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For my father, John Brown, who always loves a good thriller




Contents

TITLE PAGE

DEDICATION

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

TWENTY

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

TWENTY-FIVE

TWENTY-SIX

TWENTY-SEVEN

TWENTY-EIGHT

TWENTY-NINE

THIRTY

THIRTY-ONE

THIRTY-TWO

THIRTY-THREE

THIRTY-FOUR

THIRTY-FIVE

THIRTY-SIX

THIRTY-SEVEN

THIRTY-EIGHT

THIRTY-NINE

FORTY

FORTY-ONE

FORTY-ONE

FORTY-THREE

FORTY-FOUR

FORTY-FIVE

FORTY-SIX

FORTY-SEVEN

FORTY-EIGHT

FORTY-NINE

FIFTY

FIFTY-ONE

FIFTY-TWO

FIFTY-THREE

FIFTY-FOUR

EPILOGUE

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

COPYRIGHT




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.


ops/images/9781444973563.jpg
soLyE HIs MURDER?

STEAL His NAME.

ERIK J. BROWN

THE BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF
ALL THAT'S LEFT IN THE WORLD





ops/images/title.jpg
ERIK J. BROWN

BETTER 2:¢
DEVIL






