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Senior year.
Janie loved those two words. Since the milk carton, her life had been chaos. Yet here she was, safe inside senior year, the two final semesters every teenager daydreamed about. All bad things were behind her.
Yet as September moved into October, she felt that the other kids were growing more aware of her. She was being watched.
Janie was easy to spot: a mass of tangled red curls took up more than their fair share of hair space. But it wasn’t her hair they turned to look at. It was her kidnap self.
For a few weeks, Janie had been able to convince herself that everybody in this school was used to her.
But they weren’t.
It was bad enough to be stared at by kids she barely knew, but even her friends were watching her intensely, as if they were about to paint her portrait and needed detail.
Talk about paranoia, thought Janie Johnson. Your usual abnormal person thinks her enemies are after her. I think my friends are after me.
She made herself smile when people eyed her. She did not duck behind tall classmates or hunch down in a sea of shoulders.
She considered the possibility that she was going crazy. Crazy people thought everybody was looking exclusively at them. Sane people knew that everybody was way too busy.
Fifth period one October day, seniors were to attend a presentation about college applications. Only a year ago, Janie Johnson would have said that dorm life on some distant campus was not a possibility. She needed home and home needed her.
Now the word “college” was exhilarating and the word “home” wore her out.
Several hundred kids converged in the main hall. Janie moved slowly among them, trying to find Sarah-Charlotte, with whom she always sat.
Near the central auditorium doors stood the principal with a very well-dressed woman, presumably a guest speaker. The principal turned aside to deal with some wild behavior. Two girls whom Janie knew slightly murmured to the guest and nodded in Janie’s direction.
“Really?” said the guest. She stared openly at Janie.
It’s back again. I’m not ordinary after all. Senior year isn’t safe. There was some TV event I missed. Some ugly news I haven’t heard.
Janie wanted to run screaming out of the building, but she refused to let them see how shaken she was. She drifted past without making eye contact, walked down the corridor, threaded through the crowd and out a side door.
It was chilly. The sky was blue and cloudless. The wind was clean and sharp. She stood for a minute, hidden by jutting brick walls and shrubbery. She was panting slightly, the way she did when the world fell apart.
I’ll walk around the building, she told herself. Exercise will calm me down. I’ll slip into the auditorium from the other side.
Instead her feet took her over the grass toward the student parking lot. Wind tossed fallen leaves in swirly bright circles over the dark pavement. Janie never saw autumn leaves without thinking of Reeve, her half boyfriend, who had kissed her for the first time when they collapsed on a heap of fallen leaves they’d been raking.
Her car was facing the sun. When she opened the door, heat rushed out to meet her. She sank into the driver’s seat. Okay, she was going to be late for the assembly. So what? For Janie there was an upside to the creepy celebrity that surrounded being a kidnapping victim: she could get away with anything. She would give herself a ten-minute vacation from staring eyes.
Janie put the key in the ignition. She did not start the engine but powered up the radio. The joy of radio had been damaged when Reeve had betrayed her on the air, but time had eased the pain. She could listen without cringing. Radio had returned to itself: a wash of music that filled her mind.
She leaned back and checked messages on her cell phone.
Sarah-Charlotte had texted, of course. Where r u? she wanted to know. I’m on the right aisle, halfway down, she added, because Sarah-Charlotte always saved a seat for her best friend.
Reeve too had texted. He attended college in Boston, and communicated with Janie so often she felt as if she entered all his classrooms at his side, as if she too decided against doing laundry and gave most of her attention to the next meal. Miss you, he had written. Coming home for the weekend.
Reeve was perfect. At least, he had been perfect, until he revealed a large imperfection. He’d gotten a talk show slot at his college radio station and used Janie’s personal life as a soap opera story to narrate night after night to the city of Boston. When Janie found out, she didn’t kill him, mainly because there was no opportunity. Reeve had spent a year trying to make up for his actions, and she usually told him he was halfway there.
“I don’t want to be half a boyfriend,” he would tell her, his brown spaniel eyes pleading.
She would smile halfway. “Selling me out reduced us to half, Reeve, and here we stand. Half of what we were.”
Sarah-Charlotte said Janie needed to get over it. “Reeve adores you. He’s said he’s sorry a hundred times. He can’t sell you out on the air again even if he wants to, because the college can’t afford the station anymore and it folded. But the key point is, where will you ever find a boy as good as Reeve again?”
It was a problem. Boys as good as Reeve were rare.
On the other hand, boys as rotten as Reeve were rare. So for her senior year, Janie was traveling with a crowd. She had not attached herself to any boy in particular, and when asked about Reeve, she would say, “We’re still half interested in each other. We’ll probably spend half our vacations together being half in love.”
Nobody knew what that meant, and neither did Janie, but it hid the fact that her heart remained broken. Reeve had been with her every step of the milk carton nightmare. He had held her, comforted her, driven her anywhere she asked in his Jeep. And yet knowing her agony had not prevented him from capitalizing on it.
On the car radio, another song began.
Janie hadn’t been listening to the DJ’s announcements, but the band was recognizable from its intro.
Visionary Assassins were a classic case of a garage band going from two listeners to twenty million overnight. They were a particular hit with younger kids. Parents and talk show hosts expressed concern over whether Visionary Assassins were appropriate for innocent children.
Their opening measures were always a throbbing, headachy collection of percussion. Deep, angry beats like oncoming trucks.
And then Visionary Assassins’ intro was over. The melody and the words began.
Janie’s chest became a hideous messy whirl, as if her heart and lungs had been thrown into a blender.
No, she thought.
No!
Two thousand miles away, the woman formerly known as Hannah entered a motel room. She had cleaned five of the sixteen rooms assigned to her. This one stank of grease and sausage. The occupants had left pizza boxes and crusts all over the place. As for the bathroom, it was disgusting. How could anybody create this much mess in one night? Of course no tip lay on a counter to make up for it.
Hot, buzzing rage seized the woman. Scrubbing bathrooms was not her destiny! It was that girl’s fault. That girl had butted in and destroyed everything, and no matter how many years passed, nothing got better.
The woman yanked on a new pair of disposable gloves. Everybody else in housekeeping wore gloves to protect their hands from rough cleaning fluids and filth. Hannah wore them so she wouldn’t leave fingerprints.
She turned on the radio for company and considered finishing off the cold pizza remains, ignoring the tooth marks of strangers. But she couldn’t risk the supervisor seeing her forage like a dog.
They had already had difficulties at the morning meeting. She used a different name wherever she went and had forgotten the name she was using at this job. “Evelyn,” the head housekeeper kept saying. Evelyn didn’t answer. Finally the housekeeper shoved herself in Hannah’s face. “Evelyn!”
I’m Evelyn, she remembered. “Not enough sleep,” she excused herself.
“You awake enough to do your job?” demanded the supervisor.
“Of course I am,” she snapped back. But now every room she cleaned would be checked. She could not lose this job. Jobs were hard to find, especially when you had to use a fake identity. Which was her fault! That girl’s fault!
The woman formerly known as Hannah gathered the trash. Stripped the bed. Pulled the vacuum into the room.
On the radio, a song began.
The words were a shock.
Hannah stared at the radio. She walked closer to it. She eyed the radio sideways. She knelt in front of it, as if the singers were inside the little box and if she squinted, she’d be able see them.
“Evelyn!” shouted the supervisor, stomping into the room. “The radio doesn’t matter! The schedule does!” She stalked over to flick the radio off.
Got to be a video, thought Hannah. There’s always a video.
And it will be a video of me.
Janie Johnson slapped the radio button off before any more of those words slapped her. She knew the words all too well. Of all bands, it had to be Visionary Assassins, the newest hit, who had picked up that song.
This explained why people were staring at her. They were listening to this. Downloading it. Watching the video.
The video.
Janie clung to the steering wheel. There’s always a video, she thought, queasy.
She smacked the radio button on again.
The song had originally appeared at the worst point of Janie’s nightmare: when the court ordered her to rejoin her birth family. When she was told that a country and western song had been written about her—suburban Connecticut Janie—Janie had thought it was such a hoot. She figured the song was actually about the kidnapper. Hannah was never caught. People loved stuff where the criminal never got caught.
Nothing rhymed with the kidnapper’s last name, Javensen, or the word “kidnapper.” They’ll find something to rhyme with “Hannah,” Janie had told herself. Savannah? Montana?
Now the hot little space of her car closed in on her. If only, she thought.
The minor country singer who had issued the first recording had vanished, along with his song. Visionary Assassins’ version was angry and harsh, with little trace of the original soft, sad ballad.
Janie Johnson, stolen that day,
Thrown into a car and driven away.
Janie Johnson, what price did you pay
When a kidnapper came and stole you away?
She dropped her iPhone in her lap and took her iPad out of her satchel. Senior year she had stopped carrying backpacks or book bags, plastic bags or department store totes. She had treated herself to a beautiful large leather handbag, meant for executives, with lots of compartments for cosmetics and electronic devices. The iPad was heavy and a nuisance, but ever since her father’s stroke, Janie had been handling the family banking and bills online. She checked the device often—probably too often—worrying about the responsibility.
In a moment she found it. “Janie Johnson”: the video.
She had to pay for it, which hardly seemed fair. It downloaded with terrible speed. Why couldn’t it get stuck out there in the limbo occupied by failed songs?
Janie turned the car key, the power stopped, and the radio was silenced.
The video on her iPad did not show the band. It opened with real-life footage of Janie herself, taken when she was coming and going from that courtroom. The hearings had been private, because Janie was a minor and because there was nothing criminal involved; it was really just an unusual and complex custody case. Could Janie go on living with the parents who had brought her up? The kidnap parents, as it were?
Until that day, Janie and her Johnson parents had not known that America was ferociously interested in Janie’s story. They were shaken by the horde of reporters and cameras and shouts.
The news cam that had filmed this had been very close to her.
In those days, she’d let her hair fly free, and a mass of auburn curls had encircled her head and been heavy on her shoulders. That day was windy and her hair whipped over her eyes. She had not known enough to wear sunglasses. Startled by the presence of paparazzi, she obeyed when they yelled, “Janie! Over here!”
She looked very young in this film. Confused and frightened. The camera zoomed in, focusing on Janie’s small hand inside her “kidnap father’s” big one. It looked as if Frank was dragging Janie, but in fact, Janie had been clinging tightly to her father. She had been thinking of the irony of her situation. A few months earlier, she had decided to find out the truth. How could her very own face be on a missing child picture? She wasn’t missing! She was right here! She had a loving family.
She didn’t want to change anything. She wanted the mother and father she had. But she had to know who that missing child was.
With Reeve’s help, Janie had located that family, the ones whose toddler, Jennie Spring, had been snatched from a mall in New Jersey. For weeks, only Janie and Reeve knew that that toddler had grown up as Janie Johnson. Herself.
Janie was horrified for the poor Spring family, who had been destroyed by the kidnapping. But she did not want the family she had grown up with to be destroyed as well. She loved her family!
So the windblown teenager in the news footage had been thinking a terrible thing: I didn’t have to look.
I could have pretended the face on the milk carton wasn’t me. I didn’t have to drive down to New Jersey with Reeve and see the house where they lived, and watch those children get off their school bus, so that before my very eyes, they turned into a real family. Real brothers and a real sister. A real mother. A real father.
My own.
I could have left it alone.
In the car, the video of Visionary Assassins pounded on.
Janie Johnson, gone so long,
Can’t remember right from wrong.
Forgot the ones who loved her,
Stayed with the ones who shoved her
Into another world.
In that courtroom, the judge had said, “You’re fourteen.”
How she had resented finding out her real age; she’d thought she was fifteen, which was on the cusp of adulthood, but fourteen was still a child.
“Tell me your hopes and fears,” said the judge.
So she told him, because you were supposed to tell the truth in court.
And then the judge, in his wisdom or his lack of it, decided that Janie’s hopes and fears were immaterial. The biological parents were to have her back and the “other” parents were to become history.
Getting along in a new family would be difficult under any circumstance. But when a judge has to order you to move in, your family is going to have an attitude. As the months turned into years, Janie could see that her birth family—her father; mother; sister, Jodie; brothers Stephen, Brian and Brendan—had been very generous of heart. They never referred to the court event. Both the Johnson and the Spring families made a huge and painful effort to share Janie.
It was Janie who did not know how to share. How did you chop off pieces of your life and family?
Visionary Assassins loved their lines. Over and over, they screamed,
Janie Johnson, gone so long,
Can’t remember right from wrong.
That isn’t true, thought Janie. My whole life has been about trying to tell right from wrong. I couldn’t throw my Johnson parents away. But you have to embrace your birth mother and father. I am always half wrong, because whatever I do right is wrong from the other direction.
In the video, her younger self came sobbing out of the courtroom. She had been allowed to go home for a few days with her “other” parents, wrap up that life and pack her things. Then she would go live with her “real” parents.
The video slid the news clip to the side, and now the sneering faces of Visionary Assassins zoomed up next to her, tilting their heads, mocking the angle at which Janie held hers. Tears lay on her cheeks. Visionary Assassins drew fake wavy tear lines on their cheeks.
The headlines in newspapers and the comments on talk shows after that court decree had screamed, Wrenching Decisions! Heartbreaking Choices! Online media let people vote—should Janie leave the family who brought her up or not? Was Janie sick and rotten because she wanted her “kidnap” parents? Were the “kidnap” parents twisted and depraved?
Visionary Assassins changed their rhythm and softened the chords.
Janie, Janie, torn in two,
Claiming that you never knew,
Here’s what we know about you.
A torn heart doesn’t share.
A torn heart can’t go anywhere.
A torn heart doesn’t care.
Doesn’t care! It echoed itself. Doesn’t care! It mocked.
She wanted to phone Visionary Assassins. You stole me. You might as well have kidnapped me for that song. You’re as criminal as Hannah! You’re making millions while I’m just making tears. Listen to me! My heart always cared. Everybody in our nightmare did their best, and everybody got torn in two anyway.
And if I could get hold of you, Visionary Assassins, I’d tear you in two.
Reeve Shields was one of tens of thousands of college students in Boston. Reeve was not a fine student. He was not even halfway to being a fine student. But he made friends as easily as most people make sandwiches.
This coming weekend, he had an invitation. A girl he had known since freshman orientation had asked him to join her family at their cottage. Her dad was picking her up Friday at two.
Brianna was beautiful, fun, smart and interesting. Reeve knew her parents and her younger brother. He even knew her dog. When her family drove into Boston for a visit, her collie danced and leaped and whined and licked in a steady rotating pattern like a weather front. The collie’s joy was infectious. People came out to watch.
Reeve could hop into the car with Brianna and her terrific father and her happy collie. He’d help close up their summer cottage, and they’d fish in the lake, and have great food, and hike on trails at the edge of the mountains.
Or he could drive down to Connecticut and deal with a girl who half loved him. Half let him near and half would never forgive him.
He didn’t know what to do about loving Janie Johnson. It wasn’t a burden; it wasn’t a weight on his shoulders. But it was hopeless. He had screwed up big-time. Nothing he said would convince Janie that he had learned from his mistake.
It was time to move on. Janie said so herself. And Brianna would not be halfway about taking Reeve into her life.
But even though Janie had not mentioned the situation with Visionary Assassins, he wanted to be there for her.
He was so proud of Janie right now. The song and the video were racing toward number one in the nation—and Janie hadn’t blinked.
“She never even refers to it,” Sarah-Charlotte had told him last night. “Now, what did your sister Lizzie say about the whole thing? Can we sue them?”
Reeve’s sister Lizzie was an attorney, the terrifying kind you would hire in a crunch. Reeve was always puzzled that he could be related to a woman like Lizzie. But he had gotten her legal opinion. “Lizzie explained that Janie Johnson became a public figure once the milk carton story got out,” he told Sarah-Charlotte. “Public figures are different. They don’t have the privacy rights the rest of us do. That footage of Janie and her families leaving the courtroom was shown nationally back when it happened, and as long as Visionary Assassins paid for the news clip and have permission from whoever took that footage, they’re legal. They don’t need Janie’s permission.”
Sarah-Charlotte sighed. “That’s what my dad said. You know, I’m actually kind of hurt. I thought Janie would lean on me and need me, but she just strolls around school staring right back at the people who stare at her.”
Janie doesn’t need me either, Reeve thought.
He tried to be glad. He wanted Janie strong and tough.
But mostly, he wanted Janie.
He and Brianna were sitting on a campus bench, enjoying the wind. Red and gold leaves fell off the maples and piled up around their ankles. Reeve remembered the first time he had had the courage to kiss Janie Johnson.
Brianna said, “No pressure, Reeve. It would just be a fun weekend at the cabin. You’ll bunk with Dad and my brother and I’ll bunk with Mom and my sister.”
The harsh stench of bleach soaked into the woman formerly known as Hannah. It was a symbol. She could pour cleanser on everything, every hour of every day, but nothing would clean up. Nothing would have the beauty of young life and a world ahead of it. That girl had permanently stained Hannah’s existence.
Finally the day was over.
In a bathroom at the motel, she peeled off her uniform and stuffed it in a plastic grocery bag. She took street clothes out of another plastic bag. When she was dressed, she did not look in a mirror. She did not see that her shirt was unevenly buttoned and her hair was matted. She walked away.
She had a car but kept it a secret.
The Jennie-Janie situation had riveted the nation for a while, but everything got old, and so had the face on the milk carton. Nevertheless, Hannah had to assume that the FBI and the police never gave up. She was forced to live under stolen names. She couldn’t fly on planes or lead a normal life. She even parked in different places every day, took different routes to work. She lied about everything.
This afternoon, she went nowhere near her car but headed by a crazy route to a library branch, crossing streets here and there to shake off anybody following her.
At this library, you had to sign up for computer use, showing an ID. She had a stolen ID she used only at this annoying branch. The librarians assigned you a specific computer, which meant they could go look at your search history if they wanted. You had exactly one hour. Then it turned off. By itself. No matter what you wanted.
Libraries used to be nice places, where nice people talked softly and handed you a good book. Now they were mean places, where nasty people strode up and looked over your shoulder, making sure you weren’t doing something they disapproved of and gleefully informing you that you had only five minutes left.
She settled into her cubicle.
When the librarian finally puttered away, Hannah Googled “Janie Johnson” and “Jennie Spring.”
No matter what the media claimed, they were not the same girl. She, Hannah, had created Janie Johnson. But did anybody give Hannah credit? The media always acted as if only Janie mattered. And they never called that girl by her birth name, Jennie Spring. They always called her by the name Hannah had given her. Janie.
Janie was nothing!
Janie would never have been anything if Hannah had not bestowed a new family on her.
It had been a while since Hannah had checked the Internet. She had to hold two jobs to stay alive. She hated both jobs. But she loved the Internet.
Someday she would finally have money. Someday she would have her own computer.
Hannah did not run checks on Janie because she was curious. Certainly not. That girl could drop dead and Hannah would be glad. Hannah checked because she needed information.
The computer cubicles on either side of her were occupied. One man and one woman, job hunting. They didn’t know how to use computers, so the librarian kept trotting over to poke keys for them. Each time, the librarian’s eyes roved over Hannah’s screen.
Hannah prided herself on staying alert. One click and she could have the Weather Channel screen hiding her Google search.
And there it was: “Janie Johnson”—the video. By Visionary Assassins.
Everybody listened to them! Hannah heard their music seeping out of earbuds when she waited for the bus, when joggers passed her by, when store doors were propped open.
Visionary Assassins wouldn’t sing any sweet song about some sweet little tot. They would sing about Hannah!
She had not danced in years, but her feet tapped patterns on the floor under the little computer desk. I’m a hit song!
She let her fingers dance in her lap, just from pride.
But it was blocked! The library computer blocked it! She couldn’t watch the video.
She spoke to the librarian, although speaking to authority was against her rules.
“These are research computers,” said the librarian in her snarky voice. “Their purpose is not for watching music videos.”
Hannah always carried weapons. They were not recognizable as weapons.
She knew better than to have knives, for example. But today, in her big purse, she had a lovely rock. She imagined smashing it into the librarian’s satisfied face.
Janie Johnson, gone so long,
Can’t remember right from wrong.
When I walk by, Janie thought, that’s what everybody in school is singing in their heads.
That’s what the guest speaker was thinking of, when those girls nodded at me. She was singing it in her head.
Janie Johnson, gone so long,
Can’t remember right from wrong.
How could Sarah-Charlotte and Reeve and Katrina and Adair and all her other friends have let her down like this?
Why hadn’t they told her?
Why hadn’t they prepared her?
The car key lay upright in the ignition, waiting. Janie could turn that key, start that engine, run home and hide.
Not that home was a sanctuary any longer.
The years had not been kind to Frank and Miranda Johnson. The strong, elegant woman who had brought Janie up was now trembling and overwhelmed. Janie’s handsome, athletic father had been ruined by a severe stroke, his mind and body now only partly useful. Janie was in her senior year. Her parents, far older than the parents of her friends, were a different kind of seniors. They were disintegrating.
I can’t hide, thought Janie. She took the car key out and put it back in her beautiful leather bag. No matter what people think, no matter how they stare, I have to remember that I do know right from wrong.
She got out of the car.
She held her head high. But good posture did not give her courage. A muscle in her cheek jumped.
Janie Johnson, gone so long,
Can’t remember right from wrong.
Hannah avoided the law and hid herself from society whenever she could, but she was not shy.
With the librarian out of sight, Hannah walked right over to some teenagers sitting at a table. All three were ignoring their splayed-open schoolbooks and whispering to each other. The boy wore an iPod in armband. One girl had an expensive cell phone and the second girl had an iPad.
“Do you have that video Visionary Assassins did?” she demanded. “ ‘Janie Johnson’? I need to see it.”
They were frightened, which was enjoyable. The boy fiddled with his armband. The girl with the iPad pulled it close to her chest.
Hannah leaned over them. Her body odor, bleach odor and unbrushed teeth odor saturated the air. “I just need to see the video. Couple minutes. That’s all.” She sat down between the two girls. They hitched their chairs away and looked around anxiously for the librarian.
“Please,” said Hannah, who despised that syllable. She resented having to beg. They had too much stuff anyway. They owed it to her.
The girl with the iPad tapped her screen with a long, decorative fingernail and Hannah imagined ripping the fingernail off with pliers. But on the screen, the video came up. The girl pushed the iPad an inch closer to Hannah.
Hannah did not worry that these kids might recognize her as the kidnapper. Fifteen years had passed since Hannah had made friends with a toddler in a mall. Back then Hannah had been slim and extraordinarily beautiful, with shining yellow hair. For a moment she cared terribly that she was no longer that lovely young woman.
Then she focused on the video. Because it would be about her.
But the song was not about her. It did not even mention her. It did not describe what had happened that day.
It was about Janie’s heart, and Janie’s decisions, and Janie’s pain.
Hannah couldn’t stand it!
People flocked around Janie and cuddled Janie and gave money to Janie and worried about Janie—while she, Hannah, was abandoned and had to clean toilets and didn’t even own a computer!
There was not a single picture of Hannah in that video. Instead it had endless reruns of Janie’s stupid red hair sticking out, as if the girl had been visiting a tornado. Upside down and inside out, seen from the left, seen from the right, Janie spurted like vomit all over the screen.
You ruined my life, thought Hannah. And now you’re making money off it. I can’t go anywhere, you know. I can’t use my real name or touch anything with my bare fingers. All those great things I was destined for, you ruined.
Hannah had planned to be a poet or a ballet dancer. A high-fashion model or an archaeologist. A movie reviewer or a novelist or a yacht captain. And this girl had ruined it all.
The vicious librarian was patting her shoulder.
It took all Hannah’s self-control not to smack the woman. But Hannah prided herself on her superb self-control. She returned the stupid worthless iPad without even smashing it.



Brianna was prettier than Janie. Maybe it was the hair. Brianna was polished and smooth. Janie was always a bit frizzy. A bit dizzy.
Reeve got dizzy too, when he was around Janie.
“It’s just that I have to let my mother know so she can buy enough groceries,” said Brianna. Her smile was perfect. Friendly, beautiful, no pressure.
Why drive two hours to see a girl who referred to him as half worthy when Brianna thought he was fifty times worthy? But Janie had had a grip on him since they were kids.
Reeve found himself flushing. He had a hard time meeting Brianna’s eyes. “It’s a great invitation, Brianna. I know I’d have a wonderful time. But I pretty much committed to being in Connecticut this weekend.”
To Brianna, Connecticut was nothing but the state south of Massachusetts. To Reeve, Connecticut was Janie and autumn leaves and houses next door and hope.
In the auditorium, the principal was still introducing the speaker. Janie stood for a moment in the door. There were empty seats in the rear where Janie could be invisible. She almost slipped into one.
But I’m not invisible, she thought. That’s the problem. It will always be the problem here in high school. But what about college? What if I find a college so big, with so many students, and in such a big city, that I go unnoticed? Could Janie Johnson of video kidnap fame be invisible at college?
Publicity is like cancer. It eats everything. But if nobody knows that Janie Johnson is there, I won’t have the cancer.
Forget searching out a pretty campus and a good climate.
I need a college where nobody will know me. I need distance. I need crowds. I need to dye my red hair brown and buy drugstore glasses and wear dowdy peasant skirts.
Well. Maybe not dowdy peasant skirts.
As for names, I have my choice. I won’t be Janie Johnson. I don’t think I’ll be my Jennie Spring self either. There’s my Johnson middle name, Elizabeth, and my Spring middle name, Marie. Which of those girls is likely to be invisible in a crowd?
“Janie! Sarah-Charlotte saved you a seat,” people hissed, pointing.
Janie nodded, as if she were grateful. She walked down the sloping aisle and sat down next to Sarah-Charlotte.
The lights were dimmed and a PowerPoint presentation began.
“I saw the video,” Janie whispered. She wondered what Sarah-Charlotte’s excuse would be for not standing at Janie’s side and prepping her, bracing her.
Sarah-Charlotte nodded. “Isn’t it amazing how it skyrocketed? I can’t remember a song that went to the top that fast.”
It’s at the top? thought Janie.
It occurred to her that if she entered college with the last name Johnson, it would kill her New Jersey parents. They didn’t want her going into adulthood with her kidnap name. But if she entered college with the last name Spring, it would kill her Connecticut parents.
Maybe it’s true, she thought. Maybe I don’t know right from wrong. Shouldn’t it be easier to make the right choices?
The assembly dragged on. Janie felt sure that worthy information was being presented, but she could hear nothing except the pounding, screaming beat of Visionary Assassins. She could see nothing except her fourteen-year-old face in that old news clip, turning and twisting in the crazy cloud of her hair.
The assembly ended. People clapped and looked pleased, as if they had learned something or at least managed to play video games in a clandestine manner.
They gathered in clumps, not quite ready to head out for their next class.
Now that she could talk, Sarah-Charlotte said, “We’re all totally blown away by how magnificently you’ve handled it, Janie. I thought you’d fold when Visionary Assassins came out with that. But you just sashay around school like nothing’s happened. I’m so proud of you, Janie. You have guts.”
Janie was dumbfounded. They thought I knew. They thought I knew all along. They thought I was brave.
She let herself dwell on that word. I’m brave, she told herself, and almost giggled. Brave? A girl for whom the best thing about senior year was feeling safe?
In the foyer, where they would separate for the next class, Sarah-Charlotte said, “It’s scary, don’t you think?”
“The band? The way they set up the chords and beat?”
“No. Videos in general. That video in particular. Because it’s really you. I made Reeve ask Lizzie if it’s legal to use a video of you from real life. Lizzie said that the persona of Janie Johnson is a public figure and that you can’t control the news about yourself.”
I can’t control the news, thought Janie, but I can control the future. I can control college.
She saw Manhattan. She saw skyscrapers and sidewalks, crowds and subways and taxis and the surging, noisy climate that was New York City. She saw herself invisible there.
Brave, she reminded herself. My best friend actually thinks I’m brave.
“The scary part,” said Sarah-Charlotte, “is that the kidnapper might see that video. Hannah’s out there someplace, you know.”
They never used the kidnapper’s name.
Janie did not like thinking about the actual woman who was the actual daughter of Frank and Miranda, the actual pretty suburban teenager who turned into a monster. She did not want to be reminded that that woman’s hand had held hers and that they had smiled at each other. That she, age three, had cooperated in her own kidnapping.
“I’ve always wondered if Hannah is proud of what she did,” said Sarah-Charlotte. “If she’s like an arsonist who comes back to see the fire and the damage. If Hannah would like to come back and see you.”
“Stop it!” said Janie. “Hannah was a kidnapper once. She’s not going to be a kidnapper twice. All she is now is a person hiding out. Which isn’t a person at all. Forget Hannah. Meanwhile, I forgot to listen to that speaker. Did she say anything that matters?”
“Apply early. Write a good essay. Keep your grades up. Visit the campus.”
“I’m going to go to college in New York City,” said Janie. “NYU or Columbia or Hunter. Think I can get into any of those?”
“Come on, you’re famous. Just mail them your flattened milk carton and they’ll give you a full scholarship.”
Never, thought Janie. I will never go to college as the face on the milk carton.
I’ll apply as Elizabeth Johnson. Or Marie Spring. Girls who haven’t previously existed and who have no profile.
Of course, they had no high school transcripts either.
Well, she would conquer that.
She would conquer everything.
Easy to say in school.
Not so easy at home.
Every time Janie came home, her mother was either trying not to cry or had just finished crying. Poor Daddy was just sitting there, glad to see Janie, but his speech mangled and his thoughts confused. Mom was less and less able to care for him. Janie had coaxed her mother to move Daddy to an assisted living facility. Miranda needed no assistance, but she refused to leave her husband’s side. So Miranda too would enter The Harbor next year.
It was the end of home.
Janie had another home, in New Jersey, but she had assumed there would always be two homes, that she and Mom would get some cute apartment.
At three-fifteen that afternoon, Janie walked into the house that would never be her refuge again.
In preparation for selling the house, Janie and her mother were emptying the attic, clearing out the basement and dealing with the debris of a two-car garage and workshop. They were cutting ten rooms of furniture down to three. It was literally driving Miranda Johnson nuts. Poor Frank did not grasp what was happening. He was confused and frightened by every change in every room.
But today Janie’s mother was not tearful. She was singing along to some aching love song from decades ago.
She hasn’t seen the video, thought Janie.
But then, Miranda and Frank had no knowledge of popular culture. They barely knew what music videos were.
Miranda hurried over. “Guess what I did all by myself?” she said, breathless as a kindergartner who needed her confidence boosted.
The desire to leave for college was suddenly so strong Janie almost shouted, I’m going! I can’t be here any longer! I can’t help you anymore! I have to lead my own life. You have to do this yourself!
She choked it down.
I’m a pillar of strength, she reminded herself. “Tell me,” she said, smiling.
“In the attic? Those three trunks of Hannah’s stuff? I took the deepest breath in the entire world, emptied every single thing into big black plastic grass clipping bags, tied them tight and took them to the dump. I just chucked them into that Dumpster. Without a twinge. And next I loaded the three empty trunks in the van and dropped them off at the thrift shop.”
The name Hannah was never used in this house. Hannah was the biological daughter who grew up to be evil. She did not murder her little victim. She handed the toddler to her parents, pretending Janie was her own child and therefore the grandchild of Frank and Miranda. She drove away. The destruction of Janie’s birth family and the eventual destruction of the little family in this house were crimes for which Hannah would never pay. The victims paid daily.
Janie imagined her mother in the hot, dusty attic, tugging at the trunks, pulling them under the bare lightbulb. Looking down into the piles of Hannah’s childhood finger paintings and mittens and book reports and baby shoes. Miranda cherished the contents of those trunks, proof that she and Frank had lavished love and time and ballet lessons and orthodonture and vacations and attention on their Hannah.
“That must have been awful, Mom.”
Her mother went from smiles to tears. “Everything was ruined anyway. The FBI had it all for a year. I don’t know why they gave it back. I guess there wasn’t anything to help them find Hannah. But they put their hands all over it. Oh, Janie!” said her mother brokenly. “I was a good mother. I was.”
Janie hugged her fiercely. “You still are. Look at me. I turned out pretty well.”
I can never leave, thought Janie. I’m the living proof that my mother is a good
person, not a bad person. That horrible song claiming I don’t know right from wrong is a song against this mother and father.
Her New Jersey mother was far calmer. Donna always had good advice. “Don’t worry so much,” she had said during the last visit. “Make the best choice you can. Have some fun for a change.”
Whatever else today had been for Miranda Johnson, it hadn’t been fun. Janie tried to think of fun possibilities to distract her mother. There weren’t many, especially when they had to bring along a drooling man in a wheelchair.
“Let’s go get ice cream!” cried Janie. Miranda loved ice cream, always agonizing over what flavor to choose as if she might never have another chance.
“We can’t leave Frank. I don’t have an aide here right now.”
“I can get him out of the wheelchair and into the van,” said Janie. “Hi, Daddy,” she said, giving him a kiss. He beamed at her with the innocent pleasure of a small child.
But he was not so innocent. His kidnapper daughter had never been found. Not by the FBI or the police in several states. But Frank Johnson had always known where she was … and sent her money to live on. It was the worst secret Janie had ever had to keep, and she had not kept it well.
She drove to the family’s favorite ice cream shop. You could order gummy bears or chocolate shots or crushed Oreo cookies mixed into your ice cream, but Janie liked her ice cream pure. She usually ordered one cup with three different flavor scoops. In childhood, she had had milk allergies, or so they’d thought. But either she’d never had them or had outgrown them or ice cream transcended all problems.
From a placard in the big windows, Miranda read the choices out loud to Frank. He seemed to perk up at mint chocolate chip. “And I’ll have a scoop each of tiramisu and mocha,” said Miranda happily.
Thank you, ice cream, thought Janie. You will give my poor mother a few minutes’ rest. “You stay with Dad,” she ordered, “and I’ll go inside.”
She got in line behind a big family who would probably take a large chunk of time, which was fine with Janie. She had a lot of thinking to do.
She glanced at the unopened messages on her cell.
There were none from her New Jersey family. Neither her New Jersey mom nor her New Jersey dad had texted, although they usually were in constant communication. Stephen, Jodie, Brendan and Brian would not only have seen the Visionary Assassins video, they would have it memorized. Brendan hardly knew that Janie existed, but the others usually copied their messages to Janie.
And what did they think, these three brothers and this one sister who had suffered so many years on her behalf? Did they agree with the terrible sentiments in those lyrics?
Janie Johnson, gone so long,
Can’t remember right from wrong.
And her New Jersey parents, on whom she would like to lean, at whose house she would rather live right now than the sad, difficult house of Frank and Miranda—what did they think?
She knew. They would think that Janie had done the best she could, and they would love her even if she hadn’t. She wanted her real parents so badly at that moment she thought she would start bawling.
But if you started crying, you might not stop.
I’ll visit New Jersey this weekend, she thought. We have to talk.
“Miss?” said a loud voice. “You ready to order?”
The symmetry of her life struck Janie as violently as the chords of Visionary Assassins.
When Hannah had walked away fifteen years ago with toddler Jennie Spring, she had bought that little girl’s trust with ice cream. Now here that little girl stood, in her Janie Johnson life, ordering ice cream for Hannah’s parents.
Janie placed her order. Then Reeve’s ringtone filled the tiny ice cream shop and his photograph smiled at her on the cell phone screen.
She wanted to leap back into being his girlfriend. If only she didn’t have the sordid knowledge of how low Reeve could stoop. “Hi, Reeve,” she said softly. She loved his name. She loved saying it.
“Janie,” he said. “Listen.” He always started conversations that way, as if otherwise she would not. Although listening to Reeve was one of life’s pleasures.
She didn’t want to lean on him again. She wanted to stand alone. But standing alone was hard. Not to mention lonely. “I saw the video,” she told him.
“I wondered when you’d want to talk about it. I’m so proud of you, being so calm and shrugging it off like nothing. They’ll probably dance to it at your senior prom, although I’ll bribe the DJ not to play it.”
Janie paid for the three ice creams. Frank would be able to feed himself, but he would make a mess. They were used to that now. Handsome, tall, laughing, unflappable Frank Johnson. A mess.
Like my life, thought Janie.
And then she shook herself. My life is wonderful. I am loved by two families. I’m smart enough to get into a good college. I have friends who worry about me and a guy who still loves me. “Okay, so we’re not actually dating,” she said to Reeve, “and we’re still in a state of half forgiveness, but I want to reserve you for that very senior prom. Will you take me?”
Reeve gave that great burst of laughter she loved so much, the one that made entire rooms laugh along with him, the one that consigned any problem to nothingness. She felt herself moving Reeve up on the forgiveness scale. Three-quarters now.
“I’ll take you,” he said. “And guess what. I’m coming home for the weekend.”
When she needed to be in New Jersey, seeing yet another set of parents.
“That’s wonderful, Reeve,” she said. “I miss you. Especially right now. And maybe on Saturday, we could drive to New Jersey together, because I need to talk about the video with my family.”
“Whoa. That’s intense. You don’t need me around during that, Janie.”
“I do need you. You’re my safety net.”
“That’s not the description I have in mind.”
“Best friend?”
“Better. But I’m waiting for you to say boyfriend again.”
I’m waiting too, she thought. But I’m not there. Oh, Reeve, I love you, but I’m
not able to take you back. Not now. Maybe not ever.
Janie Johnson, gone so long,
Can’t remember right from wrong.
Reeve, who had done her wrong, was the right person.
Or was he?
The woman formerly known as Hannah went back to her computer, but it had turned itself off! Her time was up! Probably that librarian had looked at the screen while Hannah was busy! It had probably been open to her Janie Johnson search! She could never come here again!
It was all that librarian’s fault!
Hannah stuck her hand into her tote bag and wrapped her fingers around the rough surface of her rock. The sharp edge dug into her palm. She would smash it into the stupid screen. That would show this stupid librarian.
She thought about what she would do to that Janie Johnson if she ever ran into her.
And then Hannah thought, It doesn’t have to be an “if.” I know everything. The Internet gave it to me. I know where she lives. I’ve seen the house on Street View and I printed out a Google map.
Smiling, Hannah walked out of the library.
She had a future after all.
She had Janie in her sights.
As the months went by, it turned out that a high school senior class had bigger things to think about than some video. Janie’s friends cared about college. Where to go? How far from home? At what cost? Studying what major?
As the video slipped down the charts, replaced by new albums, Janie seemed to be the only one who noticed. The music and ugly words slid away, getting smaller and harder to hear. Now that the crazed, pulsing little video had less power over her, Janie yearned to talk about it with her best friend.
But Sarah-Charlotte’s sole topic of conversation was the Massachusetts university to which she was applying. “You come too, Janie. It’s not that far from all four of your parents. You can get home any weekend by train. And we’ll be in the same place, taking the same classes—and maybe we can even be roommates!”
The video was becoming history. Janie was sobered to find that she wanted other things in life to become history too. She did not want to be roommates with her best friend. She did not want to share a campus. Her best friend knew too much, and Janie wanted to say good-bye to the past.
It was risky. It was scary. But Janie Johnson wanted strangers.
“School in Massachusetts is a nice thought,” she said carefully. “But I’m going to look at schools in New York City as well. It’ll be even easier to visit both New Jersey and Connecticut parents if I’m in the middle.”
“But then you’ll be in the middle of all that family hassle,” Sarah-Charlotte said.
It doesn’t have to be a hassle, thought Janie. I can divide my families evenly. Especially from New York. I don’t have to tell anybody why I have two families. And being in the middle of two families sounds pretty good, actually. It sounds loved.
With her daughter Janie so frequently visiting New Jersey, Miranda Johnson suffered in an empty house through empty hours. Frank was no longer company. Facing her final move, Miranda kept feeling the ghostly presence of her biological daughter.
A terrifying mental dialogue never stopped.
Took me to the dump? hissed the vanished Hannah. Threw out every piece of paper and memory of me? You are the monster!
Frank and I did our best, Miranda would argue. We struggled with you. We loved you. We could not save you, Hannah. Your heart and soul were twisted from the beginning. No amount of counseling or love or pharmaceuticals changed that. I still love you, Hannah. I still think of you every day. But fifteen years ago, you brought me your little girl. I believed your lie that the little girl was really my granddaughter! You chose to vanish, Hannah, and I chose to let it happen.
I chose Janie.
It broke Miranda’s heart. It would always break her heart.
No mother steps away from her child lightly, she would tell Hannah. Remember that you abandoned us, not the other way around!
Memories of Hannah drifted around Miranda like an evil fog.
Miranda yearned for The Harbor, where she would have the comfort of strangers and dinner on a tray, where the ghost of Hannah could not follow.
Hannah worked nights that year.
Days she spent going from library to library, following every Internet clue she could turn up. She needed a route to Janie where neither the FBI nor Janie would see her coming.
And one rainy day, when the library was packed with children for story hour and the computer cubes had lines waiting, she found an online forum. It was about a subject she had not previously considered. Her heart leaping with excitement, Hannah followed a thread with hundreds of posts and dozens of tips and clues. These people had given themselves a difficult assignment and most of them were failing.
But I’m way smarter than they are, thought Hannah. I am brilliant. I can do this easily! It’s my destiny.
And it’s the road to Janie.
Hannah smothered her laughter.
After all this time. It was perfect. She could destroy that so-called mother and father of hers now. They were the kidnappers! They had snatched Hannah’s life and handed it over to that red-haired girl, who had no right to it!
Those three thought they had found happily ever after.
They were wrong.
You can’t find me, Janie Johnson, taunted Hannah.
But I found you.
And I’m coming.







 
The First Piece of the Kidnapper’s Puzzle
The woman who had once been known as Hannah barely remembered that day in New Jersey.
It was so many years ago, and anyway, it had been an accident.
It happened because she was driving east. There was no reason to head east. But when she stole the car and wanted to get out of the area quickly, she took the first interstate ramp she saw. It was eastbound.
She had never stolen a car before. It was as much fun as drugs. The excitement was so great that she had not needed sleep or rest or even meals.
Everybody else driving on the turnpike had experience and knew what they were doing. But although the woman once known as Hannah was thirty, she had done very little driving.
Back when she was a teenager and everybody else was learning to drive, her cruel parents had never bought her a car. They rarely let her drive the family car either. They said she was immature. And in the group she joined, only the leaders had cars.
She found the group during her freshman year at college. She hated college. She hated being away from home and she hated her parents for making her go to college. Even more, she hated admitting defeat.
The group had embraced Hannah. Inside the group, she did not have to succeed or fail. There were no decisions and no worries. She did not have to choose one of those frightening things called a career. Her parents—those people from her past—had always been on her case about her future. Always demanding that she consider her skills and abilities.
Hannah did not want to consider things.
She wanted other people to consider.
While she was still useful to the group, earning money and getting new converts, she kept the name they had given her. But time passed and the group disbanded. Its members ended up on the street. She found herself homeless and helpless, and she needed another name. For a while she called herself Tiffany. Then she tried Trixie.
In the years that followed, she used made use of stolen paperwork. She was pretty good at lifting the wallets of careless college kids in coffee shops. They had too much anyway. They needed to share.
After many hours on that turnpike in that stolen car, Hannah was amazed by a sign reading WELCOME TO NEW JERSEY. She had crossed the entire country. If the road kept going, it would bump into the Atlantic Ocean. She stopped for gas. Now the signs gave directions for the Jersey Shore.
During her childhood in Connecticut, her family used to go to the beach. She didn’t mind the sand, but her parents always wanted her to learn how to swim. Swimming was scary, and she refused to try, but her parents were the kind of people who forced you to do scary things. She still hated them for it. The group had told her not to worry about her mother and father. Parents were nothing; the group was her family.
No. She would not go to the beach today, because it reminded her of things better forgotten.
She got back on the interstate. It was difficult to merge with traffic. She crept along the shoulder for a while until there was finally a space. She couldn’t seem to drive fast enough. People kept honking at her.
It occurred to her that she had not eaten in a long time. A billboard advertised a mall. She took the exit.
The mall was disgusting, full of American excess. People were shopping too much, eating too much, talking too much.
Her parents had been like that. They loved things. They always bought her things. They spoiled her. It was their fault that she had struggled later on.
She decided she wanted ice cream. At the food court, she was shocked by how much they charged and had to take another turn around the mall to walk off her fury. How dare they ask that much! American society was so greedy.
She took the escalator to the second floor. She was an excellent shoplifter, but she could not think of a way to shoplift ice cream. She would have to pay for it. Like the gas! She had had to pay for the gas, too!
A toddler was standing just outside a shoe shop.
Hannah did not care for small children, who were sticky and whiny. But this one was cute enough, with ringlets of red-gold hair. Hannah reached down, taking hold of those warm little fingers. The toddler gave her a beautiful smile.
The grown-ups with this child were probably only a few feet away. But they were not watching at that split second, or they would have come over. Hannah had possession. It was a hot, surging feel. A taunt-on-the-playground feel. I have something you don’t have, sang Hannah.
She and the little girl walked to the escalator. Hannah’s pulse was so fast she could have leapt off the steps and flown to the food court. Stealing a car had been much more fun than stealing a credit card. But stealing a toddler! Hannah had never felt so excited.
“What about Mommy?” said the little girl.
“She’ll be here in a minute,” said Hannah. And if she does come, thought Hannah, I’ll say I’m rescuing the kid. I’m the savior.
Hannah giggled to herself. She was the opposite of a savior.
At the ice cream kiosk, Hannah lifted the toddler onto a stool.
“How adorable your little girl is!” cried the server. “Daddy’s a redhead, huh?”
The toddler beamed.
Hannah did not.
How typical of American society that even a stupid ice cream server cared more about pretty red hair on some kid than about the suffering soul of a woman in need. The server turned to a second worker behind the counter, a skinny young man whose apron was spotted with chocolate and marshmallow. They helped each other with orders and they seemed happy.
Hannah had had a life once where people helped each other and seemed happy. But that life was gone now. The leader had been arrested, and when the group melted away, Hannah stumbled around the country, following various members, hoping they would include her in their lives again.
But they wouldn’t. Grow up, they said to her. Get a life.
Hannah could not seem to get a life. It was her parents’ fault. She had known that when she was a teenager. She had known that when she was in her twenties. And now she was thirty, and what did she have to show for it?
Nothing!
A stupid ice cream server had more of a life than she did!
She hated the server.
“What about Mommy?” said the little girl again. She wasn’t frightened, just puzzled.
Hannah hated the cute little girl now, with her cute little outfit and her cute little barrette in her cute curly red hair. She hated the way the little girl sat so happily among strangers, assuming everybody was a friend and life was good.
You’re wrong, thought the woman once known as Hannah. Nobody is a friend and life is bad.
I’ll prove it to you.



Chapter One
Janie Johnson wrote her college application essay.
PERSONAL STATEMENT
Please write an essay (750 words or fewer) that demonstrates your ability to develop and communicate your thoughts. Some ideas include: a person you admire; a life-changing experience; or your viewpoint on a particular current event. Please attach your response to the end of your application.


My legal name is Jennie Spring, but I am applying under my other name, Janie Johnson. My high school records and SAT scores will arrive under the name Janie Johnson. Janie Johnson is not my real name, but it is my real life.
A few years ago, in our high school cafeteria, I glanced down at a half-pint milk carton. The photograph of a missing child was printed on the side. I recognized that photograph. I was the child. But that was impossible. I had wonderful parents, whom I loved.
I did not know what to do. If I told anybody that I suspected my parents were actually my kidnappers, my family would be destroyed by the courts and the media. But I loved my family. I could not hurt them. However, if I did not tell, what about that other family, apparently my birth family, still out there worrying?
What does a good person do when there is no good thing to do? It is a problem I have faced more than once.
I now have two sets of parents: my biological mother and father (Donna and Jonathan Spring) and my other mother and father (Miranda and Frank Johnson). The media refers to the Johnsons as “the kidnap parents.” But the Johnsons did not kidnap me, and they did not know there had been a kidnapping.
Usually when people find out about my situation, they go online for details. I have friends who have kept scrapbooks about my life. Among the many reasons I hope to be accepted at your college is that I ache to escape the aftermath of my own kidnapping. It happened fifteen years ago, so it ought to be ancient history. But it isn’t. People do not leave it or me alone. It is not that distant crime they keep alive. It is my agony as I try to be loyal. “Honor thy father and mother” is a Bible commandment I have tried to live by. But if I honor one mother and father, I dishonor the other.
If I am accepted at a college in New York City, I can easily visit both sets of parents—taking a train out of Penn Station to visit my Spring family in New Jersey or a train out of Grand Central to visit my Johnson family in Connecticut. I need my families, but I don’t want to live at home, because then I would have to choose one over the other.
New York City is full of strangers. I don’t want to be afraid of strangers anymore. I want to be surrounded by strangers and enjoy them. It is tempting to go to school in Massachusetts, because I have relatives and a boyfriend there. But I would lean on them, and I want to stand alone. I’ve never done that. It sounds scary. But it is time to try.
I know my grades are not high enough. My situation meant that I went back and forth between two high schools. At my high school in Connecticut, where I grew up, and knew everybody, people were riveted by what was happening to me. They were kind, but they wanted to be part of it, as if I were a celebrity instead of somebody in a terrible position trying to find the way out. At my high school in New Jersey, my classmates had all grown up with my New Jersey brothers and sister, and they knew about the crime in a very different way, and sometimes acted as if I meant to damage my real family. As a result, I didn’t study hard enough. I promise that I will study hard enough at college.
I am asking you to accept me as a freshman, but I have something even more important to ask. Whether you accept me or not, will you please not talk about me with your faculty, your student body, or your city? Thank you.
She was accepted.
The Spring parents (the real ones) and the Johnson parents (the other ones) argued with Janie about her decision to attend college in Manhattan. “It’s too much for you,” they said. “You can’t deal with the pressure. You’ll drop out. You need to be with people who know your whole history.”
No, thought Janie Johnson. I need to be with people who do not know one single thing.
The New York City dormitory to which she had been assigned held six hundred kids. She would be nobody. It was a lovely thought. She did worry that she might introduce herself (“Hi. My name is Janie Johnson”) and they would say, “Oh, you’re the one who went and found your birth family and then refused to live with them. You’re the one the court had to order to go home again. You’re the one who abandoned your birth family a second time and went back and lived with your kidnap parents after all.”
Outsiders made it sound easy. As if she could have said to the only mother and father she had ever known, “Hey—it’s been fun. Whatever. I’m out of here,” and then trotted away. As if she could have become a person named Jennie Spring over a weekend.
One reason the kidnap story was so often in the news was that Janie was photogenic. She had masses of bright auburn curls, and a smile that made people love her when she hadn’t said a word.
For college, she wanted to look different.
Her sister, Jodie (the one Janie hadn’t met until they were both teenagers), had identical hair, but Jodie trimmed hers into tight low curls. Janie had enough problems with this sister; imitating her hairstyle did not seem wise. So for college, Janie yanked her hair back, catching it in a thick round bun because it was too curly to fall into a ponytail.
Back when she’d first arrived at her birth family’s house, Janie had shared a bedroom with the new sister, Jodie, and a bathroom with all the rest of the Springs. There were so many of them—a new mother, a new father, a big brother Stephen, an older sister Jodie, and younger twin brothers Brian and Brendan. If there was a way to say or do the wrong things with any of these people, Janie found it.
Now, when she looked back—which wasn’t far; it had happened only three years ago—she saw a long string of goofs and stubbornness. If only I had been nicer! she sometimes said to herself.
But being nice in a kidnap situation is tough.
Janie’s college essay spilled more truth than she had ever given anybody but her former boyfriend, Reeve. Still, it omitted two other reasons for going to college.
She wanted to make lifelong girlfriends. Sarah-Charlotte would always be her best friend, but at some disturbing level, Janie wanted to be free of Sarah-Charlotte; free to go her own way, whatever that was, and at her own speed, whatever that was.
And she wanted to meet the man who would become her husband.
Janie still loved Reeve, of course. But the boy next door had hurt her more than anyone. Whenever he was home from college (he was three years ahead of her), Reeve would plead, “I was stupid, Janie. But I’m older and wiser.”
He was older, anyway. And still the cutest guy on earth. But wiser?
Janie didn’t think so.
Reeve was a boyfriend now only by habit. She and Reeve texted all the time, and she followed his Facebook page. She herself didn’t have a photograph or a single line of information on her own wall; she was on Facebook solely to see what other people were doing. She never posted.
Janie’s other mother, Miranda Johnson, was excited and worried for Janie. Miranda’s life had collapsed, and this year, she was living through Janie. Miranda was so eager to see Janie launched at the university. It was Miranda who drove Janie into the city on the day her college dorm opened.
Later, Janie learned that each of her Spring parents had arranged to take that day off from work so that they could bring her to college. But Janie said no to them, which she had pretty much said ever since they first spoke on the phone. (“Is it the only syllable you know?” her brother Stephen once demanded.)
On the first day of college, Janie and her mother took the dorm elevator to the fifth floor and found her room. The single window had a sliver view of the Hudson River. Janie could hardly wait for her mother to leave so she could begin her new life. She refused Miranda’s help unpacking and nudged her mother back into the hall, where Miranda burst into tears. “Oh, Janie, Janie! I’ll miss you so, Janie!”
Janie tried to stand firm against her mother’s grief. If she herself broke down, she might give up and go home.
The hall was packed with everybody else moving in, each freshman glaring silent warnings to their own parents: Don’t even think about crying like that woman.
“Good-bye, Janie!” cried her mother, inching backward. “I love you, Janie!”
At last the elevator doors closed and Janie was without a parent. She sagged against the wall. Had she done the right thing? Should she run after Miranda and somehow make this easier?
A friendly hand tapped her shoulder. “Hi. I’m Rachel. And you are definitely Janie!”
Everyone in the hall was smiling gently. In minutes, she knew Constance and Mikayla and Robin and Samantha. Nobody bothered with last names. I can skip my last names! thought Janie.
“I’m actually Jane,” she said. “Only my mother calls me Janie.” She had never been called Jane. She felt new and different and safe, hiding under the new syllable along with the new hair. “Jane” sounded sturdier than “Janie.” More adult.
Her actual roommate appeared so late that Janie had been thinking she might not even have a roommate. “Eve,” said the girl, who flung open the door around eleven o’clock that night. “Eve Eggs. I’ve heard every joke there is. Do not use my last name. You and I will be on a first-name basis only.”
“I’m with you,” said Janie.
Her new friends—girls who seemed so poised, and whose grades and SAT scores were so much higher than Janie’s—were nervous in the Big Apple. They thought Janie was the sophisticated one. Everybody she knew back home would think that was a riot.
Rachel loved ballet and wanted Janie to help her find Lincoln Center.
Constance wanted Janie to teach her how to use the subway.
Mikayla had planned to study fashion, but her parents said fashion was shallow and stupid, so Mikayla ended up here, and wanted Janie to take her to fabulous New York stores and fashion districts that dictated what women would wear.
Eve had a list of famous New York places, and wanted to see them with Janie.
She did it all. She even managed to alternate weekend visits with the Springs in New Jersey and the Johnsons in Connecticut. Every Sunday morning, she’d catch an early train and go for brunch with one family or the other.
When she met her academic advisor, the man did not seem to know her background. In fact, he kept glancing at his watch, resentful that thirty minutes of his precious time was being spent on her. She loved it. Maybe the sick celebrity of being a kidnap victim was over.
When her sister, Jodie, came into the city for a weekend visit, Janie primed her. “They know nothing. They don’t even know my last name! I’m just a girl named Jane. It’s so great. Like having my own invisibility cloak.”
Jodie was always prickly. “You enrolled here as a Johnson,” she snapped. “Which happens to be your kidnap name. If you really don’t want to be a kidnap victim, you would use your real name. You’d be Jennie Spring.”
It’s true, thought Janie. I’m the one extending the situation. I shouldn’t have changed my name from Janie to Jane. I should have changed my name to Jennie Spring.
And if she said that out loud, Jodie would point out that being Jennie Spring was not a name change. It was her name.
When their weekend came to a close, Jodie said, “I have to admit that I thought being away from your Connecticut home would destroy you. But you’re doing fine. You’re Miss Personality here.”
“I had plenty of personality before,” said Janie.
“Yes, but it was annoying.”
They giggled crazily, and suddenly Janie could hug Jodie the way she’d never been able to. “I was annoying,” she admitted. “I was worthless and rude.”
“Totally,” said Jodie. “But now you’re fun and rational. Who could have predicted that?”
Janie laughed. “I’m coming home for the summer,” she told her sister.
“Home?” Jodie was incredulous. “You mean, my house? That home?”
“If you want me.”
“Oh, Janie, we’ve always wanted you. You never wanted us!”




The wonderful weeks of freshman year flew by.
Eve began talking about Thanksgiving. Eve’s family had several hundred traditions, including who mashed the potatoes and who chopped the celery for the turkey stuffing. “I have the most wonderful new family here,” Eve said, “especially you, Jane, but I can hardly wait to get home to my real family.”
Even Eve, with whom Janie shared every inch of space and many hours a day and night, did not know that Janie Johnson had both a real family and another family. Like everybody else in the dorm, Eve vaguely assumed there had been a divorce and remarriage.
In contrast, Mikayla and Rachel acted as if they barely remembered home, family, and Thanksgiving. Janie could now see why parents might dread the departure for college: that beloved child could put away the last eighteen years like a sock in a drawer.
For Janie, the last eighteen years was more like clothing she had never been able to take off, never mind forget.
Janie telephoned her real mother. “Mom?” she said to Donna. It had taken her three years to use that word with Donna and just as much time to think of the Springs’ house as home. “May I come home for Thanksgiving?”
“Yes!” cried her real mother. “Everybody’s going to be here. Stephen’s coming from Colorado and Jodie’s coming from Boston! Brian promised not to study on Thanksgiving Day and Brendan promised not to have a ball game.”
The twins were still in high school. Brian was still academic and Brendan was still athletic. Brian was always part of the Sunday brunch when Janie came out to New Jersey, but Brendan never was. If he didn’t have a game, he went to somebody else’s.
Next Janie planned the difficult call to her other mother.
A few years ago, her other father had had a serious stroke. Miranda was not strong enough to move and lift Frank. Over the summer, while Janie was preparing to move herself to a college dorm, she had also moved her parents into an assisted living institution, where Frank was much better off. For poor Miranda, it was prison. Miranda should have found herself her own apartment close to all her girlfriends and volunteer work and ladies’ lunches and golf. But she could not bear to live alone or to abandon Frank to loneliness.
Miranda would be counting on Janie’s presence for Thanksgiving.
Miranda did not know how to text and rarely emailed. She loved to hear Janie’s voice, so in this call, as in others, Janie started with gossip about Eve, Rachel, and Mikayla. Finally she came to the hard part. “For Thanksgiving, Mom?” Her throat tightened and her chest hurt. She hadn’t even said it yet and she was swamped by guilt. “I’m going to take the train to New Jersey on Wednesday and spend Thanksgiving Day and Friday with them.”
“New Jersey” was code for Janie’s birth family; “them” meant the Springs.
“Saturday morning I’ll get myself to Connecticut and stay until Sunday afternoon with you,” she added brightly. “Then you’ll drive me to the train station Sunday night so I can get back to the city.”
Miranda’s voice trembled. “What a good idea, darling. If you came here, we’d have to eat in the dining room with a hundred other families and the cranberry sauce would come out of a can.”
Normally, Janie caved when her mother’s voice trembled. But Jodie’s visit had been profound. The name change, and the soul change, could not be from Janie to Jane. It had to be from Janie to Jennie. All the vestiges of the kidnap, even the ones she cherished, needed to end. She wasn’t ready yet. But in her mental calendar of life, becoming Jennie Spring was not too many months away.
“I know it won’t be the perfect Thanksgiving for you, Mom,” Janie said, which was a ridiculous remark. It would be awful for Miranda. “But I’ll see you on Saturday, and that will be great. I love you.”
“Oh, honey. I love you too.”



Vacation by vacation, Janie slid out of the Johnson family and into the Spring family. The Springs rejoiced; the Johnsons suffered.
When freshman year ended, Janie divided her summer. She lived Monday through Friday with her birth family. She got a job at a fish fry restaurant. She came home with her hair smelling of onions and grease. Fridays she worked through lunch, went home, shampooed the stink out of her hair, and caught the train from New Jersey into New York. From there, she took a subway to Grand Central, and another train out to Connecticut, where her mother picked her up at the station. Her father always knew her. Frank could smile with the half of his mouth that still turned up, and sometimes make a contribution to the conversation. But mostly, he just sat in his wheelchair.
A few years ago, when Frank suffered the first stroke, Miranda stayed at the hospital while Janie handled the household. Janie was struggling with bills when she stumbled on a file in Frank’s office. To her horror, she found that Frank had always known where his daughter Hannah was and had sent her money every month. Of course, for twelve of those years, neither he nor anybody else dreamed that Hannah had kidnapped Janie. But when the face on the milk carton was produced and the truth came out, when the FBI and the police and the media and the court got involved, Frank Johnson knew exactly where the criminal was, and he never breathed a word. He had been writing a check to Janie’s kidnapper on the very day the FBI was interrogating him.
It had been such a shock to learn that she was a kidnap victim. But Janie almost buckled when she understood that her father was aiding and abetting the kidnapper. Only to Reeve did Janie spill the secret. One of the comforts of Reeve was that he knew everything. It was always a relief to be with the one person who knew it all.
And then came another surprise: at college, she found out that it was more peaceful to be among people who knew nothing.
During freshman year, Janie saw Reeve only at Thanksgiving and Christmas. The summer after freshman year, Janie saw him only once, at the fabulous college graduation party his parents gave him. It was so much fun. Reeve had more friends than anybody, and they all came, and it was a high school reunion for his class. He and Janie were hardly alone for a minute. During that minute, he curled one of her red locks around a finger, begging her to come back to him.
She didn’t trust herself to speak. She shook her head and kissed his cheek.
He didn’t know why she couldn’t forgive him. She didn’t know either.
The following day, Reeve left for good. He had landed a dream job in the South and had to say good-bye to her in front of people. His departure was stilted and formal. She said things like “Good luck” and he said things like “Take care of yourself.” And then it was over: the boy next door had become a man with a career.
Her heart broke. But she wanted a man she could trust, and she only half trusted Reeve. It was so painful to imagine him lost to her, living a thousand miles away and leading a life about which she knew nothing. She kept herself as busy as she could. One good thing about her parents’ move to the Harbor was that they no longer lived next door to Reeve’s family: she no longer used the driveway on which she and Reeve learned to back up; no longer saw the yard on which they raked leaves; no longer ran into Reeve’s mother and got the updates she both yearned for and was hurt by, because she wasn’t part of them.
By July that summer, Janie was not visiting her Connecticut parents until Saturday mornings. By August, she was borrowing her real mother’s car, driving up for lunch on Saturdays, and driving home to New Jersey the same night. As her visits dwindled, so did her Connecticut mother. Miranda became frail and gray.
Is it my fault? thought Janie. Or is it just life? Am I responsible for keeping my other mother happy? Or is Miranda responsible for starting up new friendships and figuring out how to be happy again? I’m eighteen. Do I get to have my own life on my own terms? Or do I compromise because my mother is struggling?
The only person with whom she could share this confusion was Reeve. But she had decided not to share with him.
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