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To those who have never been found, and to their families.


I will never lose hope.
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Chapter One


My Keeper left and he hasn’t come back.


Through the thin slit between the heavy curtains covering the attic window, I’ve watched the sky turn from blue to black three times since he left. The sky is a pinkish orange now, which means it’s about to be blue again.


He leaves me every day when he goes to work, but he’s never left me overnight before.


I drank all my water the first day. Now the last drops that remained along the sides of my water bottle have evaporated, and my tongue is heavy and dry.


I hope he didn’t leave to replace me with my sister.


My sister’s in high school now. My Keeper has taken the Christmas decorations from the attic’s neatly stacked plastic storage bins four times since I’ve been here, so that means Alexa and I are sixteen. That makes her a sophomore, I think.


Alexa loves school. She gets straight A’s, she has lots of friends, and she’s a cheerleader. Now that we’re sixteen, she can drive. She drives home in her new red convertible to have dinner with Mom and Dad, and then she chats with her boyfriend for hours before falling asleep on her bed in our pink and white bedroom.


I know this because when Alexa and I turned seven, we used some of our birthday money to buy a diary from the bookstore on Chapman Street. It has a bright pink cover, and a little lock and two keys, one for each of us. We used glitter paint pens to write Charlotte and Alexa’s Dream Book on the cover, and drew flowers and swirls on it. We wrote each dream on its own page and vowed to do them all: Go to Disney World. Lead the Dragonettes to a state cheer championship. Go to Woodland Creek Middle School, then Woodland Creek High School, and make the honor roll every semester. Get matching cars for our sixteenth birthday. Date the cutest, nicest guys. Be co-captains of the high school’s cheer squad, the Sparklers. Go to the University of Illinois, where our parents met when they were cast as Romeo and Juliet. Pledge our mom’s sorority. Marry handsome, funny, smart men. Live in houses right next to each other.


When we were nine, Alexa and I were supposed to be matching Twix bars for Halloween, but she caught pneumonia and couldn’t go trick-or-treating. I didn’t want to go without her, but she told me to go to twice as many houses and get twice as much candy. So that’s what I did. I did it double, because she couldn’t do it at all.


Now Alexa is following the plans in our Dream Book alone. She’s doing it double, because I can’t do it at all.


My Keeper punched me in the stomach once, and that’s how it feels now. Cramping. Rumbling. Sunken and hot. My head is fuzzy and light.


I wonder if Alexa’s awake yet. Maybe she’s eating breakfast right now, before she goes to school. Our favorite food is oranges. When we were little, we would peel our oranges, pull the sections apart, and arrange them to look like a flower on our plates.


My Keeper gave me an orange one time. I peeled it and made it into a flower. He said it was pretty, just like me.


My Keeper loves me. That’s why he took me. That’s why I belong to him, and why he’ll never share me with anyone.


I wonder if my family ever thinks about me.


I hope so.


I hope not.


• • •


My tongue is dry. My throat is dry. Even my eyes are dry. My skin is crackling and my muscles hurt when I move. But in my mind, I’m holding a big, sparkly glass of my mom’s homemade lemonade. I bring it to my mouth, and the ice cubes tickle my lips as I take a sip.


I swallow, and it hurts, burning my throat, and I realize there is no lemonade. There’s no Mom, no Dad, no Alexa. Just the blue storage bins in the front of the attic, the big bed in the back, the wire crate, and me.


By now, Alexa’s probably at school, and my parents are at work. Mom’s a fitness instructor at the Woodland Creek community center. Zumba is her specialty. Dad sells insurance to make money, but really, he’s an actor. One time he played a chef in a commercial for gourmet spaghetti sauce, and sometimes he’s in a big theater production down in Chicago. He always gets a big role in the plays at the community center. Sometimes Mom, Alexa, and I do a play with him.


Well, now just Mom and Alexa do the plays with him.


On our last day together, we left rehearsal early—Dad was the Wizard, Mom was Glinda, Alexa and I were Munchkins—so Alexa and I could cheer in the Dragons Pee Wee football game. Our friends Bailey, Megan, and Amber were on the Dragonettes squad with us. We wore our new blue and white uniforms with pleated skirts, and Alexa and I tied our pigtails with two ribbons: a blue one to match our eyes, and a white one to contrast with our long black hair.


We both had bangs back then, but my Keeper has never cut my hair, so my bangs have grown out. I wonder if Alexa still has bangs.


My cheer uniform fell apart after a few months in the attic, so he gave me three faded nightgowns to wear instead. He let me keep my uniform, though, which was very nice of him. I fold it up and use it as a pillow in the wire crate he puts me in while he’s away. Sometimes I press my nose into my uniform and inhale as deeply as I can. Underneath the stench of sweat and dirt, I can smell the springtime detergent my mom uses, or sometimes it’s the freshly cut grass of the football field, or the popcorn from the concession stand. Then I hold my breath for as long as I can, because I know the next time I inhale it will be stale attic air, or sometimes my Keeper’s coffee-smoky breath, or the sharp bleach he made me use to clean the blood I got all over the wooden floor that one time. There are two big bleach stains on the floor. One is mine. The other is from The One Before.


Outside, across the street, the car with the loud engine rumbles to life and drives away, as it does every morning. I hate the person who drives that car. I hate that person for not knowing that I’m here, that I’ve been here this whole time, just across the street. I hate that person for never hearing the creaks: the creak of the wooden stairs as my Keeper climbs up to the attic, the creak of the door as he swings it open and quickly locks it shut again, the creak of the bed where he sleeps with me every night.


• • •


My head throbs and my joints ache, but I shuffle up to my hands and knees, arching my back to the top of the wire crate and stretching my neck down, chin to chest. My arms are like shaky feathers, and my elbows collapse. There’s not enough room to stretch my legs all the way, but if I press against the corner and lean on my hip, I can extend them into the opposite corner, one at a time.


When I stretch my right leg, I knock over the pail I use as a bathroom while I’m in the crate. It clangs against the metal bottom, the sound screeching around the attic. I flinch instinctively, even though he’s not here to hear it. No noise. He puts his hands around my throat when I make noise. I can feel him now, squeezing, squeezing, squeezing.


One day, he’ll squeeze too hard.


My waste from the pail has spilled all over the crate, and I swipe my uniform away just in time. I soak up the mess with my blanket, but now the blanket is wet and smelly. When he comes back, he’ll be furious.


He likes his things to be neat and clean, including me. The attic is tidy and dust-free. Every morning he has me make the big bed, tucking in the sheets, plumping up the pillows, smoothing out the quilt. Every night he has me take a bath. The tub has brass feet that look like lion paws, with pipes that go down to the lower part of the house that I have never seen. He installed a tub, sink, and toilet just for me, because The One Before kept trying to run away when he took her down the attic stairs to use the regular bathroom. There are claw marks on the attic door where she tried to scrape her way out. That’s why he locks me in the wire crate when he’s gone. He says he’ll do whatever he can to help me behave, so he doesn’t have to punish me like he had to punish her. I try to behave anyway. I replaced The One Before, and I behave so Alexa doesn’t have to replace me.


My stomach burns hot and hollow. How many days has it been? Three? Four? A hundred? I don’t know anymore. Everything is hazy. The buzzing in my ears won’t stop. The halo around the light bulb that hangs from the rafters gets bigger and smaller, bigger and smaller.


Three/four/a hundred mornings ago, just like always, my Keeper gave me his leftover toast and my pill, and I made the bed. He kissed me goodbye before herding me into the crate with my pail and bottle of water, told me he loves me, and locked me in. Then just like always, he locked the attic door behind him. And just like always, I counted his footsteps as he walked down the creaky wooden stairs. Fourteen, thirteen, twelve, eleven. All the way to one.


Except that day three/four/a hundred mornings ago, when I got to nine, I heard him gasp, moan, then tumble down the stairs.


Then I heard nothing.


I’m so tired. I’ve never been so tired. I’m not even thirsty anymore. I just want to sleep.


I’m pretty sure, if I close my eyes now, that I’ll never open them again.


I’m so sorry, Alexa. I’m so sorry you have to do the Dream Book all alone.




Chapter Two


From far away, a scream. A howl.


I’m so tired. Please. I just want to sleep. I just want to float away.


The screams won’t let me. From the other side of the attic door, high-pitched, panicked words trip over themselves, so fast I can’t understand them.


Someone’s here. A woman.


My eyelids fly open.


A woman is here. In my Keeper’s house.


She’s shrieking. I try to get my heart to stop drumming so I can hear what she’s saying.


“Send an ambulance. I found my brother at the bottom of the stairs. I think he broke his neck. Please come. Oh God, hurry!”


Muscles aching, I haul myself up, hitting my head on the top of the crate. I couldn’t have heard that right. This is a dream. A death-dream.


But I can hear a woman. Behind the attic door, on the stairs. Shrieking. Crying.


A whimper escapes from behind my lips, then my throat closes up. No noise.


But what if he’s lying there at the bottom of the stairs with a broken neck, like that woman said? What if he can’t stop me from making noise anymore? What if he’s dead?


But what if this is a trick?


He’s tricked me before. Telling me he had a son on the Dragons Pee Wee football team was a trick. Asking me to help him go get ice cream for the team was a trick. Bringing me to his house and up to his attic was a trick.


He tricked me again the first time he left me alone in the attic. When I opened the door to escape, he was standing at the top of the stairs. Waiting. He was testing me, and I had failed. He punished me for trying to leave him. Now I can’t straighten my left leg all the way and the edge of my vision is blurry in my right eye, and he puts me in the crate every time he leaves.


The woman is still crying.


This is a trick. I know it. He’s down there on the other side of the door, raising his voice high to sound like a woman, testing me to see if I’ll call for help.


As quietly as I can, I shuffle to the back of the crate and bite my dried lips shut. He’ll open the door any moment now and reward me for passing the test. Maybe he’ll give me extra food.


The high-pitched crying continues.


• • •


A siren wails in the distance, growing louder as it comes closer. It’s so loud now that it must be in front of the house.


Seconds later, men’s urgent voices join the woman’s cries. A walkie-talkie hisses and sputters.


This is a trick. It has to be.


If I call for help, he’ll be outraged. He’ll punish me again, maybe badly enough that he’ll do to me what he did to The One Before, and then he’ll have to replace me with Alexa.


But what if it’s not a trick? What if there really are people, right outside the attic door? What if they leave without ever knowing I’m here?


I have to make a noise. I have to call for help.


I try to lick my lips, but my tongue is dry and thick and won’t move. My jaw aches as I open my mouth wider, and even though I haven’t said anything yet, even though he’s not here, I feel his hands around my throat.


I force a word through the tiny opening left in my air pipe.


help


Only a pained croak comes out. I try again.


Help


Not loud enough. Even I couldn’t hear myself. I swipe my hands over my neck, ensuring his hands aren’t really there. I take a deeper, stronger breath and push air out of my lungs, trying to get my throat to work, to get my vocal cords to move after so many days of silence.


Help me!


Still not loud enough. His hands won’t release my throat.


The men behind the door are leaving.


No! No, please don’t go! I rattle the crate. The noise may as well be a whisper. With shaking hands, I take the metal pail and tap it against the bars.


ding


I try again, this time swinging the pail.


clang


I scoot to the back of the crate to make more room, and swing the pail again, using as much force as I can.


Clang!


The noise resonates, shakes me down to my bones. My ears ring.


My arms no longer shaky little feathers, I swing the pail again. And again. Adrenaline seizes me, burns through my veins as I clang the pail over and over again.


There’s a thump on the other side of the door, then a bang, making it rattle on its hinges. A louder bang, and the door bursts open.


I freeze.


A man stands in the doorway, huffing, rubbing his shoulder. The bright light of the stairwell behind him shadows his face, but he’s short and round.


My Keeper is tall and thin.


The man in the doorway is not my Keeper. He’s not my Keeper!


Elated, I swing the pail to clang it again, but wait—what if this man takes me, and Keeps me too?


I shrink to the back of the crate. Hold my breath.


The man looks around the dim attic and shouts over his shoulder. “I don’t know, Kev, but it can’t be a raccoon. A raccoon wouldn’t make noise like that.”


Another whimper escapes from behind my lips, and the man’s head jerks in the direction of the crate. “Hold on, Kev, I think that guy has a dog back there.”


He strides past the rows of shelves to the back of the attic, past the bed, to the crate. I see his black shoes, white socks, black pants as he kneels, then the whites of his eyes as he peers inside. I’m huddled with my knees under my chin, wanting him to see me, not wanting him to see me.


He sees me.


“What the—”


“Please,” I croak. Please don’t hurt me. Please don’t take me. Please don’t Keep me. Please bring me home.


“Holy shit.” His fingers fumble with the lock on the crate’s door. “Kev! Kev! Get up here! It’s not a dog. It’s a girl!”


• • •


This is a trick. It can’t be real.


The man tugs at the lock again, then gives up. “Kev! Call for another ambulance and bring me the bolt cutters!” He reaches a finger inside the crate. I’m torn between squirming away from it and grasping on to it like a life preserver.


“Don’t be scared, honey,” he says. “I’m an EMT. I’ll get you out of there, I promise. Are you hurt? What’s your name?” He pulls out a penlight and aims it at me, the bright ray piercing through the dim light. “Oh my God,” he whispers. “Charlotte Weatherstone?”


I gasp at the sound of my name.


“It’s you, isn’t it,” the man says. “Charlotte Weatherstone.”


I dip my head, just the tiniest bit. My Keeper’s invisible hands creep around my neck again and squeeze.


The EMT hollers over his shoulder. “Kev! It’s Charlotte Weatherstone! She’s alive!” He turns back to me. “Have you been here this whole time?”


Another tiny dip.


He lets out a triumphant whoop. “I knew it was you the second I saw your face. Your dad keeps the whole county, the whole country, plastered with your picture. No one will believe you’ve been so close this whole time. Charlotte Weatherstone, holy shit!”


I can’t allow myself to believe it’s over. I have to believe this is a trick. I can’t get my hopes up. I’ve gotten my hopes up too many times before, only to have them plummet and shatter.


The other EMT runs into the attic, and there’s lots of swearing and sharp snapping as they cut the wire bars and lift the top panel off. The first man grabs my blanket, then grimaces when he sees that it’s soiled. He tells Kev to get the quilt from the bed, and then he wraps it around me and gently lifts me from the crate. “Another ambulance is coming, Charlotte. Hold on. Shit, Kev, we’ve got to call the police.”


Another ambulance comes, and the EMT places me on a stretcher and straps me in.


The wire crate. The big bed. The lion paws on the tub. The blue storage bins, the bleach stains on the floor, the claw marks on the door. They all disappear behind me as I’m carried out of the attic and down the creaky wooden steps.


Fourteen, thirteen, twelve, eleven . . .


All the way to one.


This isn’t a trick. This is real, and I am going home.




Chapter Three


I don’t move as the doctors prod. I don’t speak as the police question. It’s too much. Too many people, too many hands, too much noise, too much light in this hospital room.


A grandmotherly nurse lifts my arm and takes my pulse. She’s wearing light blue scrubs, and over her heart, embroidered in royal blue stitching, are the words “Kendrick County Hospital.” I’m in the hospital near my home in Woodland Creek. Alexa and I were born here.


I’d forgotten that my Keeper’s house was only a short drive from Woodland Creek. It’d seemed so far away.


Where is he? He was gone by the time the ambulance guys carried me out of the attic.


Maybe he’s dead.


Maybe he’s not.


The needle piercing my arm is connected to an IV that’s pumping hydrating fluids into my body. I’m not as thirsty anymore. Not as weak. My tongue is no longer thick and heavy. The ache in my head is lessening and my muscles don’t feel as tight. But I can’t allow myself to believe this is real until I see my family. Mom, Dad, Alexa.


The nurse makes a note in her chart. Police officers, nurses, doctors rush in and out. Questions, prods, pokes. I don’t move, I don’t speak.


From the hallway, there’s a sound of running footsteps, and someone cries my name. “Charlotte? Charlotte!”


It’s my mom, it’s my mom; I recognize her honey-sweet voice. I struggle to sit up as the nurse fiddles with the needle in my arm.


Mom flies into the room, wavy black hair and big brown eyes, just as I remember. She’s beautiful, the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.


She halts, her hands going to her mouth. “Charlotte,” she says again, whispering it this time. Her face scrunches up, and with a guttural, primal howl, she throws herself on me, wrapping her arms tight.


“Careful,” the nurse warns, but my mom won’t let go. She still uses springtime laundry detergent, and she smells like home. She’s sobbing so hard that the nurse tries to pull her away, but I cry out and cling to her, and the nurse retreats.


Mom finally draws back and cups my face in her hands. Her hair has lots of gray in it, I notice now. It hangs limply around her face. Her eyelashes are light—this is the first time I’ve seen her in the daytime without makeup. She has deep shadows under her eyes, and she’s heavier now, too. Rounder. But she’s still my mom.


She kisses my cheeks, fiercely, then sobs again. “Were you there, in that man’s house, this whole time? Only twenty minutes away? Did he hurt you? Of course he hurt you. They found you in an attic, locked in a metal crate. Oh . . . oh God . . .” Her words tumble out of her mouth between sobs and heaving gasps. The more she cries, the more I cry.


More noise from the hallway interrupts us: a stampede of rushing, stomping feet. Sharp, shouting voices. Flashing lights. A tall man rushes into the room—Dad!—and bolts over to me.


He presses both hands over his heart like he’s trying to keep it from bursting out of his chest. Broad shoulders, strong jaw, golden-brown hair: he still looks more like a movie star than an insurance salesman. Maybe he is a movie star now.


“It’s really you,” he says. “Charlotte.” He reaches for me, then hesitates, unease crossing his face.


Can he tell, just by looking, what kind of things happened to me in the attic? Damaged, dirty, disgusting: is that what he thinks of me?


“We never stopped looking for you, never stopped hoping,” he says. “But I was so sure you were—” His face crumples, and he pulls my mom into the tightest of hugs. “We have our baby girl back, Vickie.”


A female voice calls from the hallway, “Mr. Weatherstone! Can you confirm the rumors? Is it her?”


Mom goes rigid and pulls away from him. “How did those reporters get in here, Cory?”


“They followed me. They just want to know—”


“Get them out of here,” Mom hisses, almost growls. “This is private.”


Dad’s lips go straight, but he nods. “Be right back, sweetheart,” he murmurs to me. He wipes tears from his cheeks as he walks out of the room. “It’s true, it’s true!” he declares, throwing his arms up in victory. “She’s alive! Charlotte Grace Weatherstone is alive!”


More cheers and questions come from the hallway, more flashing lights. Mom shoves the wooden door shut. “I knew you were alive, Charlotte. I never stopped believing it.” I want to hug her again, but my arms feel too weak now.


The din in the hallway fades as the parade of reporters shuffle away. Dad comes back in, and more tears have replaced the ones he wiped away. He sits on one side of my bed, Mom sits on the other, and they stare at me, soak me in. Mom takes my hand. I’m still weak, but I curl my fingers around hers. She’s solid and warm.


I close my eyes for a second, and when I open them, my parents are still here. Amazing.


I try to speak, but my voice won’t work yet. I mouth it instead. “Where’s Alexa?”


Before they can answer, a woman in a white lab coat enters the room and introduces herself. Dr. Chen. She’s going to examine me, she says. She’s young, and little, and she speaks in a soft, high voice. Not threatening at all. I wonder if that’s why they picked her.


Her hair is straight and black. My hair is thicker than hers, a lot longer, a little wavier. But just as black.


My Keeper loves my hair. After my baths, he brushes it until it’s dry.


I want to ask Dr. Chen if I can go home now, but I can’t get the words out. She scrapes under my fingernails, swabs a Q-tip inside my cheeks, draws vials of blood from my arm. I used to be scared of needles and shots when I was younger, but these tiny pinpricks of pain are nothing now. She takes me for X-rays and scans, and she probes and prods every inch of my body, looking for injuries and evidence. I let her do what she wants. “You’re being very cooperative, Charlotte,” she says.


Of course I cooperate. Resistance means punishment.


At one point during the exam, Dr. Chen asks my father to leave. Dad nods, seeming relieved, and his phone is up to his ear before he reaches the door. Then the doctor examines me between my legs, and even though she’s very gentle and my mom’s sitting right next to me holding my hand, I separate my mind from my body the way I do when my Keeper touches me there, and take myself far away. The doctor asks me questions but I pretend I don’t hear them.


My mother weeps.


• • •


Dr. Chen leaves, and my father comes back. He and Mom take their previous positions on either side of my bed. Mom fusses with the blanket, tucking me in, and smooths my hair. Dad simply stares at me again.


My eyelids are heavy now. I’m not used to so much activity in a single day—I sleep most of the day while my Keeper’s at work—but I won’t let myself fall asleep until I see my sister. I lick my lips, and my question comes out in a breathy exhale. “Where’s Alexa?”


Mom’s gaze flies up to meet my dad’s. They don’t reply.


“Where’s Alexa?” I say again, louder this time. My voice is still raspy from disuse. “Is she at school?”


Pain weaves its way across Mom’s face, and when I look at Dad, he has the same expression. “Sweetheart, she’s . . . she’s not . . .”


Alarm zips through me and I shoot up straight. “He took her?” I behaved so he wouldn’t take Alexa. But I didn’t behave—I called for help, I escaped, I left him. And now he’s replaced me with Alexa, just like he said he would, the same way he replaced The One Before with me. Or maybe he’s had her all along, in a different house, in a different attic.


Mom and Dad say something, but all I can hear is the blood rushing in my ears. No, no, no, I shouldn’t have called for help. I shouldn’t have left him. He escaped from the ambulance, or maybe he was testing me all along and this is just a trick, and now he has Alexa. “He took her,” I shriek. Every nerve is ablaze with panic. I thrash and scream, the howls hurt my throat, but I’m unable to stop. His hands are around my neck, he’s squeezing, and I can only breathe in high-pitched wheezes.


Mom and Dad cry out, and the nurse rushes back in. They hold me down as I struggle against them. “He replaced me with her, the way I replaced The One Before. I left him, and now he took her, he took Alexa!”


“Charlotte, no!” Dad cries. “Alexa is safe. He didn’t take her.” He repeats it over and over again. “No one took her. Your sister is safe.”


Exhausted, drained, unable to breathe, I have to stop struggling. My Keeper’s hands slowly release my throat. “Then where is she?” I ask. “Why isn’t she here?”


“She’s coming.” Mom shoots a narrowed glance at Dad. “Your father will do whatever it takes to get her here.”


Dad’s lips go back in that straight line, and he nods.


“He didn’t take her?” My heart pounds in my ears. “You’re sure?”


“I’m one hundred percent positive,” Dad says. “Alexa is safe. She’ll be here soon. Tomorrow. Next day at the latest.”


I nod and sniffle, and my heart rate slowly returns to normal. The nurse fiddles with the IV before leaving again.


“Where’s Alexa?” I ask, but my voice doesn’t work anymore. Every muscle in my body is heavy, and I’m sinking and floating at the same time. That nurse must have given me a sedative. I fight it, but my eyelids close without my permission.


Just as I’m about to slip away, my mother’s trembling voice breaks the silence. “Charlotte? Who’s The One Before?”




Chapter Four


Light penetrates my closed eyelids when I wake up the next morning. Light so bright that it can only be sun rays shining through a big window, not the dim light that comes from a bare bulb hanging from the rafters.


Instead of silence, there’s hushed chatter. A far-away ding, like an elevator. The muffled rolling of a cart on wheels.


My Keeper, with his coffee-smoky breath and his rough roaming hands, is not lying next to me.


I’m not in the attic anymore. I’m in the hospital. I’m free.


I open my eyes. Mom is curled up in a chair next to me, asleep, wearing the same blue sweater and jeans she wore yesterday. I reach out to touch her, just to make sure she’s real, and she is.


Dad’s awake, pacing, murmuring into a cell phone. He’s also in the same suit he wore yesterday, but he’s taken off the jacket and rolled up the sleeves of his button-down shirt. His pink tie is loose and thrown over his shoulder.


My hospital room exploded with gifts while I slept. They cover every surface. Bouquets of flowers, bundles of balloons. At least a dozen teddy bears, small, medium, large, every single one of them pink.


I have a pink teddy bear at home. Wiggles. I slept with it every night since I was little, even when I was too old to admit that I slept with a teddy bear. Alexa has a matching bear in purple named Giggles.


I haven’t thought about Wiggles and Giggles in a long time.


When Dad sees I’m awake he clicks off his phone call and comes to the side of my bed. He pushes his hands into his pockets. “Good morning, sweetheart. I still can’t believe you’re here. It feels like a dream.”


I try to give him a smile as bright as the one he gives me, and gesture to all the gifts.


“They’re from your supporters,” he says. “People from all over the country. There are more bears at home. They keep coming.”


Wow. For years, the only person who knew where I was, was my Keeper. Now the entire country knows where I am, and they’re sending me presents.


It takes me a few tries, but I finally get the words out, though they’re soft and raspy. “Were you just talking to Alexa? Is she on her way?” My voice sounds odd, and alien, and much too loud, and now he’ll punish me—


“Your sister can’t come just yet.” Dad’s gaze flickers away for a split second before coming back. “Are you okay? Do you hurt anywhere? Do you want anything?”


“I just want to go home.”


“I know. But you’re not strong enough yet, and the police need to talk to you. Lots of people want to talk to you.”


Mom lifts her head. “She’ll talk to the police. No reporters. No cameras.” She cups my cheek in her hand, kisses my forehead. “Good morning, my darling, sweet, precious girl.”


“Those reporters care about Charlotte, Vickie,” Dad says. “The whole country cares about her.” He nods his head at the teddy bears and flowers. “They deserve to know how she’s doing.”


“Then issue a press release.”


The door opens, and Dr. Chen enters. “Good morning,” she chirps. Her hair is tied back in a low ponytail today. She draws my parents to the other side of the room for a murmured conversation, but I can hear her tell them that my test results are back: I’m dehydrated and malnourished, so I’ll need to spend a couple more days hooked up to the IV. Plus she’s worried about my left knee and my right eye and something called rickets, which, she explains, is caused by a lack of vitamin D—all those years in the attic without sunlight.


With every word the doctor says, my dad’s face gets redder and my mom’s face gets whiter.


“But you’ll be happy to know the tests came back negative for STDs,” Dr. Chen says. “The pregnancy test was negative too. And there’s evidence of birth control pills in her blood. He must have ordered them online from a foreign distributor.”


Exhaling a shaky breath, Mom sinks to the chair. “Thank God,” she whispers, wiping her eyes with trembling hands. “No diseases. No babies. Thank God, thank God.”


I could have told them about the birth control pills. He made me take one every morning. I belong to my Keeper, and he is never going to share me with anyone, not even a baby.


• • •


Alan Shaw.


That’s my Keeper’s name. He never told me his name, not once the entire time.
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