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Author’s Note

I want to start by saying that Close to You is not an easy read if you’ve been a victim of bullying. I contemplated writing this book for a long time before finally going for it. While the book is purely fictional, the bullying scenes and (some) characters are very real.

It’s a very personal book, and I know many readers will feel connected to Milow and what she goes through.

Close to You is a slow burn with no spice, is character-driven, and tackles topics that may be upsetting. For a full list of triggers, please check out my Instagram post on @authornissarenzo.

Because the FMC is mute and communicates in sign language, whenever she or another character signs, it will be indicated with brackets [ ]. Spoken dialogue will be as normal.




Content Warnings
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Bullying

Childhood trauma
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Milow

Friday, January 2nd

6 years old

Every morning, I woke up before Daddy because getting up first meant I could slip out of my room and go to the kitchen without him stopping me. I liked knowing I had a small chance to pour a big bowl of cereal since he always said I should only eat a little. When he served the cereal, the amount barely covered the bottom, and when I signed for more, he always shook his head. Daddy always said that I shouldn’t eat too much because girls weren’t supposed to eat a lot. That’s why he never filled my plate like he filled his, and why I was always so hungry and snuck into the kitchen when he wasn’t watching. So I waited on my bed until I was sure he was still asleep and hoped today would be one of those days when I could eat until I felt full.

My belly growled as I pushed open my bedroom door. I paused and looked toward Daddy’s door and waited to see if the knob moved or if I heard him shifting around in his room. Nothing happened. The door stayed closed, and the house stayed still, which meant he was still asleep, and I still had time.

I walked down the stairs slowly and as silently as a mouse to not make noise. I had gotten good at being quiet. Very good, actually. Even when I tried to speak, I couldn’t. Daddy said it was because obedient girls were only supposed to nod, and since I was an obedient girl, my voice magically disappeared.

The kitchen was bigger without Daddy standing in it. Daddy always took up a lot of space. I moved a chair to the counter and climbed onto it, gripping the edge so I wouldn’t fall. The cereal box was in its usual spot, and I reached for it until I could grab it. With my knees on the counter, I scooted over to the cupboard with the bowls inside, and after grabbing one, I turned around to sit and poured the cereal until the bowl looked full the way I always wanted it to look. I used my fingers to eat, and I chewed each bite long enough to savor it because I couldn’t be sure when I’d get another chance to eat as much as I wanted.

I kept glancing toward the stairs while I ate. Daddy usually came down by now, and the second I’d hear his footsteps, I’d put everything away and go to sit on the couch. Daddy always checked on me. He always watched what I was doing. But today, minutes passed, and the house stayed quiet. I finished the cereal and kept listening because the stillness made me feel strange inside. Daddy never stayed asleep this long. Not ever.

Still sitting on the counter, I turned toward the sink and rinsed the bowl before placing it back into the cupboard so Daddy wouldn’t notice I had eaten from it without him knowing. I put the cereal box away, then jumped off the counter and pushed the chair back to the table. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand to ensure there was no evidence of the cereal, then I walked out of the kitchen and toward the stairs. Something felt different about today, but I didn’t know what. I climbed back up holding the railing, and when I reached the hallway, Daddy’s door was still closed. And there was still no sound coming from his room.

I stopped in front of the door but didn’t step too close. Stepping any closer made my stomach twist. Only bad things ever happened in there.

I stood there for a long moment before lifting my hand and bravely opened the door a little. The room was dark, and I saw Daddy on the bed with his back facing me. He wasn’t making the noises he usually made when he slept.

I walked closer so slowly that my feet barely left the floor and stopped beside the bed with my breath stuck in my throat. I waited for him to turn or sit up or say something.

But he didn’t do anything at all.

I was glad, in a way. Because if Daddy saw me standing here, watching him, he would get angry. I thought about poking him, even if I was scared. But something wasn’t right.

I looked at the bed and frowned because I didn’t like the things Daddy did to me on it. Every time he brought me in here, I ended up crying and in pain, but he always promised me that he was supposed to make me cry because it meant he truly loved me. Daddy always said I still had a lot to learn, and that when I got older, I would understand better. He said that everything he did to me would prepare me to one day go outside.

I was only six, and Daddy said I had to stay in the house for twelve more years.

When I looked at Daddy’s back again, I thought that maybe he was just very tired, and that he needed more sleep than usual. It had happened once before, him telling me not to bother him because he needed to sleep for longer one morning. Back then, there was a strange smell coming from him. Something strong, like the smell that came out of his soda cans. It was soda I wasn’t supposed to drink because it was for grown-ups, but I didn’t even want to drink his soda. It was stinky.

I scrunched my nose at the thought of it and took a step back because I didn’t want to wake him. I didn’t want to bother him when he was this tired.

Maybe, with him being this tired, he wouldn’t put the owie-stick inside of me.

I took a slow step out of the room and closed the door without making it click too loudly, then I walked downstairs and turned on the TV because I didn’t know what else to do. Daddy was okay with me watching TV all day. There wasn’t really anything else I could do, and he said that as long as I sat still and didn’t bother him, watching TV was fine.

I watched cartoons for hours, until my stomach growled, and until it started to get dark outside. I looked toward the stairs to make sure Daddy wouldn’t suddenly appear, and when he didn’t, I got up and went to the fridge to grab the first thing I could reach.

For the rest of the late afternoon, I sat on the couch and kept listening for his footsteps. But there was still no sound.

When the sun had fully disappeared, the bad feeling in my belly became heavier. I hugged my knees to my chest and stared at the staircase, and I kept telling myself that Daddy was just tired. That maybe he just needed a long nap, and that he would come down when he felt better. He wouldn’t go a day without seeing me.

He loved me.

He was my Daddy.

But he didn’t come downstairs.

I started to feel so confused that I couldn’t keep sitting on the couch. I walked back upstairs, and when I reached Daddy’s door, I stood there in the same spot as this morning, taking a deep breath before I reached out and pushed the door open.

Daddy’s body lay in a different position now. His head was turned toward me, but I couldn’t really see his expression in the darkness. I took a step closer, and when his face became clearer, I noticed something strange about it.

His eyes were closed, but there was white foam on his mouth.

I froze, and hot tingles ran from the very tips of my toes all the way up to my head. Then my hands went cold, and my heart started to go boom boom boom so very fast. I didn’t know what the foam meant, but it scared me because I had never seen Daddy look like that. His body didn’t move, and the longer I stared at him, the scarier Daddy became.

I wanted to poke him, but I was too scared to. My heart thumped even harder in my chest, and I stepped back until my shoulder hit the doorframe.

Daddy was sick. But Daddy was also a doctor. Why didn’t he make himself better like he always made me better?

My hands shook as I backed out of the room. I kept my eyes on him until the darkness swallowed him. I ran down the hallway and stopped at the top of the stairs, unsure what to do.

I wanted to hide under my blanket. Maybe a monster got to him. Maybe it got inside him and made that foam come out of his mouth. Would the monster get to me, too? If there was a monster in the house, was it watching me? I was scared. I wanted Daddy to sit up. I wanted him to look at me, even if he was never happy to see me.

I ran down the steps before I knew it. My bare feet slapped against the wood, and my breathing was so fast that my chest hurt. I didn’t know where to go, but I knew I had to get away from Daddy’s room. The house wasn’t safe anymore, and it felt like the walls were moving in on me.

At the bottom of the stairs, I stopped in the hallway and looked around. Everything looked normal, but it didn’t feel normal. I felt like something bad was moving around me and wanted to get me like it got Daddy.

I didn’t want foam to come out of my mouth. I didn’t want to not move or nap for so long.

My eyes darted to the front door.

I needed to go outside where the monsters couldn’t get to me.

But Daddy always said I couldn’t go outside for twelve more years. He said it was dangerous. He said the world would hurt me. But Daddy was lying on his bed, and he didn’t move, and there was foam on his mouth, and monsters didn’t stay in rooms forever.

I ran to the coatrack. Daddy’s big snow boots sat under it. They were heavy and too big, and I had never put them on before, but I had to if I wanted to go outside. Daddy always put them on when he left the house. My hands shook as I grabbed them and sat on the floor. I shoved my feet into them. My toes didn’t reach the ends. They felt like giant buckets around my legs. Daddy also put on his big coat and gloves when he went outside, but I couldn’t reach the coat. It was too far up. The gloves were shoved into the coat’s pockets, and I grabbed them and put them on. They were thick and way too big for my hands, but they were soft and warm, and I didn’t have any of my own. Daddy had never given me any because he said I didn’t need them.

I stood up, wobbling in the giant boots, and looked at the door again. My breath was shaky, and my heart still thumped too fast. Maybe the monster in Daddy’s room wanted me next. Maybe it hid in the walls. Maybe it waited for me to go back upstairs.

I grabbed the doorknob with both hands and turned it hard. The door opened, and the cold gust of wind startled me. Snowflakes blew inside and touched my face, and I blinked at the brightness outside. The front yard was all white, and it was way brighter out there than inside the house.

Holding my breath, I dared to step outside.

The snow reached almost to the top of the boots, and my legs sank with each step. The cold bit at my skin through my pajamas, but I kept walking because the house scared me more than whatever waited for me out here.

Daddy was inside with foam on his mouth, and I didn’t know if he would ever move again because the monster got to him.

I didn’t know where I was going. I only knew I had to go somewhere to find someone who could help me get Daddy to wake up. Or make the monster and the foam go away.

My teeth started to hurt from the cold, but I kept moving bravely, one giant-boot step at a time, because staying in the house felt scarier than walking into the white world I had never seen before.

The air was sharp in my nose, and my fingers hurt inside the gloves even though they were supposed to keep me warm. My pajamas stuck to my legs, and the snow kept getting inside the boots, but I tried not to think about it. I just kept walking.

I followed the road. Daddy always told me the world outside was dangerous, but the road didn’t look dangerous. It looked empty. Where would monsters hide? There were no walls.

After a long time, I saw something red in the distance. A big building at the end of the road. At first, I didn’t know what it was, but then I saw the tall doors and the big trucks behind the windows. I stopped and stared because I had seen places like this on TV before.

It was a fire station.

I remembered the people on TV wearing big coats and helmets. They carried hoses. They rescued people from burning houses and helped them when they were hurt. I didn’t know if they helped with monsters or foam on people’s mouths, but they helped with a lot of things on TV, so maybe they could help me too.

The snow crunched louder as I walked faster, and my feet slipped a little in Daddy’s boots. My legs hurt, but I didn’t stop. The red building got bigger and bigger with each step, and when I finally reached the driveway, the snow there wasn’t as deep. I shuffled forward until I stood right in front of the big doors, and I looked around for someone.

There were lights on inside the fire station, but after I lifted one giant glove and knocked on the door, nobody came to open it. I knocked harder, as hard as my heart beat, and I waited again. I hoped someone inside would hear me. Hoped that someone would know what to do about Daddy and the foam and the monster in the house.
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A man with a funny mustache opened the door. For a second, he stared at me like I was something strange. I stood there shivering in Daddy’s boots and wondered why he looked at me that way. I was just a little girl, not a monster at all.

The man blinked and muttered something I couldn’t understand, then lowered himself until his face was close to mine. His blue eyes moved over my cheeks, hair, and pajamas like he was trying to figure out what I was.

“Hey, sweetheart,” he said softly. “What are you doing out here?”

I frowned at him. That was a very silly question. If I could speak, I would’ve told him right away. I’d tell him I came because Daddy had foam on his mouth, and there was a monster in my house, and I needed help.

“You must be freezing,” he said. “Come in, sweetheart. Let’s get you warmed up.” He smiled, but his mustache covered most of it. It made him look like he had a furry little animal stuck to his face. Maybe a squirrel.

For a moment, I almost grinned. It would be silly to have a squirrel on your face.

I was unsure at first, but then I let the funny-looking man lead me inside because Daddy needed help. The fire station was warm and big, and the lights overhead were so very bright that I had to blink to adjust. The man pulled a chair over and helped me sit. As soon as I lifted my legs, Daddy’s boots slid right off my feet and thumped onto the floor. My toes curled from the cold, and I pulled them up onto the chair.

The man turned and grabbed a thick blanket from a shelf, wrapping it around my shoulders. “There you go,” he said, crouching again so he could look at me. His mustache wiggled a little when he talked. “Let’s get you warm first. My name’s August, but everyone calls me Gus. What’s your name, sweetheart?”

He waited for me to speak and say my name back, but I couldn’t. Because I was an obedient girl, and obedient girls didn’t speak. I stayed still, and my hands fisted in the gloves.

Gus glanced down at my pajamas, then at the giant gloves swallowing my hands. “You came out in this? All by yourself?” His voice sounded worried now.

I nodded once.

Gus let out a slow breath. He rubbed a hand over his face, then stood and called out for someone else in the building. Another man appeared from behind the fire trucks, and their voices filled the space.

I kept sitting there, trying to stay brave while Gus spoke to the other man in a low, serious voice. Every few seconds, they looked over at me, and each time they did, I wondered if they really knew how to help me at all. On TV, firefighters always knew exactly what to do. They saved people all the time. Firefighters were brave and confident. But Gus and the other man looked unsure, and they didn’t know that I needed help.

I frowned and waited and waited. When my patience ran out, I slid off the chair and pushed my feet back into Daddy’s boots. I took two steps toward Gus, grabbed his hand with both of mine, and pulled as hard as I could.

He looked down at me again and smiled with that silly squirrel mustache of his. But the smile didn’t fix anything, and it didn’t help Daddy.

I tugged harder, my frown growing deeper.

“Can you tell us your name, sweetheart?” Gus asked, crouching in front of me again.

I shook my head and tugged at his hand once more, more desperate this time.

“What’s your name?” the other man asked. He didn’t have a silly mustache, just a serious face with lines on his forehead. He looked older and grumpier, almost like Daddy.

I shook my head again. I didn’t know how else to answer. I couldn’t give them something I couldn’t say.

“Where did you come from? Where do you live?” the grumpy man asked.

I looked at Gus instead, because I liked him better. He was nicer. Then I lifted one hand and pointed toward the door.

“I think she wants to show you,” the grumpy man said.

I nodded quickly, relieved that at least one of them understood what I was trying to tell them.

But Gus sighed and shook his head. “You can’t go back out there, sweetheart. It’s freezing.”

But Daddy is that way. Daddy isn’t moving. Daddy needs help!

“Might have to call the cops,” the grump said as he turned away.

Gus guided me back to the chair again.

Why did they have to call the police when firefighters were already helping people too? Why didn’t they want to help me get Daddy?

I took off the gloves and pointed at the door again, then lifted my hands and made the scariest face I could, hoping Gus would finally understand. My fingers curled like claws. My eyes went wide, and my mouth stretched open.

His eyebrows lifted. “What’s that? A bear?”

I shook my head and did the face again.

“A monster?” he guessed.

I nodded so fast my head spun.

“There’s a monster? Where?”

I pointed at the door again.

“Outside? In the snow?”

I shook my head. I didn’t know what was in the snow, but I knew the monster that made the foam come out of Daddy’s mouth wasn’t out there. I would’ve seen it otherwise. It was at my house.

I pointed again.

“At your house?” Gus asked.

I nodded hard, then made the scary face again and pointed at Gus, because he was a grown man, and Daddy was a grown man, and maybe that would make him understand better.

But Gus’s eyes only narrowed in confusion. He didn’t get it. He didn’t see what I was trying to show him.

He placed his warm hands on my arms and rubbed gently with his thumbs. “I’m trying, sweetheart. I really am. But I need you to tell me where you live. Do you know the name of your street?”

I stared at him. That was silly. Streets didn’t have names. Streets weren’t people. Why would they need names?

Frustration overcame me, and before I could do anything else, the grumpy man came back, holding a phone in his hand.

“The police are on their way,” he said, glancing between Gus and me. “Won’t be long now.”

______

When two police officers arrived, one of them asked me the same questions Gus had. He kept answering for me. He sounded calm, and he kept holding my hand, which made me feel safe. The officers wrote things down, but they didn’t smile the way Gus did. They looked serious.

The one asking the questions sighed heavily and told Gus that they’d have to take me to the police station. My stomach tightened. I didn’t want to leave Gus. I needed them to take me home, where Daddy needed help.

I looked up at Gus and squeezed his hand, not wanting him to let me go.

“You’ll be all right,” he told me with a smile as he fixed the blanket around my shoulders again. “They’ll take care of you.”

I shook my head and scooted closer to him on the chair, wrapping one hand around his arm while keeping the other in his.

Gus looked at the police officers. “I’ll go with her.”

“Fine with us,” one officer said.

His hand slid out of mine, and I quickly reached up to him so he would pick me up. My feet were too cold, and I didn’t want to walk anymore. Gus smiled and hooked his hands under my arms, lifting me until I could wrap my arms and legs around him.

We followed the officers outside. The police car looked exactly like the ones on TV, but it was scary to get inside. Normally, only bad people get put in the back of police cars for doing bad things. I didn’t do anything bad. I was trying to help Daddy.

Gus carefully sat me inside, and I grabbed his sleeve to make sure he didn’t leave me here. He smiled again and moved in next to me. “I’m here, kiddo. Don’t you worry.”

I looked up at him wide-eyed and hoped that he would soon understand what I needed. The car started moving, and I stared out the window. Houses passed by slowly, and my chest felt strange. I kept thinking about Daddy and the foam on his mouth, and the monster in the house.

The street we drove on looked familiar. It was the same street I had just walked along before reaching the fire station.

Then I saw my house.

They knew where it was, and they were finally coming to help.

My eyes widened, and I followed the house with my eyes as we got closer.

But the car didn’t slow down.

I started to panic, hitting the window with my hands.

The officer in the front turned. “What’s wrong—”

I hit the window harder, both palms smacking the glass.

“Stop,” Gus said, and the car immediately stopped.

I tried to open the door, but it was locked.

“The house, over there,” Gus said, pointing past me toward my house. “The one with the open door.”

“That’s not good,” the driver said before getting out. The other one twisted around to look at Gus. “Stay here with her,” he said, his voice firm.

“Yeah.” Gus cupped the back of my head with his large hand, caressing my hair gently. Daddy never did that. “That your house, sweetheart?”

I nodded quickly, staring at the house again. Daddy was in there. Or, at least, I hoped he still was.

What if the monster took him away?

My whole body shivered as I watched the officers walk up to the house, and as they went inside, I hoped that the monster wouldn’t get them too. A lot of time went by, and I kept my eyes on the house. The lights turned on upstairs, and I could see the police officer’s shadow in the window.

Gus kept stroking my hair. His hand moved slowly as he said things under his breath, but I didn’t hear any of it. I wanted to run inside and see Daddy. I wanted everything to stop being strange and scary. But the door stayed locked, and the car kept me in place.

“Shit…”

I snapped my head toward Gus. That was a bad word. Daddy always said grown-ups shouldn’t say bad words, and that kids shouldn’t repeat them. Not that I was able to, anyway. Gus had said it out loud, and if I had a voice, I’d scold him for it.

Red and blue lights flashed across his face, and I turned my head back around to see an ambulance rolling to a stop at the front of the house. Two people stepped out and moved quickly through the snow, carrying a bag and pulling a folded stretcher. One of the police officers pointed toward the door, and they rushed inside without slowing down.

My eyes stayed glued to the doorway, and I leaned forward as far as the seat belt let me. My heartbeat throbbed so fast I could hear it in my ears.

Gus shifted beside me. “Kiddo…” His voice sounded careful, but I didn’t turn.

I kept waiting and waiting until, finally, the two ambulance people came out again. This time, they were pushing the stretcher with someone on it.

They got the monster!

I smiled widely as relief washed over me.

They caught the thing that hurt Daddy!

They caught it, and now they’re taking it away.

I looked at Gus, expecting him to smile and look happy too.

But Gus wasn’t smiling.

His mouth pressed together tightly under the silly mustache, and his eyebrows pulled low. He looked like he didn’t want me to see his face at all.

I turned back to the stretcher as they rolled it through the snow.

The monster didn’t move.

It didn’t fight.

The monster’s arm hung off the side for a moment before they lifted it.

Why did his arm look like Daddy’s?

My heart tightened. The closer they brought the stretcher to the ambulance, the clearer the shape of the monster under the blanket became.

It didn’t look like a monster.

A monster was big.

I looked at Gus again, wanting him to tell me why the monster didn’t look like one. But he wouldn’t look at me.

My smile disappeared, and my fingers curled into the blanket.

That wasn’t a monster.

That was Daddy.

And that was the last time I ever saw him.
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Monday, February 23rd

I missed Daddy, but I didn’t miss the owie-stick. I didn’t miss the pain, and I didn’t miss the way he made me cry, even when he said he only did it because he loved me.

Since the last day I saw him, I have been living in a big house with many children. Boys lived on one side, girls on the other, but most times, they were all just running around in the whole house. The girls talked all the time. They didn’t lose their voices the way I did. That meant they weren’t obedient. I was the only one who was obedient here.

I had to share a bedroom with five girls. Their voices never stopped. At night, I stayed awake because I wasn’t used to noise. Back home, everything stayed quiet, and I never shared my room with anyone because I was the only child.

When they brought me to the big house, the kids crowded around me. They asked me many questions. They always asked why I didn’t speak. I wanted to explain that good girls didn’t talk, and talking wasn’t allowed because it made you bad. But I couldn’t tell them that.

They kept laughing and asking things I couldn’t answer, and I kept frowning because they didn’t understand why silence made me a good girl.

Maybe one day their voices would disappear too, the way mine had when the magic took it. Then they would finally understand.

For now, I stayed proud that I was the only obedient girl in the whole house.

There was a woman named Jensen who played with us almost every day. She was very pretty, almost like a princess, and I wished my hair looked like hers. She had shiny golden curls that bounced when she walked. My hair was dark brown and straight like uncooked spaghetti. If I slept on it the wrong way, it pointed in every direction and never listened to me, even when I brushed it every day.

But Jensen and I shared the same brown eyes. Well, only one of my eyes was brown, and the other was brown and blue. Daddy said it was because he had blue eyes, and by having both colors in one eye, I’d have him with me forever.

One day, Jensen leaned close and whispered a secret. She told me I was her favorite to play with because I learned faster than the other kids in the house. She said I understood things quickly, especially when we played number games. She taught me to count, and she showed me how to solve Sudoku puzzles. I loved them. I did three every day. Jensen said she had never met a six-year-old who could solve them as fast as I could.

After numbers, she taught me something new. She sat beside me and held up her hand in a shape I didn’t understand. Then she moved her fingers into another shape, and another. She said it was the alphabet, and that each hand shape was a letter. She took my hands in hers and helped me copy the shapes until my fingers got tired. But I liked learning a secret language that only smart kids knew.

Soon I could spell my name with my hands. Then I could spell Jensen’s name. Then I could spell the names of the loud girls in my room, even if they didn’t deserve it because they talked too much. And then I learned other words: animals, foods, and anything I liked.

Jensen said that if I kept practicing, I would be able to communicate anything with my hands. I liked that idea, because this would be the way I could finally get people to understand me.

Today, after eating breakfast in the big room with all the long tables, I went back to the bedroom because I was tired. I didn’t want to play outside with the other boys and girls. They were always loud and wild, running in circles and shouting for no reason. They never wanted to play with me anyway. I liked it better when the room was quiet, and I could sit on my bed and move my fingers through the alphabet Jensen had taught me.

I sat with my legs crossed, watching my hands form the different letters and signs I had learned. I liked how calm it made me feel. There was no yelling. No stomping. No laughing.

The door opened softly, and I looked up. Jensen stepped inside with her bright smile, which always made me smile too.

“Hey, sweetheart,” she said, walking over to me. “How are you doing?”

[Good.]

“Did you have a big breakfast?” she asked, sitting beside me.

I nodded. Since living here, I always had a big breakfast. I was allowed to eat as much as I wanted to, until I felt sick to my stomach.

“That’s good.” Her smile softened as she sat beside me. “Do you remember how to sign breakfast?”

I watched her for a moment, then nodded again. [Breakfast.]

“Very good!” She brushed a bit of messy hair out of my face. “I’m glad you’re doing okay today.”

I smiled at her. [Play with me?]

“I would love to play with you, Milow, but there is something special happening today.”

I tilted my head and frowned. [What?]

Jensen’s face grew more serious. It didn’t get smaller, but it got more serious. “You have visitors today, Milow.”

Visitors? I blinked fast.

I didn’t know anyone who would visit me. Daddy was taken away by the ambulance.

Other kids got visitors sometimes, and sometimes those kids didn’t come back. The visitors took them away, and no one explained where they went. I didn’t know if I wanted that. Even if the other children were too loud, even if they made my head hurt when they shouted, I didn’t want to leave Jensen.

I shook my head fast, hard enough to make me dizzy.

Jensen rubbed my back gently. “It’s a good thing, you know?” she told me, her voice warm. “You’ve learned a lot here, and I’m proud of you. Every new thing you do, you do it so bravely.”

I stared at her. My fingers twitched, wanting to ask something, but I didn’t know what shape the question had. She had taught me a lot, but not everything yet. How would I keep learning without her?

Jensen took my hand and squeezed gently. “The people who are coming today…they want to meet you.” She brushed another strand of hair from my cheek. “And if everything goes well, you might get to go to a forever home.”

I blinked, not understanding. Was that where the kids disappeared to? To a forever home?

“A home with good people,” she continued. “People who will take care of you. People who will love you.”

Like Daddy?

I didn’t want them to hurt me. I didn’t want to feel pain or cry again.

Jensen watched my face and saw how scared I was, and she was quick to calm me down. “Nobody will hurt you, okay? They’re good people, and you have already met one of them before.”

I did? So it was Daddy. It had to be.

My hopes were high, so I nodded.

“Are you ready, sweetheart?” she asked, her smile soft again.

I didn’t really feel ready, but Jensen wouldn’t let me meet bad people, right? Jensen never let anything bad happen to me. I looked at her hand, then up at her face, and nodded slowly.

I grabbed her hand when she stood. My fingers wrapped around hers tightly. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “You can hold on.”

We walked together down the hallway, and the house became louder the closer we got to the downstairs. Kids were shouting, but Jensen led me to the other side of the house where it was quieter.

I held her hand all the way down, gripping tighter whenever a sound made me jump. She squeezed back each time to calm me.

At the bottom of the stairs, she guided me to a big living room where we kids weren’t allowed to play. The door was closed, but I knew what was inside. The room had big windows, soft chairs, and shelves filled with books no one was supposed to touch.

Jensen stopped in front of the door, and she crouched down to meet my eyes. “They’re right inside,” she told me, giving my hand one more squeeze. “And I’ll stay with you the whole time, okay?”

I nodded, watching her with wide eyes.

She smiled tightly, speaking softly now. “I know this is a new situation for you, but you’re super brave. You’ve learned so much, and the people waiting for you in there will see just how smart and strong you are.”

Her words made my heart beat faster. They were nice words, and ones I never heard Daddy say to me.

I lifted my other hand to sign. [Okay.]

“Okay,” Jensen said, smiling brighter now. “I’m right here.”

She stood again and pushed open the door, and I braced myself for whoever was waiting for me in there.

I couldn’t see who was sitting in the room because I stayed hidden behind Jensen. I only saw shoes on the floor. Two pairs. One was a pair of white sneakers. The other was brown boots. The boots were smaller than the sneakers, which meant they belonged to a woman and the other to a man. The sneakers didn’t belong to Daddy, though. It meant Daddy wasn’t here, unless he had gotten new shoes.

“Milow,” Jensen said gently, reaching back to cup the back of my head. “Let’s sit down.”

She guided me toward the couch, and I climbed up onto it while keeping my eyes down, not looking at the people across from me. My fingers curled into the fabric of the cushion, and when curiosity took over, I finally looked up. I was a brave girl, and with Jensen next to me, I didn’t have to be afraid.

My eyes widened when I saw the man sitting there.

It was the firefighter.

He sat forward on the couch, elbows on his knees, looking at me with the same kind eyes he’d had that night. The big, silly mustache was still on his face.

“Hi, Milow,” he said softly. “It’s Gus. Remember me?”

I did remember him. I remembered the fire station. I remembered every detail of the night I went to get help because Daddy wouldn’t wake up.

I studied his face, then lifted my hands and moved my fingers across my upper lip.

[Mustache.]

Jensen laughed quietly beside me. Gus glanced at her with a raised brow.

“She’s signing ‘mustache,’” Jensen said.

Gus chuckled and reached up to touch it. “My mustache, huh? It’s still there. Still silly-looking.”

I nodded once, then lifted my hands again.

[Squirrel.]

Gus looked at Jensen again.

Jensen did the same sign and explained, “That means squirrel.”

Gus laughed louder this time. “You think my mustache looks like a squirrel?”

I nodded, biting the inside of my cheek to not smile, even though I wanted to.

“I’ve heard that before,” he admitted, grinning widely. He shifted and wrapped an arm around the woman next to him. “Milow, this is Iris, my wife.”

My eyes flicked to the woman beside him as she leaned forward. Her boots shifted on the rug, and her smile grew bigger. She looked careful, like she didn’t want to scare me. But I wasn’t scared. I was brave, and Iris looked like a princess, too. Just like Jensen, only with brown hair like mine.

“Hi, Milow. It’s nice to meet you,” she said. Her voice was so soft and soothing.

I looked at her hair, then at her face. She had kind and gentle blue eyes. I didn’t lift my hands this time. I just watched her quietly, trying to understand why they were both here.

At first, I thought they were only here to visit. Just one time, to see how I was doing. But why would Gus bring his wife when she had nothing to do with the night Gus sat next to me as the ambulance took Daddy away? There had been other visitors before. People came, sat in this room with the kids, and then left again. Kids whispered about it afterward. Sometimes those kids disappeared. Sometimes they didn’t. I didn’t know which kind of visit this was.

But I soon learned that Gus and Iris had come back.

I wasn’t excited to see them again when they came to visit a second time. Gus smiled brightly, and Iris looked like she was happy to see me again too. They sat on the floor with me instead of the couch, showing me books they had brought, and Iris even baked chocolate cupcakes for me, which we ate together.

Then, they came a third time.

That time, Iris brought paper and crayons. She drew with me for a little bit while Gus talked to Jensen, and later, it was Iris’s turn to talk to Jensen, and Gus came to draw with me. That day, they stayed longer than before. They even ate dinner with me, and I overheard Jensen tell Gus and Iris that I had something called mutism. I didn’t know what that was, but Jensen said I would talk one day again. I wasn’t so sure about that. I was an obedient girl, and I lost my voice to magic. My voice surely wouldn’t come back unless I started to be as wild as all the other kids.

When they left, Iris hugged me tightly and said she’d see me soon. She made it sound like a promise, and I started to wait for them again.

When the fourth visit came, Jensen helped me brush my hair extra carefully. She put out the nicest pants and sweater, and she even had my boots cleaned so they would shine, just like Iris’s did.

Gus and Iris smiled when they saw me, but their smiles looked different this time. Bigger and nervous.

They talked to Jensen for a long time while I sat on the couch and looked at one of the books Iris had gifted to me. Then Jensen knelt in front of me and took my hands. She looked sad, and I didn’t understand why.

“You’re going with them today,” she said softly.

Going where? And for how long?

But I didn’t ask. I was a brave and obedient girl, so I just nodded and let Gus and Iris take me away.




4

Milow

Thursday, March 26th

We drove for a long time. The houses became fewer, and the trees grew closer together. More snow covered the road, and I watched with my forehead pressed to the window as it kept falling. I watched everything pass by, and I tried to remember it all. I didn’t know where we were going, but Gus and Iris seemed excited. They had a secret, but they hadn’t told me.

I leaned closer to the middle seat to look between them. Gus drove with one hand on the wheel, and Iris sat beside him, turned slightly toward him. Gus’s other hand rested on her thigh, and her hand held his. I had noticed that they held hands a lot. I liked holding hands too. I used to hold Jensen’s hand because it made me feel safe. Thinking about that made my chest ache. I didn’t know when I would ever hold her hand again, but maybe Iris and Gus would let me hold theirs.

Before we left, Jensen had hugged me tight. She told me I would have my own room, and lots of toys, and quiet whenever I wanted it. She smiled like she was happy for me, even though her eyes had tears in them.

I didn’t care about rooms or toys or quiet. I only cared that Jensen wasn’t coming with me.

Iris turned around in her seat and smiled at me. “We’re almost there, darling,” she said. “Only five more minutes.”

I nodded because there wasn’t anything else I could do. Five minutes wasn’t very long. It was only five times sixty seconds.

I started counting in my head and on my fingers. I watched the snow blur past the window while I counted. I was only at thirty-nine seconds into the third minute when the car slowed.

We turned onto a long driveway, and at the end of it stood a big house with leaves climbing up its walls like they were hugging it. I frowned, trying to understand how plants could grow on a house in the snow.

“We’re here,” Gus said as he parked the car.

I turned to look at him.

Iris twisted in her seat again, her smile trembling a little. “This is where you live now, Milow,” she said softly. “With us.”

I stared at her because I still couldn’t quite understand what this meant.

Gus nodded, glancing back at me too. “This is your home now,” he said. “Forever.”

Forever was a very big word. Bigger than five minutes. Bigger than a whole day.

Iris reached out and touched my knee. Her hand was warm and gentle. She wanted to say something, but no words came out. Instead, tears stung her eyes, and she quickly turned away.

Gus reached over to brush her cheek, and I watched in awe as they looked at each other lovingly.

When he looked at me again, I frowned and lifted my hands to sign. [She’s sad.]

Gus smiled at me again. Even if he hadn’t understood me at first when I signed, he seemed to have learned a few things because he didn’t need Jensen to tell him what I signed anymore. “No, she’s not sad, sweetheart. She’s happy, and so am I.”

My confusion eased a little when I looked at Iris. She laughed softly and wiped her tears away, then nodded and reached back to touch my knee again. “I’m happy. These are happy tears.”

I studied her face to figure out if she was being honest, and I decided that she was. [Happy!]

“Yes, that’s right.” She pressed her lips together and lifted her hands to sign the way I had while saying, “Happy.”

Gus got out of the car and came around to open my door. I hesitated before taking his hand, but when I did, he held it like he didn’t want to let go. Iris waited for us to move, but before I did, I slid my hand into hers. They both gave me a sense of safety, and I was finally ready to go with them.

The inside of the house was big, and even with all the colors on the walls, the pictures and posters everywhere, it didn’t feel crowded. There were shelves stacked with books, lined up and piled sideways, and rugs covering the floor, overlapping, as if they couldn’t decide which one they liked better.

I stopped walking and looked around, feeling a little overwhelmed.

Gus chuckled. “There’s a lot to see,” he told me. “We’ll take it slow.”

Iris squeezed my hand, looking down at me with an encouraging smile. As they showed me around, they told me I was allowed anywhere and could touch anything I wanted, because it was my house now, too. It felt strange to be allowed to do everything when all my life I had to be careful not to touch or do anything without asking for permission.

The living room had two large couches with lots of pillows and blankets, and there were even more shelves with books and décor. The kitchen had dark-green cabinets and drawers, and one wall was covered with many drawings. They looked like kids’ drawings.

The next three rooms were a bathroom, an office, and a large bedroom that looked out onto a big garden. The more I saw, the more I was in awe of this place, and I wondered how much prettier it could get when each room was prettier than the next.

They led me up the big stairs, where they showed me two more bedrooms and a big bathroom with a large tub. One of the rooms looked like a kid’s bedroom, with trophies and medals on a bookcase, and bedsheets with hockey sticks and ice skates on them, while the other bedroom looked more plain.

I didn’t have time to question whose bedrooms those were because Iris and Gus were already guiding me up another flight of stairs. We stood in a smaller hallway, with one door straight ahead and two on either side.

“That’s another bathroom,” Iris explained, pushing open the door ahead. “And this…” She turned toward the door on the left. “This is your bedroom.”

I stepped inside carefully. Jensen had told me that I’d get my own bedroom, but I didn’t think it would be this big. The walls were soft, earthy colors, and two large windows let in a lot of light.

There was a large bed on the other side, and a bookshelf that was already half full. There were toys—lots of them—and one large bean bag in a corner.

I took it all in as I stood there, admiring every little detail.

Iris knelt in front of me, her smile soft. “We’ll fill it together,” she told me. “At your pace.”

I studied her for a while before nodding. [Okay.]

“Okay,” she repeated with a relieved laugh, fingerspelling the word as I had.

I looked around again, my mind still not fully understanding that I would be staying here forever.

When I moved my gaze back to Iris, I lifted my hands slowly and signed, [Mine?]

“Yes, this is yours,” Iris replied, squeezing my arms gently.

My eyes flicked to the window, then the bed, and then back to Iris. [Thank you.]

“Oh, sweetheart.” Iris’s eyes filled with tears again, and because I didn’t want her to be sad, I wrapped my arms around her neck and gave her a big hug.

Her body trembled, and I thought maybe hugging her wasn’t a good idea after all. It only seemed to make her cry harder. But just as I wanted to let go, she wrapped her arms around me and held me tightly.

“Happy tears,” I heard Gus say, and I looked up to where he was standing. “Those are happy tears.”

I nodded slowly and kept my arms around Iris, not letting go until she would.

Later that day, I sat on the couch with my Sudoku book on my lap and a pencil in my left hand.

Since Jensen had gifted me the book, I had already solved half the Sudokus in it, and I’d soon need a new one. I wasn’t sure how I’d ask for a new one, though, because Iris and Gus had already given me this house, and asking for more seemed disrespectful, and I didn’t want to come off as greedy because I wasn’t.

Iris sat next to me, her arm resting along the back of the couch, and her body turned slightly toward me. She was watching me solve the puzzles, and now and then I looked up at her, and she smiled, telling me how good I was at it. I smiled, enjoying the moment with her.

Iris was patient. She wasn’t rushing me to do something else, and she also wasn’t running around the house like Jensen used to when she didn’t have time to hang out with me. Though she still spent the most time with me, teaching me new things. I hoped Iris would teach me new things too. But for now, I liked just sitting here with her.

Earlier, after showing me the whole house, she and Gus had told me two boys were coming.

They said the boys were their sons. One lived in the room next to mine, and the other in the one with the hockey sheets. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to live here with two boys. Boys were loud. Boys ran and yelled and didn’t listen. But Gus and Iris didn’t seem scared of their boys, so maybe their boys were different.

I didn’t know if I was supposed to ask questions about them. I was intrigued, but I had also liked the idea of being the only kid in this house. So, I just nodded after they told me. Gus left the house some time ago and told me he would be picking up the boys, and again I nodded.

Sometime later, the front door opened, and cold air rushed in before it closed again.

“Hey, we’re home,” Gus said.

I looked up from my book, watching Gus shake snow off his shoulders. His hat was covered too, and so was his silly mustache. Behind him came the two boys, stopping next to Gus in the entryway. One was taller, one smaller, and both had snow on their hats and coats too.

Iris smiled right away. “Hello, my loves.” She turned toward me again and leaned in close, her voice low so only I could hear it. “Are you ready to meet them?”

I shrugged at first because I didn’t really know. Boys had never been good to me before. Boys were loud and rough and didn’t listen, and they always laughed at me. I didn’t want that again. But then I reminded myself that I was brave. Jensen had said so. Gus and Iris had said so too. I could face my fears.

So I nodded and carefully set my book on the coffee table.

Iris stood and held out her hand. I slid mine into hers and got up too. She led me toward the entryway, where the two boys had already taken off their coats and boots. We stopped right in front of them, and suddenly, there was nowhere to hide.

The taller boy had very light blond hair. It was wavy and stuck in every direction like he hadn’t brushed it in days. His eyes were pale blue, and he was smiling at me. Boys usually looked at me funny, but this boy didn’t. I decided that maybe he wasn’t a loud, annoying boy after all.

My eyes shifted to the shorter boy. Unlike his brother, he was looking at me funny. He was staring at me with wide brown eyes and his mouth open. I wanted to scrunch my nose at him. It wasn’t polite to stare at someone like that.

The boy had brown hair, though most of it was hidden under a strange blue hat that was too big for his head. It had long flaps on the sides that hung down near his shoulders and a wide furry part across the front. His nose was dotted with freckles, which confused me. I thought people only got freckles when the sun shone, but the sun hadn’t shone for a long time. It was always snowing and gray outside. Maybe some kids just had them no matter what. Maybe this boy was different, and that’s why he stared at me like that.

“Milow, this is Wesley. He’s thirteen,” Gus said, resting a hand on the taller boy’s shoulder and giving it a small squeeze. Then he put his other hand on the shorter boy’s shoulder. “And this is Ashby. He’s seven.”

“Hi, Milow,” Wesley said, his smile growing even wider. “How do you like your room? I helped decorate it.”

I tightened my grip on Iris’s hand and then wrapped my other hand around it too. Wesley talked a lot, but he wasn’t loud. He seemed happy to see me. And he had helped with my room, which was nice of him.

I nodded to let him know that I liked it.

Wesley kept smiling, but Ashby’s brows pulled together tight.

I looked at him, feeling the urge to stick out my tongue because he was still staring. But I stopped myself. Obedient girls didn’t do that.

When Ashby kept staring, Wesley nudged him with his elbow. “Don’t be weird.”

Ashby blinked, as if he’d just woken up, then stumbled over his words. “Hi. I’m Ashby.”

“She knows that already, you goofball,” Wesley said, frowning at him.

Ashby shrugged and shot Wesley a look. “What else am I supposed to say to her?” He looked back at me, thinking very hard before asking, “Do you like our house?”

I nodded.

He tilted his head, studying me like he was trying to solve a puzzle. “Can you not speak?”

I hated the question because it reminded me of everything I couldn’t do. But it also made me feel strong, because I knew something he didn’t. I lifted my chin and slowly shook my head. [No, I can’t.]

Ashby stared at my hands as they lowered, his face changing. For a second, he looked confused. He looked at Gus, then at Iris, and then back at me. His eyes widened, not with fear, but with something bright and curious. Then, a smile spread across his face.

“What does that mean?” he asked. “Is that a secret language?”

My chest felt funny all of a sudden. He was asking a question no kid had ever asked me. Other kids didn’t care about my language. They didn’t care to learn it so they could understand me.

I nodded slowly, standing a little straighter because I knew my language was special.

“That’s so cool,” Ashby said quickly. “Will you teach me?”

Teach him? He wanted me to teach him my language?

I tilted my head to the side, wondering if he truly meant it. His smile stayed glued on his face, and he waited for me to reply.

I nodded again, and this time I smiled too. It was a real smile that reached my eyes, making my face hurt.

Ashby’s smile grew even wider when he saw it. “Awesome! And maybe you can teach Wesley too, so we both know your secret language.”

His enthusiasm kept me smiling, and it made Gus and Iris chuckle.

“That sounds like a super fun idea,” Gus said, placing his hands on top of the boys’ heads. “But first, you two need to go shower and clean up.”

They both groaned quietly but didn’t argue.

“After that,” Iris added, looking at all three of us now, “we’ll have dinner, and get to know each other a little better.”

“Okay, Mom,” Wesley said, then he looked at me again. He was still smiling. “See you later, Milow.”

“Yeah, see you later, Milow. I can’t wait to learn your secret language!” Ashby said, then they both disappeared upstairs with Gus.

I looked up at Iris to see her face. She seemed pleased with that first interaction. She smiled at me and brushed her hand over my hair. “They’ve been so excited to meet you,” she told me. “Would you like to help me prepare dinner?”

I quickly nodded. I never got to help cook, but I’ve always been intrigued by it because I could use my hands and learn new things.

“Perfect.” She took my hand and led me to the kitchen. “We’re making chicken with potatoes and spinach. And we’ll make a batch of cookies too.”

I lifted my free hand and signed, [Yummy!]

She looked at me and smiled. “Sounds delicious, huh?”

She pulled a step stool over to the counter, and I climbed onto it to watch her. She washed the potatoes and handed one to me, then showed me how to peel it.

While the chicken cooked, Iris let me tear the spinach with my fingers and put it into a bowl. It was a lot of spinach, and I wondered if we’d really eat that much, just the five of us.

[This is a lot of spinach.]

Iris studied my hands for a moment, then looked at the spinach. It took her a moment to understand what I meant, but then she asked, “The spinach? You think it’s too much?”

I nodded, making the same motion with my hands again. [Too
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