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ONE

CHEF BOYARDEE IS SMILING AT ME.

Put me in your pocket and walk out the door, his voice whispers in my ear—it’s louder than the ringing I’ve been hearing the last day or so. Then find a quiet place to smash me open with a rock and use your fingers to shovel this delicious and one-hundred-percent organic Beefaroni into your mouth until that burning pit in your stomach is plugged and you aren’t going to die.

Because I will die.

It’s been almost three days since I’ve eaten, and I walked into the corner store without even trying to not look homeless, against my better judgment.

Judgment. Like that even exists anymore. I’ve been bathing in Starbucks bathroom sinks for eight months. What judgment could I possibly have left?

The cashier has been watching me with his noodle eyes since I walked in the door. Delicious noodle eyes.

I turn to glance at him over my shoulder and there he is. Still watching.

Not with eyes made of noodles—brains struggle when starved—but with narrowed, dark eyes like a shark. I haven’t taken the Beefaroni yet, which is why he’s letting me sit here staring at the can.

The can that’s absolutely not organic. It also doesn’t need to be bashed open with a rock because it’s a pull tab, but my nutrition-deprived brain doesn’t care about continuity.

It only cares that I get that Beefaroni into my stomach right now.

I can still feel the eyes of the cashier on my back. He’s a white guy in his forties. It’s probably his store, which is why he’s staring so intently at someone who’s attempting to cut into his profit margin.

Part of me wants to walk right up to him, pull the tab off, and shove as much food into my mouth as I can. To see if he even cares. Maybe he’d pity me and let me go.

But that’s where I am right now. So desperate for food I’m willing to look like an absolute lunatic to get something in my stomach.

As if egging me on, my stomach rumbles. But not a normal rumble, because now the cramps that paralyzed me yesterday are back. I put the can down and brace myself against the metal shelf, waiting for the wave of pain to pass. Three days without food has been my limit since I left home eight months ago.

The door chime sounds, announcing more of an audience coming to see me looking desperate. I ignore it as the cramps slowly fade.

Then I take a deep breath and pick the can back up. I need this. And I don’t care if the shop clerk is watching me; what’s he going to do? Chase me down the street?

But he’s talking to whoever came in. If they went right over to him, it was probably to buy cigarettes or vapes behind the counter. I can’t hear what they’re talking about, but the clerk is distracted enough.

So I slip the can into my pocket. I reach up and pull the other cans on the shelf forward so it doesn’t look like one was taken.

Then I turn toward the front of the store, ready to make a quick, quiet exit.

Instead I stop in my tracks. Because there’s a cop standing right at the end of the aisle, staring at me as though he’s disappointed. My eyes flit over to the counter, where another cop is talking to the clerk, but they’re both looking at me.

I’m so stupid.

I was so distracted by starvation, cramps, and overall desperation that I didn’t even think to look for cops. Something I’ve been so good about.

And now, because of one little mistake, they’re going to arrest me and send me back to my parents.

“I’ll put it back,” I say.

But the cop—a middle-aged white guy with a mustache—just says, “Wouldn’t matter if you did.”

“Please. I was hungry and didn’t have any money.”

His eyebrows drop as he sizes me up. “How old are you?”

Shit.

“Eighteen,” I lie. What’s another year and ten months?

“ID?”

I shake my head. It’s in my backpack, which is stashed under a Starbucks dumpster two blocks away. The dumpster they started locking up at night to keep people like me from grabbing the unsold food.

“What’s your name?” he asks. But I stay quiet. If I don’t answer, they can’t put me in some system. And they also can’t send me home. I doubt my parents even told anyone I ran away, so it’s not like my info will show up in their database, but if I am being arrested for shoplifting, at least I can hide my real name so I don’t have a criminal record.

The cop sighs and takes out his handcuffs. As he walks slowly down the aisle toward me, I beg him not to do it. But it doesn’t matter. This guy doesn’t care who I am or what I’ve been through. To him, I did something illegal, and that means my whole fucking life should be ruined.

As he turns me around and puts the handcuffs on my wrists—a little too tight, if you ask me—I can’t help but think this never would have happened if my parents loved me.




TWO

Eight Months Ago

THE DAY EVERYTHING CHANGES IS A BEAUTIFUL DAY.

There’s no reason for me to feel like my whole life is about to blow up. But I’m sure everyone feels like that before the moment their lives go off the rails.

The first shock comes when I see Dad’s car in the driveway behind Mom’s.

They’re both home? At three thirty in the afternoon?

Maybe someone at church died. The last time this happened was my grandmother’s funeral, but the thought causes an ache in my chest and little needle pricks at my eyes, so I ignore it and open the front door, putting my bag on the floor.

There’s a stranger in our living room.

He’s a broad-shouldered white man with dark blond hair and a thin beard that makes him look more creepy than handsome. He’s wearing a baggy blue polo shirt with a gold-stitched cross and matching lettering below that says “Holy Re-Beginnings,” which I fucking hate.

My mom and dad are sitting on opposite sides of the couch, and he’s in a chair across from them. Neither of them look at me, but the creep-o gives me a smile. His teeth look yellow against his pale skin and blond beard.

“Hi,” I say.

“Nice to meet you,” the man says. “Why don’t you have a seat?” He gestures to the space between my parents and immediately, warning bells start going off.

Who the hell is this man? And why am I supposed to sit between my parents, who won’t even look at me, when I don’t think we’ve ever sat down on that couch together at the same time once in my entire life?

Then it hits me. My parents look ashamed.

Divorce.

It’s my first and immediate thought because my parents are not in love. They’ve never said it explicitly, but I know what subtext is. They don’t love each other, like they don’t love me.

I learned that last part in fifth grade. I won a prize for a short story competition at school. My story was about us finding a hidden treasure chest filled with pirates’ gold in the local state park. When I came home and showed them the story and the twenty-five-dollar gift card to a local restaurant, my dad skimmed the story quickly.

Then he ripped it up and held it in front of me like a cartoon dad would brandish a rolled-up newspaper at the family dog that piddled on the floor.

“This is about greed,” he scolded. “Greed is a sin.” Then he snatched the gift card out of my hand and proceeded to cut it into pieces before throwing it and my story in the trash.

The whole time, my mother stood silently by.

If my dad had read the whole five-page, double-spaced manuscript, he would have found that at the end we decided not to spend the gold and donated it to a hospital to help people.

But now they’re getting a divorce and, honestly, I feel a little giddy.

I have so many questions. What made them finally decide to do it? Whose idea was it? Who am I going to live with? Mom, obviously, because according to devout Christians, raising kids is women’s work. Am I going to have a stepparent? Holy shit, is this creep in the polo and shitty beard my new step-Chad—er, dad?

I sit down, eager to see where this is going.

“My name is Garrett,” Step-Chad says—Step-Garrett doesn’t have the same ring. “I’m from Holy Re-Beginnings.”

“What is a re-beginning?” I ask.

“A fresh start.”

Yep, definitely divorce. Also, why not call it Holy Fresh Starts? Probably because that sounds like something Robin would say to Batman. Noted, Step-Chad. Please continue.

“A fresh start for who?” I ask. But again, I know it’s my dad, because my mom would never stand up to him.

“For you,” Step-Chad says.

Some dipshit on the imagination highway in my brain slams on the brakes and causes a million-thought pileup that quickly reaches a standstill because what does he mean, for me? I turn to look at my mother, then my father. But they both avoid my gaze.

“Sorry, is this some kind of … after-school program?” My brain won’t say the words my heart knows.

“A camp!” Garrett says it like I’m supposed to be excited.

My first thought is conversion therapy—but that’s not possible because I’m not out. My parents don’t know I’m gay; not even my friends at school know I’m gay. But then my stomach seizes. Because one person does know.

“We’ve helped a lot of kids in your situation,” he continues. He says situation like I’m stuck up to my neck in drying concrete, not attracted to other guys. “I was once in your place, too.”

And he thinks he’s cured. When I was eleven and I realized I was in love with Travis Lincoln because he talked to me in fourth-period science, I looked up camps like this. I was still worried about going to hell back then because I thought hell was real.

But thankfully I also found the Reddit threads that talked about people’s experiences at those camps. And most important, how it didn’t work. Regardless of what torture these people signed up for—or were sent to against their will—it didn’t change who they were.

So I came out to the one person I trusted because I knew she was gay, too. It was a secret language we used to communicate through six years of church events and after-school Bible study.

There’s no way she would out me, though. Even if we’re not as close as we used to be.

Garrett seems to read my mind because he grins and says, “We’ve even helped one of your friends.”

Oh, Frankie. No.

She came back from summer break refusing to talk to me. I thought she was pissed at me for not reaching out to her more after she told me she was going to her aunt’s house in Maine for the summer.

She told me over a DM in June. It was the first time she’d mentioned going to her aunt’s, and I was kind of pissed because we had so many plans. She had gotten her driver’s license and she and her older sister were sharing a car. We were going to drive to DC and check out the queer bookstore and go to the Pride parade.

The realization hits that the DM may not have come from her. Especially if her parents sent her to this place. They must have taken her phone and seen the messages we shared, then sent me the aunt excuse.

We thought we were being so careful. Our fake social media profiles that we didn’t use real names on, not even in our messages. We had code names, so how did her parents know it was me?

“Did she tell you?” I ask him, my voice shaking. I can’t say the rest aloud because maybe I can still come back from this. So I clear my throat and try again. “What did she tell you?”

“I know what you’re thinking,” Garrett says with his righteous smile. Because he thinks he’s better than me. He’s been lying to himself for so long he thinks he’s managed to find a way to change who he is by torturing it out of other people.

He continues, “She didn’t rat you out. Frankie wants to save you. Save your immortal soul.”

By torturing my earthly body.

I can’t be mad at her. As much as I want to be, I know it’s not her fault. She was brainwashed. But I thought she was stronger. She seemed so much stronger than me. More knowledgeable and filled with pride. The good pride, not the twisted, sinful, religious idea of pride.

I feel sick.

I can’t let this happen. I’m not going with him. I have to get out of here.

But I can’t run. I’ve read all about this online. It starts with him, Garrett, here alone in the house—he’s the friendly, charismatic face who wants to take me without any fight or argument. But if I do fight, they have more people waiting in the van parked outside that I didn’t notice because I was too distracted by my mom’s and dad’s cars in the driveway.

So I have to play along.

“Okay,” I say. And it’s not hard to cry because I’m terrified and so fucking angry. I turn to my parents, but neither of them will look at me. That shame on their faces is because of me. Because Frankie told this camp I was gay, too, and they told her parents, who told mine.

They’re ashamed that I ruined their good Christian name.

My eyes burn and I choke back a sob. “I’ll go with you. I’ve struggled with this for so long.”

I’m not talking about being gay. It’s them I’ve struggled with. This feeling that I’m supposed to love the people who are supposed to love me. But they don’t. For so long I made excuses; I thought, eventually, if I didn’t piss them off—if I pretended to agree with their unhinged thoughts on politics and humanity—they might be proud of me.

But they’ll never be proud of me. Even if it were possible to fundamentally change who I am, they’ll never love me. They didn’t love me before—my creativity, my imagination, my soul—so why would they love the kid they had to pay thousands of dollars to cure of his queerness?

Garrett eases up and nods. “I’m so happy to hear you say that. And I know your parents are, too.”

I nod and stand up. “So we go now, right?” I’m hoping the answer is no, but my eagerness throws him off. If he says yes, I have to run, as fast as I can. Leave everything and go.

But he doesn’t say yes. Instead he holds up his hands, laughing. “Gosh, I just love your enthusiasm! You might want to pack a bag first. Just enough for a day or two of travel. We have a uniform while you’re with us.”

Without saying another word, I go back to the front door and grab my backpack. I make a show of unpacking my books and setting them on the floor, then head to my room.

Locking the door behind me, I fall to the ground. Now the sobs really hit and I bury my face in my elbow, trying to stifle them. But then I laugh. It’s the hysterical laughter of absurdity and it catches me completely off guard.

Because I realize that if my parents had confronted me—if they had looked at me, said one thing out there while Garrett was trying to pitch this to me—I actually might have believed they love me. That they’re making this choice because they think it’s best for me. But they just sat there, looking ashamed.

Ashamed and embarrassed by their queer son. They’re scared this is a ding on their heavenly scorecard. Like people who raise gay kids don’t go to heaven.

Fuck that.

I can run.

So I wipe the tears from my cheeks and pack as many of my clothes as will fit in my backpack. Then I go to my secret stash of money that I’d been planning to use doing fun gay stuff over the summer with Frankie.

There’s only a hundred and seventeen bucks, but it’s enough to get me to a city. I’ll take a cheap train or a bus and go to DC or Baltimore. They have shelters for kids like me who have to run from home.

There’s still enough suspicion in my mind to look out the window for people waiting before I open it. I turn back one more time to look at my bedroom.

It feels like something I’m required to do. Like I’m taking a snapshot to remember it by. But I don’t want to remember it. I don’t need to. If Garrett brought a gun with him and put it to my head, demanding I tell him one good memory about this place, about my family, I don’t know that I’d be able to.

“This,” I whisper to myself. Leaving is the good memory I’ll have.

I push out the screen. And I run.




THREE

I HOLD TIGHT TO THAT MEMORY OF LEAVING, WHEN everything felt possible. But now I’ll be sent back.

This police station smells damp and chemically. As though it was recently mopped with dirty water that someone added a capful of lavender-scented bleach to. Only I’ve been handcuffed to a chair in the waiting area for over an hour and the smell hasn’t changed, so I don’t think it matters when the mopping happened; it just always smells like this. Perpetually un-Fabuloso.

I’m getting antsy and panicked. Like a trapped animal. When he put the cuffs on, Baldy-Cop made them tighter than they needed to be—my left wrist is starting to chafe.

And my stomach cramps are getting worse.

My ID is still in my bag under the Starbucks dumpster, but all they have to do is give me food and I’ll tell them everything. Whatever they want in exchange for anything in the vending machine to my right.

I turn to stare at the Honey Bun teasing me from B7. My mouth is somehow dry and sticky at the same time as it struggles to produce saliva. My stomach grumbles again.

At least in juvie I’ll get food.

When I left home, I underestimated how hard it would be to find food on my own. Before I got rid of my phone, I looked up a queer youth shelter and decided to get on a train to DC. I thought I could walk through the front doors and they’d find a place for me. That I’d have a newfound family of queer kids who had been through the same thing I had.

I didn’t realize how many queer kids have already been through what I have. Or worse.

There was no room for me. The social worker called around to other shelters—even some in Baltimore, Philly, and New York—but everywhere was understaffed and they didn’t have the room or the budget.

So the social worker told me the only option they had was to call Child Protective Services.

I knew what that meant. They’d call my parents and tell them where I was. Then they’d put me in foster care or a group home until my parents came to get me. I begged the social worker not to, but she tried to tell me they would be involved and looking after me, even at home.

They didn’t understand what that meant. Private conversion therapy is still legal in West Virginia, and a parent has the right to send their child there if they think it’s for the best. CPS wouldn’t be able to stop that. There’s also plenty of ways these companies get around the words conversion therapy.

So, like I did when Garrett showed up, I ran.

And no one chased me.

There were plenty of people who helped me survive. Other home-less people who had been at it longer gave me the best pointers they could, the biggest one being Don’t get arrested. If that happened, I’d be in the system and I’d never be able to get a job, and it would affect my ability to get housing. I didn’t tell them I was more worried about being sent home to my parents.

And here I am, waiting to be booked.

I’ll need to survive whatever conversion therapy throws at me and then lie for two more years. I can do that.

But the thought makes me sick—and this time it isn’t because I’m hungry.

Arrrrre you surrrre about thaaaaat? the strawberry Pop-Tarts in C4 ask me.

I turn away from them. Stare at the bulletin board on my left. It’s plastered with paper printouts from the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children. They’re all printed in color with the word MISSING at the top in dark red. Some of them aren’t kids anymore. Their posters say they went missing when they were preteens, but that was years ago.

One of the posters catches my attention.

Because it’s me.

I almost get up to take a closer look—completely forgetting I’m handcuffed to this chair—but my body won’t let me. Maybe it’s the starvation taking hold, but I’m stuck in place. My parents reported me missing. Maybe they feel bad or changed their minds. Maybe they really do want me.

And for a second, I imagine what it might be like to go home. To see my family again. If they are looking for me, maybe it means they do love me. Maybe, in my absence, they got a look at life without me, and that glimpse was enough to make them see past their bullshit religious hang-ups and realize they actually love their only child.

But whatever teeny bit of hope I may have dissolves instantly when I see the name on the poster.

Nathaniel Beaumont.

It’s not me. It’s some other kid who has been missing for almost ten years.

Below his name it says: Nathaniel’s photo is shown age-progressed to age 16.

The picture of him was generated with a computer, but it looks like me. His brown hair is shorter because whoever the artist is—or maybe it’s AI at this point—made it look like his hair had been cut and styled instead of grown out like mine. And the smile is off. It’s the only thing that gives it away as a computer-generated image. Our noses are similar, though the bridge of mine is more prominent—something I hate about myself—and Nathaniel’s ears stick out a bit like mine, too. Another thing I hate.

More than anything else, though, it’s his eyes. They’re the same gray-blue shade as mine. My dad’s eyes, really.

Looking at the age-progressed picture gives me chills. It’s like an alternate-reality me. From another world where with different parents I still had to run away from home and—

No. He didn’t run away. According to the poster, he was six when he disappeared. Ten years missing in July.

Which means he had parents who wanted him. Lucky kid.

Is that sick? It’s definitely sick. But if I were him—meaning if my parents were like his—and they found Nathaniel today, there’s no way they’d care if he happened to be gay. His poor parents have probably spent every day for the last decade believing he was dead. Or maybe they spent those days hoping and praying he was alive and safe somewhere.

If they got the call that he’d been found, they would be so happy. They’d have their kid back. And Nate wouldn’t be scared and alone anymore. He’d be safe with people who loved him.

I wish I could have that. A place where I can feel safe and not worry about where I’m going to find my next meal or where I’m going to sleep. I’m so tired of running.

Almost ten years is a long time to be missing, though. He wouldn’t even be the same kid who disap—

A chill makes every hair on my body stand on end.

But before the thought seed can even root, I pluck it out. That would be too fucked up, even for me. I couldn’t steal some missing kid’s identity.

And there must be ways of verifying my story. DNA tests they’d give immediately to make sure I am who I say I am. Even though it’s been nine years and so many months, I still feel like his parents would know if I was really their son.

“All right, your turn.” I look up at the policewoman walking toward me. She’s a short white woman with shoulder-length, curly red hair. She bends down with a key and unlocks the cuff that’s tethered me to the chair for the past hour and a half. “Put out your right hand, please.”

I do as she says, and she puts the cuff back on my right wrist, then motions for me to stand.

“Come this way.” She turns and heads around the reception desk. I take one last look at Nathaniel’s picture before following her.

Let’s say I’m Nathaniel Beaumont. What does this woman do? Types my name into a system and sees that I’ve been missing for almost ten years. Then what?

Ahead of me, the woman reaches her desk and motions to the chair next to it. I sit.

“Right.” The woman—her name tag reads “R. Walters”—sighs and turns her attention to me. “Name, hon?”

If I borrowed Nathaniel’s name, just for a bit, maybe Nathaniel’s parents wouldn’t even have to meet me. If the cops took me to the hospital for the DNA test, or at least uncuffed me and left me out in the waiting area, I could make a run for it.

If I disappeared again, the police would know I wasn’t Nathaniel at all. They’d realize I saw the missing poster, took his identity, and played them. They’d apologize, and the family—if they ever found out—could sue and they’d get a nice settlement.

Or am I lying to myself? Making myself feel better for what I already know I’m going to do? My choices are simple: Tell the truth and go home, followed by conversion therapy and torture. Or I tell this officer I’m Nathaniel Beaumont and maybe go to a hospital, uncuffed, while they verify my story. I need a moment to breathe. I need to not be fighting every damn day.

Think of something else. Anything else!

“Nathaniel,” I say. Officer Walters types it in, then looks back at me for the last name. “Beaumont.” I spell it for her, and she thanks me.

She opens her mouth to ask something else but stops. Her eyes dart around the screen and she clicks something.

She looks at the computer, then at me again.

She’s very interested in me now. The boredom is completely gone from her face.

“Holy shit,” she says under her breath.

Holy shit indeed.




FOUR

EVERYTHING AFTER THAT HAPPENS SO FAST I BARELY have a second to think.

First they uncuff me.

Then they put me in an interrogation room, where they don’t interrogate me but instead give me water and doughnuts—apparently that cliché about cops is true. Of course I try to eat too quickly and throw it all up. Once my vomit is cleaned, I try again, taking small bites until the doughnut is gone, then reach for another.

After that, people come in to talk to me. A beautiful middle-aged Black woman with long, straight black hair pulled to the right side. She says her name is Detective Hall, and she has a man with her, a tall and skinny white guy with a salt-and-pepper crew cut wearing a nicely fitted suit. She introduces him as Supervisory Special Agent Grant.

FBI.

Grant looks as if he’s about to say something but thinks better of it. The detective asks me question after question while Agent Grant watches from the doorway. She asks me my name again, where I’m from, where I’ve been, what I’m doing in DC.

I give her quick, concise lies—keeping track of them as I go along. I’m nervous at first, but then it starts to feel familiar. I used to lie to my friends and family all the time. If I went to a party, I’d tell my parents I was going to a church event. Then I would go there for an hour first, in case they asked anyone if I was there. I lied to church friends and school friends, and didn’t tell them I was gay.

Until Frankie. She was the one person who saw who I really was, because she was lying, too. While it felt like we were the only two gay kids in our grade, we knew it wasn’t true. But we also knew we had to lie. To keep up appearances so we weren’t tormented incessantly.

Detective Hall asks follow-up questions that I avoid or try not to provide too much information on.

Where are your parents?

Where did you live?

Who did you live with?

How long have you been living on the street?

I don’t want to give an address that could eventually be traced back to my real family and I can’t just make one up. If it’s not real, that’s a dead giveaway. But if it is real, I’m making some random person a suspect in a child kidnapping. So I act overwhelmed and tell her I can’t remember. When she presses me on it, which she does over and over and over, I finally say I won’t speak anymore without a lawyer. She tells me I’m no longer under arrest, but even if that’s true—which it’s not—they could change their minds and tell a judge I was under arrest and chose not to remain silent.

Agent Grant watches, letting Detective Hall do all the questioning. Never once does he ask for clarification or more details. He stands in the open doorway, watching, and because he’s so quiet, he’s the one who scares me most. But then he leaves.

After that, two new officers take me to a hospital, but every time I try to ask what’s happening, they pass the buck to someone else. The officer tasked with watching me in the emergency room says the doctor will explain. The doctor says the police will explain. The nurse says the doctor or the police will explain. All while they keep asking invasive questions and doing the tests they do to any missing kid who turns up out of the blue.

But the longer this goes on, the faster everything moves along. It’s like a speeding train out of control, and I know the track ahead is out. At some point they’re going to test the DNA in the blood sample the nurse took. Or they’re going to catch me in a lie. Or they’re going to find out the real Nathaniel Beaumont was found dead two weeks ago and they never got around to taking down that missing child alert.

This was a huge mistake. No resting tonight; I need to get out of here immediately.

Finally, a little after two in the afternoon, I’m shown to a room in the pediatric ward. Then things start to calm. Once I’m in the bed and the nurse comes to check my vitals—clipping a pulse oximeter onto my finger and checking my temperature—I realize I still don’t have my clothes. They had me put them in a plastic bag and change into a gown and itchy, thin pants.

I ask the nurse where my clothes are, and she says she’ll find out for me. When she leaves, I get up and poke my head out the door.

To my right is the nurses’ station and elevator. The police officer babysitting me is sitting in a chair staring at his phone.

To my left are more rooms, a bathroom, and at the end of the hall is an exit sign.

My way out.

They still haven’t come back to handcuff me, so I am assuming the results of the DNA test they’re doing—or are planning on doing—haven’t come back yet. As soon as the nurse is back with my clothes, I’ll change and slip out as fast as I can.

My stomach growls again. Now that I’ve eaten something, the hunger pangs are worse. Like my stomach can remember the idea of fullness and now craves it.

Maybe the hospital will feed me before I run.

No. I can’t risk staying here any longer than I need to. As soon as I have my clothes, I have to get out of here.

So I wait, and wait. The nurse comes back to check on me, and I remind her about my clothes. She says she’s going to find out, again. Then tells me she’s going to have some food brought up for me.

I’m craving the high-speed way that time was moving only an hour ago. Now I feel stuck. The bullet train to the end of the line has slowed, but not enough for me to jump off. And it’s agony.

Finally, around four, Detective Hall appears in the doorway with a few others, including a doctor, a woman I haven’t met yet, and Agent Grant.

And this is it. My blood test came back and they know I’m not Nathaniel Beaumont.

I sit up.

Detective Hall steps to the side of the door while Agent Grant stays outside.

The doctor comes in. I forget her name; she was the third new doctor to come say hello to me down in the ER when they were giving me checkups.

“Hi, Nate,” she says, and it catches me off guard. They wouldn’t be calling me Nate if they tested my blood and found out it didn’t match Nathaniel Beaumont’s family’s. And she doesn’t look like she’s trying to catch me in a lie. She looks like she’s trying to be kind. “I want to introduce you to someone. This is a pediatric psychologist, Dr. Zapata.”

She motions to the woman behind her, who steps into the room.

Dr. Zapata is a short woman with fair skin and straight dark brown shoulder-length hair. She wears dark jeans, an untucked button-down, and a navy blazer. She has a friendly face but her expression stops short of a smile.

“Hi, Nate, it’s nice to meet you.”

They’re still calling me Nate. And they have a psychologist. Which means maybe they think my lies were temporary insanity and they have the shrink here to talk me through it before cuffing me again. That’s nice of them, at least.

I don’t say anything, and in the silence there’s a commotion in the hallway. Agent Grant steps away from the door and begins talking to someone. Two someones. There’s a back-and-forth between them, and Detective Hall goes out to join them.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

Dr. Zapata’s lips drop to a straight line as her brow furrows. She opens her mouth, but the woman from the hallway shouts over whatever she was going to say.

“I don’t give a shit, I want to see my son!”

Son.

Shit. No, no, no. They wouldn’t have told this poor family I’m their son without confirming it, right? Like with scientific evidence that stands up in a court?

Another voice—a man—calls after her. “Val!”

The woman pushes Detective Hall aside, and behind her Agent Grant moves out of the way, looking like this is all getting away from him. When the woman glares at her, Dr. Zapata looks frustrated but steps aside.

She’s a tall, skinny white woman with wavy brown hair wearing maroon scrubs and a long gray cardigan. And she has eyes the same shade as mine.

Nathaniel Beaumont’s mother. And from the way she’s looking at me, they definitely didn’t tell her that I’m not Nathaniel.




FIVE

NATHANIEL’S MOM—THOUGH EVERYONE HAS BEEN CALLING me Nate, so maybe that’s how his parents referred to him—looks as if she’s seeing, well, someone pretending to be her son who’s been missing for over nine years.

She stares at me from the doorway, mouth agape and tears welling in her eyes.

This is so fucked up. It never should have gotten this far. I was hoping they would try to confirm my identity before contacting Nate’s parents. Then I’d have a chance to make a run for it before the blood test came back. Maybe in the middle of the night while the nurse on duty is tired and distracted. But here’s Nate’s family, expecting to see him and finding an imposter instead. Guilt churns my stomach.

I open my mouth to apologize, but I can’t make my voice work.

“Nate” is all Nate’s mother says. “Oh my …” She breaks into sobs and crosses the room so fast it takes my breath away.

Wait.

She called me Nate.

She can’t seriously think I’m him? This isn’t right. She squeezes me tight, sobbing, and I can’t help it. I’m surprised to find that I’m crying, too.

Why am I crying? And why am I hugging her back so tightly? I don’t even know this woman. Maybe being alone for the past eight months has gotten to me more than I thought it could. I don’t even know when the last time I got a hug was. And if I think even harder, I don’t remember ever being hugged by my mom or dad.

She lets go and holds me at arm’s length. Tears spill from my eyes as sobs rack my body.

Nate’s mom wipes away my tears with her thumbs and looks into my eyes. “It’s okay, pumpkin. It’s okay.”

Movement draws my eyes to the doorway and I see a tall, portly man with salt-and-pepper hair, a dark mustache, and thick eyebrows. He has broad shoulders and a belly that sticks out against a blue shirt and dark suit.

This must be Nate’s dad. He doesn’t look at me the way his wife does. He’s more guarded. Because in his heart he knows something isn’t right about all this. Maybe he’s the pessimist in their relationship. Or maybe he decided long ago that Nate was dead while his wife held on to hope.

Hope that I’m probably going to destroy.

Someone else steps around him. It’s a young man, probably a few years older than me. But the family resemblance is there. He’s tall and broad, like his father beside him, but he’s lean like the mother, who still holds me tight. The young man—Nate’s brother, I assume—wears a fashionable button-down tucked into slacks and gives me the clearest look of suspicion out of everyone in the family.

Dr. Zapata is talking quietly to the other doctor, Detective Hall, and Agent Grant. Nate’s father still watches me. Finally Dr. Zapata turns back to us.

“We’ll give you all some time together.” Her eyes lock on me. “But Detective Hall and Agent Grant will have to talk with you some more after. I’ll be here, too.” She looks at Nate’s parents, ignoring the brother. “The two of you are more than welcome to stay, but I would advise you to step outside in case there’s anything—”

“Absolutely not,” Nate’s mom says. She grips my hand and looks into my eyes as she brushes my hair away from them. “We’re not going anywhere.”

“Okay.” Dr. Zapata ushers everyone else outside and Nate’s brother shuts the door behind her. Then he crosses his arms and leans against the wall, regarding me with what I can only imagine is suspicion.

Nate’s mom sits down on the side of the bed. Her hands brush my cheeks, and she looks me up and down. “Oh, my baby. Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”

“Valencia.” Nate’s father says her name like a warning.

She sighs and shakes her head. “Sorry. Dr. Zapata says we shouldn’t press you without her here. I just … oh!” She pulls me into a tight hug. “We’ve missed you so much. Are you … are you okay?”

Nate’s dad steps forward and puts a gentle hand on Valencia Beaumont’s shoulder. “Hon, you heard—”

“I don’t care. This is our son, I’m going to ask him if he’s okay as much as I damn well please.”

Nate’s dad steps back again and crosses his arms, matching the posture of his older son, who still hasn’t said anything. When his dad looks at me, it’s not with love, but more curiosity. It’s a look that stops just short of saying, I know you’re not my son. Nate’s mom is the only one in this room who believes I’m really Nate. How long before they convince her of the truth? I don’t know what to do or say, so I keep on doing what I’ve been doing.

Lie.

“I’m okay,” I say. “A little confused.” My eyes drift back to Nate’s maybe-brother, who stares at me, stone-faced.

Beside him, Nate’s dad scoffs. “I think that’s going around today.”

Valencia nods and grabs my hand. “We’re going to sort everything out. Then we’ll take you home.”

“That’s not him, Mom,” the young man across the room says.

Mom. Obviously my intuition about him being Nate’s brother was right. Like his intuition is about me. Nate’s brother gestures toward me as though I’m a piece of trash he passed on the street—which, okay, valid. But my stomach clenches. He’s right, and I need to tell them.

But before I can, Valencia turns to him and says his name in a scolding tone: “Easton!”

Easton Beaumont.

Something in his look motivates me, and before I even know what my brain is doing, I stare directly into his eyes and reply, “It’s okay. He was always jealous of me.”

Easton’s eyebrows go up in surprise, then he tilts his head and the corner of his mouth slips into an almost-grin. His dad looks between the two of us, not sure what to say. But Valencia laughs and wipes a tear from her eye.

I don’t know why I said that. Maybe because I was so sure they’d know I wasn’t really Nate—and to be fair, his dad still doesn’t seem convinced—that it felt like a challenge. And maybe now, after meeting this family, I’m jealous, too. Jealous for the life Nate had before he disappeared.

For the first time, I think of Nate and wonder what did happen to him.

The mood in the room lifts, and even Easton allows his grin to expand.

“So where the hell have you been?” Easton asks. It’s almost as if he’s reading my mind, and I get a chill.

Easton’s dad holds up his hands. “No, we need to have the doctor and police in here if we’re going to talk about this.”

Easton snorts. “You want the cops in here?” His eyes drift over to me, and he grins in a conspiratorial way. “I’d hire a new lawyer if I were you.”

Lawyer?

“I’m not his lawyer. I …,” Mr. Beaumont starts, but his voice drifts off. Was he about to say “I’m his father”? Or “I don’t give a rat’s ass what happens to this kid”? Instead, he shakes his head and says, “You don’t need a lawyer anyway. Shoplifting is a misdemeanor at best, and since you were kidnapped, they aren’t even pressing charges.”

“Great, so I’m free to go?” I pretend to stand up—only half joking, honestly, because it would be wonderful if they let me leave.

Valencia puts a gentle hand against my upper arm. “Not yet. They’re going to keep you overnight for observation. You’re dehydrated and malnourished. But tomorrow you’ll come home with us.”

She says it like it’s supposed to be a good thing, and maybe for Nate Beaumont it would be. But I have to fight not to shake my head. I can’t go home with these people. The DNA test is going to come back eventually. The Beaumonts probably gave a sample when they got to the hospital. Maybe it takes a few days to get the results back. It’ll be even worse if they get a call that I’m not their son while I’m living with them. They’re going to find out I’m not Nate eventually; it’s better if it happens before I go home with them.

I have to run tonight.

Nate’s father sighs and leans against the wall. “Easton comes home for summer break and we suddenly have two teen boys to feed. We’re never getting that boat I want.”

“Marcus,” Valencia scolds him, but she does it with a smile. And thankfully now I know his name.

“Kidding,” he says. Then he stares into the distance as if he’s doing math in his head. “I can probably still get the boat.”

“You don’t need a boat,” she says, her joking demeanor slowly dropping.

“I mean, no one needs a boat,” I say, trying to defuse the thickening tension in the room. “They’re just nice to have.” I don’t know anything about owning a boat, but it sounds nice.

Valencia laughs, clamping her hand over her mouth. Marcus grins and maybe even looks proud of me?

Again I’m reminded of how quickly everything has gotten out of hand. I’m pretending to be their son, and they expect me to go home with them.

How would it hurt them if I ran off again? To them, they finally have their son. Easton has his brother back.

I shouldn’t care. These are strangers, and I’m pretending to be their kid because it was the only way I could think of to avoid being sent back to my own asshole parents, who were ready to ship me off to some camp to be tortured into a kid they still wouldn’t love.

But stoking those bitter, ever-burning thoughts of my own family betraying me isn’t enough, because Valencia’s arms go around me again and it feels wonderful. It’s enough to block any negative feelings I have about my real parents, and about these lies I’m telling this family, because this family is here, and they’re willing to fight for me.

For a brief moment, my logic reminds me they’re here to fight for Nate, not me, but I bat the thought away and just enjoy Valencia’s embrace.




SIX

DR. ZAPATA SPENDS THE AFTERNOON TALKING WITH ME and Nate’s parents—Easton is sent down to the cafeteria despite his objections. Detective Hall interjects with a few of her own questions when the conversation allows. She asks me about my kidnapping and where I’ve been, but I don’t offer any real answers. I keep everything vague and dodge as many questions as I can without looking suspicious.

If anyone is suspicious, they have great poker faces. Even Marcus seems to be believing it all a little easier now. Agent Grant, on the other hand, remains stoic and unreadable.

Still, it doesn’t hurt my case that Dr. Zapata says post-traumatic amnesia is common in kidnappings. At one point before asking some darker questions, she asks if Nate’s parents would like to leave the room. Marcus looks as though he wants to, but Valencia says no and reaches for my hand.

Of course Dr. Zapata asks about sexual abuse, because why wouldn’t you ask that of a kidnapping victim, but I make sure she knows there wasn’t any. I’m okay with lying about who I am to get out of jail, but sexual abuse victims are rarely believed to begin with, and there’s no way I’m contributing to that by lying about it myself.

Weird how my morals are so clear-cut on some things, but not others. Manipulating grieving families? Okay! Lying about sexual assault? Definitely not okay!

“I’m sorry, but how much longer do we need to talk about this?” I finally ask. It’s all starting to hit me—exactly what I’m doing here—and I hate it. I hate how kind these two parents are; lying to them makes me feel awful. Maybe there was another way I could have avoided going to juvie, but I still can’t figure it out. Not that it matters, because I’m already in too deep.

Dr. Zapata nods. “You’re right, we should probably pause for the day.”

Pause? How much more could there be? “No. I’d rather try and get it all done now so we can move on.”

Dr. Zapata’s eyes flick over to Nate’s parents, then back to me. “Nate, your road to recovery is going to be a long one. You’ve been through immense trauma—not least of which is that you’ve lived on the streets for the past eight months.”

I did tell them that part. But it was under the guise of me running away. I couldn’t remember who or where I was running from, but I ran. It’s close enough to the real story that it was easy to sell.

Valencia turns to me. “Dr. Zapata has her own practice when she’s not doing consults for the hospital. We’ve asked that she be your psychologist.”

“I’d like you to come see me at least once a week,” she says. She must see that I’m about to argue, so she puts up her hands. “To start. We can add more days if you need. Or if you’re adjusting to your home life okay, we can pare back.”

At least the Beaumonts will have her to speak to when I disappear again. Maybe she can tell them it’s part of my trauma and I’ll be back one day.

“Okay,” I say. I have zero intention of staying long enough to have even one session with Dr. Z.

Dr. Zapata thanks me, then tells my parents she’ll call them tomorrow to set up my first appointment. She also mentions that it might be best if they go home for the night. “I understand you probably don’t want to let him out of your sight again, but he should rest.”

There’s a fair amount of subtext in her words—maybe she discussed this when they first met, because Valencia doesn’t argue with her.

“There’s going to be an officer posted outside his room all night,” Detective Hall says. “He’ll be safe here.”

“I don’t need a police escort,” I say, trying not to sound too anxious about the idea.

Agent Grant speaks from the corner; it’s the first time he’s said anything. “Until we know more about your kidnapping, we’ll be keeping a close eye on you. Abductions like this are usually a single person. But with your amnesia”—he says it like he doesn’t buy the excuse—“we don’t know if it’s one person or a bigger trafficking ring that might be looking for you. It’s for your protection.”

“You’ll be okay, sweetie,” Valencia says. Then she leans over me. I flinch slightly and she backs away, looking either sad or embarrassed. My cheeks burn. I didn’t realize she was trying to kiss my forehead. No one’s ever tried to do that before.

“Okay,” I say, trying to move past the awkwardness. I’m not escaping from the hospital tonight. But I’m curious to know whether it’s for my own protection or to make sure I’m not going to run off before they find out who I really am.

Nate’s parents say goodbye to Dr. Zapata, and Detective Hall and Agent Grant go outside to talk with her some more. Valencia reaches into the bag she set on the ground and takes out a phone. She hands it over to me. “We activated a new line on one of Easton’s old phones for you on the way here. Our numbers are all saved in there. If you need us, you can call or text at any time, okay?” She looks embarrassed for a second, then laughs. “And … I might text you good night. Or when we get home. Or from the car.”

I can’t help but laugh and it manages to dial down the remaining awkwardness to zero. I take the phone from her and the screen lights up. The wallpaper is a family photo of Marcus, Valencia, and Easton. They’re standing on a dock, dressed in summer clothing, with the ocean behind them, all smiling as if they didn’t survive a trauma together. My heart flutters, but I’m not sure if it’s guilt again or the idea of being a part of a happy family.

“Thank you,” I say.

“We’ll be back tomorrow,” Marcus says.

“We’ll stop somewhere on the way home to pick up some new clothes for you,” Valencia adds. She goes over to my plastic bag of clothes, which the nurse finally dropped off. “What size are you now?”

“Those pants are a little big,” I say.

Valencia looks at the tag, then at me, and for a second looks like she’s going to cry again, but she nods quickly.

She comes back and kisses me on the cheek before pulling me into another warm embrace. I still have to fight not to flinch. When she’s done, Marcus even comes over to the bed and gives me a hug, albeit a slightly more reserved one.

Then they go out into the hallway, where they talk with Detective Hall and Agent Grant.

I get up, grab my IV bag off the hook by my bed, and walk over to the door.

Agent Grant is speaking. “—advise you to order a DNA test to confirm that he is really Nate.”

“You took his blood,” Valencia says. “You matched his blood type to us.”

What?

“Mrs. Beaumont,” Detective Hall says, “blood type doesn’t—”

“You said that boy in there is B-positive. Nate was B-positive because I’m O and Marcus is B-positive. Go in there and ask him whatever questions you might have. Or look at him, for chrissake! He is our son. I don’t need you taking his DNA and ours to file in some database.”

“Val.” Marcus’s voice sounds calm and steady. “If it will put all this to rest—”

“No,” she says. “It is put to rest. That’s our son and we’re taking him home tomorrow. What are you going to do if we don’t submit to a DNA test? Claim he isn’t ours? Put him in foster care? You have two parents here who have missed out on almost ten years with their child!”

Marcus says her name again in a hushed tone, but she keeps going. “Ten years he’s been missing, and you all couldn’t find him. And now one of your officers arrested him because he was starving and had nowhere to turn. If you do try to take him away, we will sue you once that court-ordered DNA test comes back a match.”

I feel like this is all a huge bluff, but Valencia is certainly selling it. Agent Grant says “Very well” and wishes them both a good evening before his dress shoes echo away down the hall.

Detective Hall sighs and says, “This is Officer Rhodes. He’ll be here until six p.m., then Officer Daniels will take over until six a.m. You have my card if you need anything in the meantime. And I’ll see you both in the morning.”

“Thank you, Detective,” Marcus says. She doesn’t respond, but her footsteps head the same way Agent Grant went.

Officer Rhodes says good night to Marcus and Valencia, and their footsteps are the last to go, the two of them whispering to each other in a low argument I can’t make out.

I go back and lie down in the hospital bed, raising the back a bit more so I’m sitting upright. Based on what I overheard, the police didn’t test my blood to make sure I was Nate. And considering what was said between the police and Nate’s parents, it sounds like it’s up to Marcus and Valencia.

At least for now.

Valencia said they were going to buy me new clothes. If I do go home with them, I could pack better than when I ran away from my parents. I could get a bigger duffel bag and fill it with my new clothes. And food—I can take canned food that they won’t miss. Marcus made that joke about feeding two teens. They probably wouldn’t notice if food was disappearing quickly.

The idea brings my guilt right
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