acted like I was making a fuss. You were probably with friends, they said, but I didn’t know who your friends were.

“Nobody took me seriously until that young man from the pizza place called. Then the FBI seemed interested, but they didn’t know anything, either.”

“It’s okay,” I said. At least it was in the past.

“It’s not okay. I should have called you instead of calling your father. I know not to listen to him. I know what he’s like. Why didn’t I call you first? I should’ve just called you.”

Then I held her while she cried, so we were equals.

“I have a thousand dollars and these clothes,” I said, so she would understand what a disaster I was. That was six hundred dollars more than I’d had when I was kidnapped.

“That doesn’t matter. This is your home now.”

We were still on the couch an hour later when the front door opened. I didn’t think about it—it was pure instinct—but I stood up from the couch, desperately scanning the front room for weapons and escape routes. I was not going to let Them take me.

“That’s Owen,” Cynthia said. “He usually comes for dinner on Tuesdays.”

Owen, my stepbrother. We had grudgingly been siblings for seven years. His hair was longer now and he wore glasses, but his face was familiar.

“Wow,” he said when he saw me looking like a trapped animal. “You’re here.”

“I was thinking we could have Thai food for dinner,” Cynthia said.

“What about the Vietnamese place you like over on El Cajon?”

They were both looking at me, expecting me to give an opinion.

“Either is fine.”

“I figured I could go pick it up from the Vietnamese place since they don’t have dine-in,” Owen said.

“Because of the pandemic, lots of places are only doing takeout now.”

“She knows about the pandemic, Mom.”

“I don’t,” I said.

“I told you, she’s been away.”

“Away where? Under a rock?”

“Let’s order dinner, and then we can talk,” Cynthia said.

When Owen passed me his phone, I struggled to get my bearings. I was looking at the internet. There was a restaurant nearby, and I was going to pick a thing off a menu that ran to four pages. Then Owen was going to drive his car and bring it back. This was reality.

“Can you pick something for me?” I passed the phone back to him while he stared at me like he’d never heard something so crazy.

“Do you want to come with?”

Cynthia’s house had a little walled patio with an awning out front, and I followed Owen as far as that, but I couldn’t go one step farther. The whole world was out there, and this place felt safe. He was halfway down the sidewalk when he stopped and looked back at me.

“Why don’t you go by yourself?” Cynthia called to him. “We’ll stay here.”

I don’t know how she understood, but as he drove away, she took my hand and led me to the lounge chairs on the patio.

“You sit here and rest. What do you want to drink?” When I didn’t answer, she said, “Let’s have wine.”

When Owen returned with dinner, we were sitting out in the evening breeze, drinking wine.

“So, what have you been doing?” he said to me as soon as we started eating.

“I told you,” Cynthia whispered.

“No, you didn’t. I know you reported her missing, but she’s here, so I guess she’s not missing.”

“She was missing. She’s not anymore.”

“I don’t get it.”

“I was kidnapped,” I said.

He laughed, and she reached across the table to swat his arm.

“Oh, you’re serious.”

I took two big gulps of my wine. Then I picked up the bottle and refilled my glass.

“I think that’s enough on that topic,” Cynthia said. “Let’s talk about something else.”

For a while, they talked about Owen’s wife, who had a new job, and his kids, twins, who had just started second grade. When we hit another lull, he said, “So what are you going to do? Do you have a job lined up?”

“Let her eat in peace.”

“What? I was just thinking. My friend Steph is looking for someone. I could talk to her.”

“What kind of job?” Once I changed my name and Social Security number, I wouldn’t have a college degree or a work history. I’d have to start over.

“She has a business making macarons. You know, the little fancy cookie things? She has a shop, but she ships them, too. You used to like to bake.”

“Tomorrow. Let’s think about this tomorrow and let Beatrice rest tonight,” Cynthia said.

After Owen left, she showed me to the guest room where she’d laid out a pair of her pajamas for me.

“This is your room. You stay here and get comfortable and don’t worry about anything. I’ve got you a toothbrush in the bathroom, and once you put on your pj’s, I’ll throw these clothes in the wash so you’ve got something clean to wear tomorrow.”

She put me to bed like I had never let her when I was little, kissing my forehead and smoothing the covers over me.

Lying there in the dark with a breeze coming in through the open window, I could hear traffic on the 15 and Cynthia snoring in the room across the hall. I told myself I was going to sleep like the dead, but I woke up in a cold sweat before dawn, panic gnawing at my brain. I felt trapped, and I couldn’t breathe. The same thing happened the next night and the next night. So many nights that I lost count.

Sometimes I questioned whether I’d escaped at all.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

WHILE CYNTHIA WAS AT WORK during the day, I sat at the front window, hidden by the curtains, and watched. Every car that drove down the street made my heart race. Any car could be Them. I kept thinking I needed to leave, to protect Cynthia, but any time I brought it up, she talked me out of it. Even knowing that there might be people coming for me, she wanted me to stay. The same way I’d once doubted Bernest, she wasn’t convinced that They had the power to come after me. When I explained to her about the photo of my father and his new family that They’d used to threaten me, she laughed.

“Oh, sweetie. Anybody could hire a private investigator to drive by his house and take a picture. It would be a lot more trouble to hire somebody to shoot him. As tempting as that might be.”

Her skepticism wasn’t stronger than my fear, but her pragmatism was. She swore that nobody could hurt me now and, when that wasn’t enough, she gave me a little two-shot derringer that had belonged to her mother. She had a gun that my father had bought her while they were married, and that was her answer whenever I suggested leaving: “If those people come here to hurt you, I will light them up.”

As though I had conjured the threat from my imagination, I saw the same car parked up the block from our house twice. Not just the same car, but the same car with the same person sitting in it for too long. I knew all the neighbors’ cars by that point, so when Cynthia came home from work, I told her about it.

“That house has a video doorbell. I’ll go ask them if they recognize the car,” she said. That’s the kind of person she was, someone who wasn’t afraid to go ask.

“No,” the neighbors said. They didn’t know the car or the man in it. Nobody else in the neighborhood seemed to know him, either, or why he would sit in his car for several hours before leaving.

I decided he was a random person until he showed up a third time. After I’d watched him for an hour, during which time all he did was sit in his car, it seemed much less random. In the bottom of my nightstand drawer, next to the derringer, I kept the business card that George had given me. I got them both out.

I’d never imagined that I would want to speak to George again, but he was the only person I could call. The police wouldn’t help me unless something terrible happened, and maybe not even then.

“George, it’s me,” I said when he answered. There was a moment of silence during which I ran over possible responses. Would he pretend not to know me? Would he be angry that I called? Did George even exist?

“Beatrice. How are you?”

All the air rushed out of my lungs, and I felt stupid for being relieved. What was George going to do if They had sent someone to get me? He’d already told me that he couldn’t protect me.

“I’m calling you because there’s someone outside my house. This man has been parked out there for over an hour, and it’s not the first time. He’s not one of the neighbors.”

“What kind of car?” The way he said it was so unbothered that I almost hung up before he could accuse me of being hysterical.

“It’s a gray Toyota Camry. Newish.”

“Wearing a suit?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“That’s my guy,” he said.

“Your guy?” I turned over half a dozen emotions and came up angry. “Why would you have a guy here? And how can you be sure it’s him? Maybe it’s a different guy in a gray Toyota.”

“Go outside and talk to him.” Then he hung up.

My gut instinct was to run. Slip out the back door, across the alley, into busier neighborhoods. Make my escape. I had planned out the route, but there was nowhere for me to go.

The derringer was so small and my hand was so sweaty that I wasn’t sure I could keep ahold of it. I put my hand in my hoodie pocket and tested the possibility of simply firing the gun through the fabric. It would work.

Before the smarter, calmer part of my brain could talk me out of it, I stepped out on the front porch and, holding the gun in my pocket, walked down to the curb. The guy was looking at me through his open window. I crossed the street as fast as I could and went straight to the car. Without taking the derringer out of my pocket, I raised it enough to point it at him.

“She’s here,” the guy said into his phone and then held it out to me.

I took it in my other hand and stared at the guy, who was an absolute Todd. Non-descript.

“Could you please not point that gun at me?”

I went on pointing the gun at him and brought his phone up to my ear.

“Hi, Beatrice,” George said.

“If this is your guy, why is your guy outside my house freaking me out?”

“I can’t be responsible for you getting freaked out by every unknown car you see, but he’s there to watch.”

“To watch me?”

“Not so much you as he’s there to watch anybody who shows up to see you. In case They send somebody.”

“And what’s he going to do?” I said. “If he just shows up here randomly, how’s that helpful? Wouldn’t it be easier if I could call and tell you?”

“I don’t have anybody who can sit around there all the time. This is more of an opportunity thing. If someone were to show up, my guy would take the opportunity to pick up whoever They send.”

For a moment, I had felt strangely grateful, imagining this stranger was there to look out for me, but now I understood the reality.

“So I’m bait? You’re waiting to see if They come after me?”

“Let’s not call it bait.” He laughed. “Like I said, it’s an opportunity. My guy swings by when he has some time. Plus, I guess you can call me if you see somebody suspicious. You just did.”

“Fine,” I said and passed the phone back to George’s guy.

That night, not quite a month into my freedom, I woke up from another nightmare. Gustav, covered in blood—his or Minu’s—was chasing me through the house in the woods while I tried to find a way to escape. Getting out of bed, I stumbled through the front room, opened the door, and stepped out on the patio. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I had two choices. Either I was going to lie down and die, or I was going to have to figure out how to live.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

I SPENT THE THOUSAND DOLLARS Ms. Chandra had given me on some thrift store clothes, a bus pass, a phone, a fish tank, and the filing fee for my name change. I debated over what to change it to, but I went the easy route. Lucy for my mother’s mother and Raines to make me part of Cynthia’s family. We decided that she would tell people I was her niece, the daughter of her older brother, who had died childless twenty years ago. I was impressed by how easily the lie came to her. “This is my niece Lucy,” she said to people who must have known I wasn’t. She was so confident about it that I learned to call her my aunt. The truth faded before her refusal to back down. Even Owen was cowed into referring to me as Lucy, his cousin.

Once I had a phone, I recovered the password for my old email. There were thousands of unread messages, most of them junk. The rest of them were from another life, including one from Reilly and one from my friend Gina, who had once assured me that I was going to be okay. Each of them had briefly noticed I was absent from my life but never followed up on those unanswered emails. The messages I cared about had arrived in the last few weeks: three from Jackie and one from Sadiq. I copied and pasted those messages into a note. Then I deleted my old email account and created a new one.

I wrote to Jackie and Sadiq together, so that they would have each other’s addresses.

Yes, yes! I am safe and doing fine. I’m sorry it took so long for me to answer your emails, but I had to figure out my password. After three years, I forgot it. I’m living someplace warm, which is a nice change. I almost never need a jacket and I wear sandals everywhere. Do you remember the day Aiden brought the koi into the backyard so that we could see them? (In case you’re not sure it’s really me. It really is, but I’m changing my name. It seems like a good time to change my email, too.) I got a fish tank to keep in my bedroom, with two goldfish. I’m calling them Jackie and Sadiq, so that I won’t miss you too much. Tell me everything about you. Are you going to school? How are your families? How are you? I hope you’re eating all your favorite foods. I think about you every day and hope you’re happy and well. Love, Lucy

I actually had three goldfish, and the third one was named Little Bernest. The further I got from the things that had happened at the house in the woods, the more I felt that, like Minu, he was a child I hadn’t been able to save. He’d made the choice to stay, but it hurt my heart.

Another thing that happened almost as soon as I had a phone: my father called.

“Owen tells me you’re staying with Cynthia,” he said right after our hellos. Owen must have been who gave him my phone number, too.

“For a while. I heard you moved to—”

“I don’t approve of that. She’s not your stepmother anymore.”

“If she’s not my stepmother anymore, then you’re not Owen’s stepfather. Why are you in touch with him?”

There was a moment of silence. He wasn’t used to me talking back.

“He called me because he was concerned. He said you had some bullshit story about being kidnapped. You may think it’s funny pulling that little disappearing act, making her worry about you, getting the police involved, but don’t try to take advantage of Cynthia. You need to grow up and act like an adult.” When I didn’t respond, he said, “Well? What do you have to say for yourself?”

“You don’t need to call me again.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means don’t call me again.”

After I hung up, I blocked his number in case he couldn’t take a hint. I told myself it was for his safety. They had gone so far as to drive by his home and take a photo of him. Although he had moved from California to Maryland, he was better off not being in contact with me. I was better off without him, too.

If my father called Cynthia, she didn’t mention it. She must have said something to Owen that convinced him my story wasn’t bullshit because his friend offered me the baking job. The pay was San Diego’s minimum wage, which was enough. I just didn’t want to be a burden on Cynthia.

Every week, Tuesday through Saturday, I got up early and rode the bus to the shop, which was near Kindred Hospital. There, I made macarons from seven to eleven. From noon to four, I packaged macarons and worked the counter. There was a simplicity to the work that made sense. The movement of my hands, set phrases I said to customers dozens of times a day, things that gave me a reliable routine.

At the end of my day, I sat outside and read a library book until my bus came. Long after everyone else stopped, I wore a face mask anywhere there were too many people, because it made me feel invisible. In a mask, I was a little faceless robot, going to the cookie factory and then coming home.

Most nights I cooked dinner and washed the dishes. I cleaned, too. Dusting and vacuuming, taking out the trash, all the chores I’d complained about as a teenager. After dinner, Cynthia and I often had a dance party or walked over to the high school and did laps around the track. On the weekends, we went to Balboa Park or Coronado. On Mondays, I cycled through a series of dance classes at the YMCA while I tried to work up my nerve to audition for a local dance troupe.

“You’re too young to be hanging out with an old lady. You should be dating,” Cynthia said to me sometimes. Usually when we were walking laps in our matching sweat suits. For my twenty-seventh birthday, she gave me two cute sundresses and lipstick, a not-so-subtle hint.

The next day, a box with a foreign postmark arrived. Riyadh, it said. Inside was a package and a letter, telling me that the enclosed gift was a gesture of the emir’s profound gratitude for returning his son to him. The package contained a Cartier wristwatch. On the back were engraved two lines in Arabic, which I had to have Sadiq translate for me. For extraordinary service to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

The first day I owned it, I wore it to work, where Steph looked it up online and told me it was a forty-thousand-dollar watch. I sent the emir my thanks but seriously considered selling it. Forty thousand was a car or a down payment on a condo. When I suggested that to Cynthia, she laughed it off and told me she wasn’t in any hurry for me to leave. Because it made me nervous, I usually wore the watch hidden under a terry cloth wristband, but I loved the way the second hand swept majestically over the ring of diamonds around the face. Wearing it, I always knew what the time was.

The watch served another purpose, too. If I had to run, I was carrying my backup plan on my wrist.

Cynthia kept dropping hints about my social life, but I didn’t believe I would ever be ready to date again. I wasn’t even sure how I would make new friends. I’d never been very good at it, and now I had too many secrets I could never share. How did you get close to someone, knowing that you were holding back? How did you stay close to someone after you said Yeah, I once killed three people? For most of my life I had measured things in before and after my mother died. Now I measured my life in terms of before and after I killed Isabel.

I assumed Sadiq and Jackie would drift away, sooner rather than later. I even wished for that, so they could move on with their lives, but two years after we said good-bye in that alley behind the consulate, they still wrote to me. Jackie in careful letters divided into paragraphs, filled with curated stories of school and family. Sadiq in short bursts of excitement or irritation, frustrations spilling out as easily as Jackie’s were held in. His new tutor was too strict and not fun like me. Had I been fun? Strange how memories rewrote themselves.

Occasionally, Jackie gave hints of what it was like to be returned, not from vacation or summer camp but a kidnapping. My father came to my recital but he never talks to me. “I’m so proud of her,” he said to my mother, right in front of me. Another time: I got knocked out at jiu jitsu and my mother told the school I can’t participate anymore. She thinks I’m made of glass now. I did my best to reassure her that her parents were scared about losing her. It would take time for that to go away.

I knew she and Sadiq messaged each other regularly because they argued behind my back. There were disagreements as small as Jackie teasing him for liking “picture books” and ones as big as Sadiq saying that men were smarter and more capable than women. I thought that argument might finally separate us all, return us to our own corners, but he apologized rather than lose her friendship.

As for Nestor, I stayed conflicted. I so badly wanted to know that he was okay, but it didn’t feel right to drag him back to memories of those years we spent on the second floor. Maybe he could forget if nobody reminded him. Except I still woke up some nights from suffocating dreams where all the doors were locked. There was no forgetting. I hoped he had someone to talk to, but I never tried to contact him. It seemed to me that would be a selfish thing to do. If I never spoke to him again, he would never ask how I escaped, and he would never have to know the things I’d done after he left.

I searched the internet for any mention of the house or the people I had known, but there was nothing. I googled elaborate strings of words, trying to find some reference to a fire that had destroyed a house near Lesser Slave Lake, but there was nothing. George and his people must have made that disappear. I read news stories about missing teenagers, unsolved murders, and trafficking cases, looking for clues. I pored over mugshots and details, wondering if this or that criminal was one of Them or one of Their clients.

Isabel and Christabel and Bernest remained in the missing children database.

Here and there, I found remnants, like the original article about a Venezuelan minister whose driver and two bodyguards had been killed in a brazen attack in Caracas in the fall of 2017. Thankfully, the article reported, the minister’s son had not been in the car at the time. Searching for Nestor’s father also turned up a recent link to a youth soccer club. Squinting into the glare of a library computer, I scanned the faces in the club’s photo. In the back row, directly behind Señor Ministro, and unnamed in the caption, stood Nestor. I wished I could tell whether he was happy, but it was enough to see that he was home.

I also found a high school graduation announcement in the Natchitoches Parish Journal for one Henri Eubank, son of James and Molly Eubank. If They were coming for Bernest’s family, They were coming very slowly. I didn’t like to think that the Eubanks were safe because their son had been buried in the fifth grave in the woods. Even less did I like to consider the possibility that the Eubanks were safe because Bernest was still part of the organization.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

August 2022

AS TIME WENT ON, I had more good days than bad, but a car I didn’t recognize driving down our street twice could put me on edge. With some help from the cannabis industry, I slept well enough, but there were nights when I woke up with the sound of the gunshots that killed Minu in my head.

This is enough, I told myself. I am free and I am loved. When she’d been my actual stepmother, I never wanted Cynthia to love me. It had felt like a betrayal of my mother. Now when Cynthia told me she loved me, I made sure to say it back. I made sure to hug her every day. I massaged her shoulders when she’d spent too many hours at her desk. I counted out her various medications into her pillbox every week because she complained about how “fiddly” it was.

The year after I came home, she celebrated her sixtieth birthday quietly because of the pandemic. The next year, she wanted to make up for it by throwing a party at the house. Of course, if I’d told her the truth, she would have skipped the party, but I didn’t want to ruin her birthday. I had only ever told her partial truths about the three years I was missing, and now that she saw me as “recovered from my experience,” I didn’t want to tell her the way my heart wallowed in my chest when there were too many strangers around me.

I obsessed over that as I walked down the street from the bus stop on the day of the party. A dozen cars were parked along the curb in front of our house, and each one represented strangers I would have to interact with.

As I opened the security door and stepped inside, the volume of people talking was already loud enough to make me want to run away. Over it all, though, I heard Cynthia laughing, and I couldn’t begrudge her that.

I peeked around the entry corner to plan my approach. The charcuterie trays I’d made up that morning and put in the fridge were spread out on the coffee table and already picked over. There were about twenty people crammed into the front room, occupying the couch and a dozen borrowed folding chairs. I recognized a few neighbors, plus Owen, his wife, and their two kids. Everyone else was a stranger.

“Happy birthday!” I called and walked straight to Cynthia’s chair. I leaned down to hug her with my eyes closed so I wouldn’t have to think about people looking at me.

“Thank you, sweetie.”

“I’m going to change out of my work clothes.” I straightened up and turned toward the kitchen, hoping I could get a few minutes of quiet to steady my nerves.

Laughter erupted behind me.

“Oh no!” Mrs. Alvarez from across the street said. “She didn’t recognize him. That’s not good.”

“Lucy, don’t you recognize your friend?” Cynthia said. “College, right? You both went to K-State?”

I turned back toward her and looked at the people sitting nearby.

“Yeah, but it’s been a while,” said a man on her right as he stood up.

My sense of time slowed down, and I froze, my body unable to decide between fight or flight.

The Bernest I’d known at the house in the woods wore his blond hair in a crew cut and was clean-shaven. He dressed exclusively in jeans and plaid shirts.

This Bernest had an expensive haircut and a blond mustache, waxed and curled on the ends. He wore a perfectly tailored suit in rust brown with an embroidered vest under it. His shirt was lavender and open at the throat, setting off his tan.

I bolted for the kitchen.

I should have escaped out the front door, but some animal part of my brain told me to go to ground. Through the kitchen was the hallway to the bedrooms, and I planned to lock myself in my room.

“Lucy?” Cynthia called.

“It’s alright,” Bernest said. He was behind me, coming after me. I made a break for the back door, but he cornered me there between the pantry shelves and the washer and dryer.

I waited for him to grab me like when he’d come to save me in the woods, but he didn’t need to. He was taller and more solid than I remembered, big enough to keep me where he wanted me.

“Beatrice, it’s me. I’m sorry. I should’ve shaved the mustache.”

“No. No. You can’t—”

“I’m not here to hurt you. I wouldn’t hurt you. It’s alright.”

I wanted to scream, but I could barely breathe, and screaming might put more people in danger. The derringer Cynthia had given me was in my nightstand, which seemed so far away now.

“Look.” He undid the button on his suit jacket and opened it. “I’m not hiding anything.”

He took ahold of my hand and laid it on his chest. Pressing it flat under his palm, he moved it down his left side, then his right side. I tensed up as he ran my hand along his waist, before sliding it around to the back. Under the suit, he radiated heat, and his lower back was damp with sweat.

“I’m not armed. No gun. No Taser. No syringes. They didn’t send me here. I don’t work for Them. I haven’t since the day you escaped. I promise.”

With him holding my hand behind his back, I felt trapped. Five minutes before I’d been flushed from the walk between the bus stop and the house, but now I was shivering. He brought my hand back to his chest, which vibrated under my fingers.

“That’s my phone. Here, let me show you.”

Although he let go of me to take his phone out of his breast pocket, he remained in my way, blocking any escape.

“This is my boss, Sergio.” He showed me the incoming text message, and then scrolled down. “That’s my landlady. This is Felix, my neighbor. I play soccer sometimes with him and some other guys. There’s nobody in here except regular people. Nobody who’s just initials. Nobody with a fake name.”

He switched to Photos and put the phone in my hand while he scrolled through. “I got a new couch. Here’s this stray cat that sleeps on my car. I don’t know what that is. I didn’t know I took so many random pictures. That’s Felix and his girlfriend. I was helping them paint their apartment. Oh! This is a project I did where I filled in a pool with landscaping. We used all these little succulents and shrubs in different shades of blue and green, so it kinda looks like a water feature. And there’s my koi, your little water puppies.”

I couldn’t make sense of any of it. Too much, too fast, which was exactly how I remembered Bernest.

“Can you step back a little?” I hated how tiny my voice sounded. I wasn’t that person anymore.

“I’m sorry.” He backed up two steps, which was not enough. “I’m doing this all wrong.”

“Yes.”

He laughed nervously.

“Please, I need air.”

“Are you gonna faint?” he said.

I shook my head.

“Are you gonna run away?”

I was too spent to run. He took half a dozen steps backward until he stood beside the kitchen sink, so that there was room for me to come all the way out of the laundry room.

“Pardon me, just grabbing a couple beers.” Somebody I didn’t know came in and opened the fridge. The birthday party noise coming from the front room had gotten louder.

“Are you alright?” Bernest said once we were alone again.

“Not really.”

“I’m sorry. Do you want me to leave? I get it if you do.”

It hurt my heart the way he said it. Defeated. I nodded anyway. Realizing I was still holding it, I passed his phone back to him.

“I’m gonna give your—your aunt my business card, okay? Maybe you can call me.”

For a moment, I thought he wasn’t going to leave, but he put his phone away and retreated to the front room.

“You’re going already?” Cynthia said like she meant to stop him.

When I heard the security door close, I managed to take a full breath, and the fear that had been on the verge of crushing me eased up. I pushed my wristband out of the way and watched the second hand of the watch travel around its glittering circle. Watching time pass always comforted me. After I’d counted five minutes off my life, I was calm.

I went into the front room to apologize to Cynthia and tell her I needed to lie down, but her recliner was empty.

“With that face, I bet he’s an actor,” Mrs. Alvarez was saying.

“I wouldn’t let that one get away,” another neighbor lady said, waggling her eyebrows at me.

On the table next to Cynthia’s chair was a business card for a landscaping service. Lee Harris, it said. Looking through the front window, I could see her on the sidewalk talking to Bernest. He had his hands stuffed in his pockets, ruining the lines of his suit. The way people sometimes did when she wanted to talk, he looked trapped. He also looked sad and alone. Even with the mustache, he looked like three years of my life.

When I opened the security door, he offered me an apologetic shrug.

“There you are,” Cynthia said. “Lee was telling me that the camellias are salvageable but that we should have the eucalyptus taken out.”

I crossed to the patio and sat down, feeling wobbly. Now that I wasn’t spiraling toward panic, I felt bad for sending him away without hearing him out.

“It’s getting to the age where it’s kinda dangerous,” he said. “As close as it is to the house, it could do some damage if it fell. And you don’t get any warning. They just fall over.”

“I know that feeling.” She laughed, but then she must have noticed we weren’t laughing. “Well, you kids probably need to catch up, so I’ll go back to my party.”

After she went inside, Bernest and I didn’t speak for a minute. I couldn’t be mad at Cynthia for inviting him in. She wasn’t naturally a suspicious person, and it was a party. He was handsome and charming, which made it easy to believe whatever lie he’d told about knowing me in college.

He took a step toward the house and, when I didn’t object, he walked back up the sidewalk to the patio.

“How?” I said.


CHAPTER FIFTY

BEFORE HE ANSWERED, BERNEST SHIFTED one of the lounge chairs, bringing it closer to me, and sat down. Then he took off his suit jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves. Like there was work to do.

“You’re not exactly hiding, which worries me,” he said. “I looked up your mom, figuring I’d ask her if she’d heard from you. Except you were already here. I’ve seen you walking around the neighborhood and going to your job.”

“You’ve been watching me?”

“I miss you. And I wanted to be sure you were safe.”

“That’s not what I meant. Not how did you find me, but how did you get here?”

“I took Isabel’s car and drove to Vancouver. Ditched the car there and crossed the border with the passport They used to get me into Canada. She had it in her room. From there I basically sucked dick all down the West Coast, until I made it here. Then I got a sugar daddy to set me up. Money for an apartment and a car and a new ID. And a lotta suits.” He blushed and put his hand over his mouth.

“A sugar daddy. I should’ve thought of that,” I said.

He laughed and smoothed his mustache.

“The suit is nice. Not what I expected. Or the mustache.”

“Well, it’s what he liked, and he was paying for it. I kept it because my new ID has the mustache.”

“So you’re Lee Harris now?”

“Yeah. I can’t exactly go by my real name without getting popped on the missing persons database. Plus, it feels safer. I’m glad you changed your name, but I wish you weren’t living so out in the open with your mom. Makes it easy to find you.”

“Changing my name was the best I could do. Besides it’s too late now. If They were coming for me, don’t you think They would’ve already?”

“I dunno,” he said pensively. “Maybe you were right. Maybe They never had that kinda power.”

The party noise from inside unraveled into silence around us until I had to relieve it.

“Are those really Isabel’s koi on your phone?”

“They aren’t the exact same fish, no.”

“Oh.” It made me sad to think about those fish abandoned and starving in their pond.

“No, I took those koi, like you wanted. You told me to take care of them. I loaded them up in a couple five-gallon buckets and buckled them into the back seat. Turns out, though, it’s kind of a pain to take fish across the border. I didn’t have the right paperwork, so I sold them to a guy in Vancouver. A couple of them were worth something. That big black-and-white one? That was a shee-row-oot-sue-ree? I can’t say it right. The guy in Vancouver had a nice setup for his fish, so I figured he’d take good care of them. The ones on my phone, I bought those after I got my apartment here.”

“Why here?” I didn’t trust myself to say more than that because I was about to cry. I’d wanted to comfort Jackie. I hadn’t actually believed he would rescue Isabel’s koi.

“Because you’re here.”

“And you’re doing landscaping? You don’t look like you’re doing landscaping.”

“I mostly do sales, but I still do some real work. Not dressed like this.”

“Did your sugar daddy get you the job?” I said.

“No. Me getting a job wasn’t part of his plan. I was supposed to be a kept man. To be fair, though, I think the suits got me the job. I’m in high-end sales, and rich people don’t like you coming into their houses with muddy boots.”

I wanted to ask about everything, but I settled for, “Have you contacted your family?”

“No. I wouldn’t know what to say to them.”

“Did you know what you were going to say to me?”

“You heard me in there. Did it sound like I knew what I was gonna say?” He worked his hands together anxiously, and the words sped up. “I didn’t come here right away because I was trying to get things figured out. Plus it seemed weird because I was with Edgar, the sugar daddy, but I’m not anymore. It took me a long time to work up my nerve because I didn’t know if you were being watched or if you’d even wanna see me, but I couldn’t stay away, either. Today, I saw all the people here when I drove by and I thought, fuck it. Today’s the day.

“I don’t blame you if you’re mad at me. I think about how when Isabel was sick, I could’ve helped you and the kids escape, but I was too afraid. I hate myself for that, so I get it if you hate me, too.”

“I don’t hate you.” I’d long since dealt with that. My fear was so powerful sometimes, and I’d only had a little taste of what he’d lived through.

He leaned forward and brought his hand to rest on my knee. The touch was gentle, friendly, but all I could think about was that we were sitting in front of the window, on display to everyone at the party. The thought of being watched—exposed—made my chest feel tight, tighter than it usually did. I clutched the chair arms in both hands like we’d lost gravity and I would float away if I let go. I stared down at his hand on my knee until he pulled it away.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “You look beautiful.”

“You look beautiful. I’m just me.”

“Sometimes I drive by that park where you wait for your bus. I like seeing you happy. I feel like I never knew what you actually looked like because I got so used to seeing you miserable and afraid. You are happy, aren’t you?”

“I’m working on it, but I’m not always sure I deserve it.”

“Why would you say that?”

“Because I’m a murderer,” I said.

“No, you’re not.”

“Did you forget about the part where I killed three people?”

I looked at him closely, trying to imagine him going into that house after I was gone. Seeing the blood, the bodies. None of that was reflected in his eyes.

“Did you get the kids out safe?”

“Yes.” It was the one true thing I knew.

“Then it wasn’t murder. Are they alright?”

“They’re home and safe. Sometimes I think I should let them go. Stop answering their emails, so they can move on.” I was so relieved to say it out loud to someone who understood. I had tried going to therapy, but there was too much backstory to explain without sounding crazy. Or the backstory itself sounded crazy.

“You don’t move on from that,” Bernest said. “They still need you. Maybe they’ll always need you. What about Nestor?”

“I never tried contacting him. I feel like hearing from me would be bad for him.”

“Is that really how you feel?” Something shifted in his eyes, a shadow that blotted out the light.

“I think Nestor is better off not knowing me anymore. I worry I’ll always be a reminder to Jackie and Sadiq about the worst thing that ever happened to them.”

“I shouldn’t have come here. I’m sorry. I guess I’m being selfish, but I didn’t know it would be so hard, trying to be this whole person all the time by myself. I thought maybe if you— But I understand why you don’t want me in your life.” There wasn’t any understanding in the way he looked. There was only sadness like a wound.

“I didn’t say that.”

“Except you think Nestor’s better off without you. Doesn’t that go both ways? If you’re a bad memory for the kids, doesn’t that make me a bad memory for you? Except I’m worse. You never hurt the kids, but I hurt you.”

I weighed that as fairly as I could. Now that my initial panic had faded to a low hum of uncertainty, was Bernest hurting me? Was he only a bad memory? I hadn’t been looking at him, so that I jumped when he suddenly shifted forward in his chair to stand up.

“I’m gonna go, but look … even if you can’t forgive me, please forgive yourself. You were the only good thing in that place. And I know my opinion doesn’t mean much, but I feel like Nestor should get a say about whether he wants to talk to you.”

“Wait,” I said.

He’d been standing there, clutching his suit jacket in one hand, but he sat back down and moved his chair closer so that we were knee to knee. When his jacket slid off his lap to the patio, he ignored it. Taking my hand from where I’d been clutching the chair’s armrest, he held it between both of his. His suit didn’t match his hands. It belonged to a man who didn’t do manual labor, but his palms were still callused.

My chest hurt so much I wondered if I was having a heart attack, but a knot inside me was untying itself. I’d spent so much time feeling ashamed and hating myself, but I couldn’t hate Bernest, not after everything he’d been through. If I didn’t hate him, why did I hate myself?

The silence was easier after that.

“Why didn’t you come with us when we left?” I said when I felt like I could talk again.

“I was so used to things happening to me, I didn’t know how to make my own choices. I’m sorry I didn’t help you. I should’ve helped you.”

“You did help me. You saved my life out in the woods, and at the end, you told me exactly what I needed to do.”

“I did?” He squinted at me, struggling to smile but failing.

“You said ‘Do whatever you have to do to survive.’ That’s what I did. I’m glad you did, too.”

“After you were gone, I thought about the fact that I’d been nothing but obedient all those years and They were prolly gonna reward me with a bullet. I wanted to live, and I remembered what you said about Bernest being a verb.”

“So you burned the house down?” I said.

“It seemed like a good idea at the time. Get rid of the evidence. I buried Isabel because I felt like I owed her that, but I thought burning the house might give us a head start. Make it harder for Them to figure out what happened.”

“I think the CIA wishes you hadn’t.”

“The CIA?” He sounded alarmed.

“There was this man at the consulate after the kids and I escaped. George. I’m pretty sure he’s CIA or some kind of secret government agency. He knew about Them. He wanted to know everything I knew. I gave him the phones and the SUV. I’ve seen a few articles about arrests of a trafficking ring. I think that’s George at work. Did you look for news stories about the fire?”

“Yeah, but I never found anything.”

“George covered it up so They wouldn’t know who lived or died. If you looked for that, did you look up your family?”

He went on staring at our hands together but didn’t answer.

“Your little brother, Henri, he graduated from high school. I don’t know if my opinion matters, but I feel like your family deserves a say in whether they hear from you.”

“You know your opinion matters to me.”

“I’m not saying today, but someday you could call them.”

“Someday.”

“If you promise you’ll contact your family, I promise I’ll contact Nestor.”

“Alright,” he said after what felt like an eternity. “I think a lot about what you said about transformations. About wearing a bear suit or being a bear to protect yourself. And I think about how brave and strong you were the last time I saw you. It makes me wonder if you’re still a bear.”

“Not usually.” I was surprised he remembered that, except I’d said it about his favorite book. “Sometimes, I feel like I’m still in that house with a gun in my hand. Those days I’m a wild animal, but most days, I only put on a bear costume to protect myself. On the good days, I’m just me. What about you? Are you still a bear?”

He frowned for a moment and then looked up and smiled.

“No. I’m just wearing this expensive bear suit. I’m not a bear anymore.”

“That’s good. I don’t think I’d want to be friends with a bear.”

“Do you think you could be friends with me?”

With his thumb, he traced the circle burned into the back of my hand.

“If I’m me and you’re you, we’re already friends,” I said.

“Do you think we could be something besides friends?”

“Like what?”

“Like everything? I wanna be your friend, your lover, your sugar daddy, your brother. Everything. All of it.” In the middle of my silence, he said, “I’m sorry. That’s a lot, right?”

I didn’t know how to answer him, because I didn’t know who he was to me, but I understood what he meant about how hard being a whole person by himself was. Being alone with what I knew made everything more difficult. I didn’t want him to be alone in the world.

“As long as you understand that I know you lied about your age, which makes you my little brother.”

He let go of my hand and flopped back in his chair, letting out the kind of laugh that isn’t worried about attracting attention.

“I didn’t mean to lie to you. I’m just bad at math.”

The security door opened, and Cynthia poked her head out.

“We’re getting ready to have cake,” she said. “Are you and Lee coming in?”

Bernest stood up but didn’t move toward the door until I nodded to reassure him. I was about to follow him and Cynthia inside when my phone vibrated in my pocket. I took it out, expecting it would be my boss, but it wasn’t.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

I’D PUT HIM IN MY contacts as George in case I ever needed him again, but this was the first time he’d called me. I stepped back outside and answered.

“I hear you have a special visitor tonight,” George said. “He looks good, doesn’t he?”

“What are you—” My stomach was already twisted up from Bernest’s arrival, but now the bottom fell out of it. “You cannot arrest him. You don’t know what he’s been through. He’s as much a victim as I am. More. You don’t know the things They did to him.”

“No.” George gave his usual dismissive laugh. “If we wanted to arrest him, we would’ve done it the first time we spotted him cruising by your house.”

“You knew he was watching me? Stalking me?” I heard a hint of fear breaking through my anger and shut it off. I wasn’t sure what bothered me more: Bernest watching me or George watching Bernest watching me.

“I don’t feel it ever rose to the level of stalking. He didn’t seem to be bothering you, so we just kept an eye on things. We don’t want to scare him off.”

“Then what do you want?” Through the front window, I watched Owen carry the cake to the table as everyone gathered around. Bernest looked back over his shoulder, looking for me. I waved to him, trying to look calm, unbothered.

“I’m glad you asked.”

“No,” I said.

“No what?”

“Whatever you’re getting ready to ask me to do, no.”

“I get it. You have feelings for him,” George said. I wanted to deny it, but he was right. I had some very complicated feelings about Bernest. Probably I always would. “I’m not asking you to do anything that would hurt him.”

“Then what do you want me to do?”

“Get him to talk. While the information he has is still worth something. While what he knows can help us save some people.”

I felt the weight of expectation settle on me, because that was what I wanted, wasn’t it? To stop Them from hurting people. Surely Bernest would want that, too.

He was crossing the front room toward the door. Behind him Cynthia was saying something. They were waiting for me.

“I have to go.”

“We’ll talk more later. Wish your mom a happy birthday for me.”

It took everything I could muster not to look back over my shoulder and search for George’s guy, sitting in his non-descript sedan, watching, relaying information. Then Bernest was at the door, and I stuffed my phone into my pocket. He opened the door right as I reached for the handle, so that it seemed like I was reaching for him. Maybe it was a misunderstanding or me desperate to act like everything was fine, but it ended with us holding hands.

“I’m sorry. Sorry, I had to take a call,” I said to everyone as we went into the party.

The candles were lit, the song was sung, the cake was cut, all while I tried to think of what to say to Bernest. I was still holding his hand when Cynthia passed us each a paper plate with a piece of cake.

I turned him, steering him back toward the laundry area, trapping him the same way he’d done to me. I abandoned my cake on top of the washer and said, “We have to talk.”

“You alright?” He looked concerned, but not nervous.

“The phone call before, that was George.”

“George the CIA guy?” Now he did look nervous.

“He wants to talk to you.”

“Do you think— Is he gonna arrest me?”

“He says he isn’t. He says he doesn’t want to arrest you, but he wants me to talk to you. To convince you to talk to him.”

“About Them.”

It wasn’t a question. He knew exactly what George wanted to talk about: every single thing that had happened to Bernest since he disappeared. As much as I believed it was the right thing to do, I wasn’t going to lie to him, or try to trick him into it. He’d been lied to and tricked enough.

“He thinks any information you have would be helpful, would help him— He’s trying to shut Them down. The more he knows about Them, the closer he gets.”

“Do you trust him?”

“I think I do, but I understand if you don’t. Or can’t. So, I guess I’m giving you two choices,” I said. Then my words sped up to match the speed of my thoughts. “I’ll give you a red T-shirt and a baseball cap, and you leave now. You go out the back door, into the alley, cut through the apartment complex behind us, and the high school is a couple blocks to the northeast. They have their first home football game tonight, so there will be a lot of people. If you leave your keys, I could meet you somewhere with your car, as long as George doesn’t have someone follow me. I don’t know what happens from there—I have some money I can give you—but you leave and go far away.”

Bernest was frowning, maybe calculating, but his only question was, “What’s the red shirt for?”

“The school mascot is the Cardinals. Everybody will be wearing red.”

“Oh. What’s my other choice?”

“You stay and eat birthday cake.” It sounded more flippant than I intended, and he answered the same way.

“I like cake.”

“I can give you a slice to go,” I said, feeling agitated. He didn’t seem anywhere near as worried as I’d thought he would be. He didn’t seem as worried as I was. He took a bite of his cake. “I know traditionally there is a third option, but I don’t really think you can kill me with a plastic fork.”

“I’m not gonna kill you.”

“Thanks. I’m not going to kill you, either.”

“I still don’t like the first option.” He took another bite of cake.

“Well, it’s the one that doesn’t end with you having to talk about the last fifteen years with somebody from the government.”

“I know, but it also sounds like the option where I maybe don’t ever get to see you again.”

“Maybe it is.”

He set his cake on the washer next to mine and, when he held out his hand, I put mine into it. I considered making a joke about the last time we’d said good-bye, but I felt sick when I remembered pointing a gun at him and all the death I’d left behind.

He squeezed my fingertips, and just as I thought he was about to let go, he said, “I think I’d rather stay here and eat cake with you. Is that alright?”

There was nothing I could do for Minu or Isabel, but Nestor, Jackie, and Sadiq had all made it home safely. Although not exactly in the way I expected, I had made it home. I wanted the same for Bernest. I didn’t want him to be driven away from the home he’d managed to build there. I didn’t want him to lose his job, his friends, his koi.

“Stay,” I said.
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