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  The call came at two in the morning, the shrill ring startling me from a deep sleep. I bolted upright, grabbed the cell off the bedside table, and flipped it open.

	A woman’s voice, high-pitched, insistent, and on the edge of hysteria blasted from the speaker, cutting off my greeting mid-sentence.

	“Hello? Hello? Is this the P.I. agency? I need to leave a message for Shelby. For Shelby McDougall.”

	I replied cautiously, “This is Shelby.”

	The woman drew a long, shaky breath and started to cry. “You answered,” she said. “You’re there.” Another breath. “You have to help me. You’re the only one who can. Please, help me.” Her voice cracked in anguished, ragged sobs, and she breathed heavily, as if trying to get a grip. As if steeling herself so she could continue.

	She started and stopped, started and stopped again. Then, in a low almost inaudible moan, she said, “My baby. He’s gone. Someone took him. He’s been kidnapped.”

	Blood roared in my ears. Sweat dotted my forehead and fear, as bright and sharp as the honed edge of a razor, parked itself low in my belly.

	“Who is this?” I asked as I swung my legs to the floor and fumbled for the light, trying to catch my breath, trying to remember how to breathe.

	The woman’s moans ratcheted to a shrill, inhuman wail.

	“Who is this?” I repeated; my voice now loud, sharp, demanding.

	“L … L … L …,” the woman managed, before dissolving into frantic weeping.

	“Please,” I said, trying to soften my tone. “Talk to me. Who are you? Where are you?”

	But her sobs grew distant, as if she’d put down the phone, and a cascade of notes signaled the end of the call. I listened to empty air, imagining a woman in a darkened room, curled in a fetal position, weeping for her lost child. I’d received calls like this before, but it had been years. Calls from grief-stricken women teetering on the edge of sanity, hoping I could help. Thinking that because I’d tricked fate, because I’d been able to save my babies, I’d magically be able to do the same for theirs.

	I never could.

	The number was local, from the 831 area code. That didn’t help — 831 covered three counties. The woman could be anywhere, from right next door, here in Santa Cruz, California, to Gorda, on the Big Sur coast at the southern edge of Monterey County. I called back, but the phone on the other end rang and rang, the sound tinkling into emptiness. No greeting, no voicemail.

	I dropped the cell on the bed and massaged my temples where the headache lurked, wishing I hadn’t had those beers earlier in the evening. I picked up the phone and redialed. Again, no answer.

	I hopped out of bed, rifled through the clothes piled on the floor, found the sweatshirt I’d peeled off a few hours earlier, and pulled it over my head. Two Advil and a glass of water later, I was back in my room. Calling, letting it ring ten times, disconnecting, calling again. Turning the small flip phone over and over in my hands, willing it to ring.

	The Amber Alert system was enabled on the phone, but nothing had come across in the last few days. If I was in the office, I could use the scanner to listen in on the police frequencies. At the very least, I should be able to find the address through reverse lookup.

	But the cell rang before I could get started.

	“Shelby?” This time, a man spoke; his voice a low and gravelly rumble.

	“Who are you?” I asked in return.

	A slight pause, followed by: “Ryan Boyd.”

	Boyd? Ryan Boyd? I felt like the air had been knocked out of me. I doubled over, muffling the gasp that threatened to spill out, giving me away.

	But he wasn’t fooled. “You okay?” he asked.

	I slowly sat back up, feeling the headache now. The Advil hadn’t touched it; it felt like a six-inch-wide steel band was wrapped around my skull radiating a pulsing, punishing pain.

	I didn’t answer. Instead, I asked a question in return, my voice small and disbelieving. “One of the twins was taken?”

	Taken. Why had I used that particular word? Not kidnapped or abducted or snatched, but taken. As if something had been taken from me. As if the twins I’d given up for adoption five and a half years ago were still cleaved to me, still part of my life.

	“Yes,” Ryan replied. “Justin was kidnapped.” 

	Justin. My son.

	“It happened sometime Saturday night. Lisa checks on the kids every morning when she gets up around six. Justin’s bed was empty. He wasn’t in the house. His sister had no idea he was even gone.” Lisa, I knew, was Ryan’s wife. The twins’ real mother.

	Ryan’s voice caught and he blew out his breath in a sigh, a sorrowful rattle that made me shiver. “Lisa’s hysterical. Beside herself.”

	Completely understandable, I thought, and then asked, “What are the police doing?”

	“They were here all day Sunday. All day yesterday. And will come back today. Interviewing me, Lisa, the neighbors, Justine.”

	Justine. My daughter.

	After a beat, I asked, “Is she safe?”

	“Yes,” Ryan replied. “I just checked on her. She’s fine.”

	“Why didn’t I see this in the paper?”

	“The police wanted to wait. To see if we’d get a ransom call.” He paused. “We haven’t.”

	“How come there was no Amber Alert?” I persisted. 

	“There was no information to post,” Ryan replied. “We don’t have anything to look for.” 

	“But why call me?” I asked.

	“Lisa thinks the world of you. She showed me the article that ran in the paper last month, about you taking down the baby trafficking ring and what you’ve been doing since then. 

	“She was so proud, she wanted to cut it out and put it on the fridge. Then, when this happened, we decided to contact you.”

	My jaw dropped in surprise and I snapped it shut, feeling like it’d been opened and closed by some external force. As if I were the dummy and the universe was the ventriloquist.

	Ryan’s voice dropped a register as he added, “We thought we’d be calling an answering service or a machine, and you’d get the message in the morning. I’m sorry to have woken you.”

	“It’s okay. I have the backup work phone this week,” I said. “I’m the answering service. 

	“But why me?” I repeated. “What can I do that the police can’t?”

	“Please,” he replied, his voice pleading. “Lisa insists that you’re the only one who can help us.”

	One of Grandpa Stearns’ sayings popped into my head and I could hear his measured voice: “No good will come of this, Shelby. No good.”

	A warning? Or just the jumbled thoughts of someone yanked from sleep in the middle of the night?

	But, unable to refuse, I said, “I can come in the morning. Early, before work, say, around seven-thirty?”

	“Thank you,” Ryan replied. “Thank you.”
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	Long after we’d hung up, I stared at the flip phone, the after-hours backup for the P.I. firm where I was working. I was thinking about how easy it had been for them to find me.

	As an aspiring P.I., I was hired to find people. And once I found someone, it was my job to discover everything there was to know. I knew how to tunnel into a life and excavate details, the daily routine that cascaded into a full-blown existence — family and friends, jobs, income, addresses, cell numbers, social media accounts, vehicles, credit score, purchasing preferences, workout schedules, eating habits, medical history. To dig even deeper and ferret out the intangibles that created an inner life — the joys and sorrows, loves and lovers, disappointments and dreams.

	I’d done some research when I’d moved back to Santa Cruz, California three years ago; wanting to find out as much as possible about the couple who’d adopted my twins. But once I’d unearthed the basics — names, ages, employment history, income, and address — I’d stopped. Much more would be stalking. So I’d written it all down and had forced myself to forget. Though I hadn’t been one hundred percent successful. Right away, when Ryan Boyd had said his name, I’d known who he was.

	I used to think about the babies all the time. At one time, I even considered them my babies. Even though I wasn’t the one waking up in the middle of the night to feed them or change their diapers. I wasn’t the one wrestling them into car seats and taking them to play dates and doctor appointments. I wasn’t reading to them or restricting their screen time.

	In the last year, the twins had finally fallen from my consciousness, pushed to the back of my mind by more immediate concerns. School, work, friends, family. It was as if that chapter in my life no longer belonged to me. As if it had happened to someone I’d read about in the paper. Or in a book. But not to me.

	It had happened to me, though. A younger me. A much more naïve me. A much more trusting me. The phone call brought it all back — a roaring, thundering mess of fear and panic, mingled with still-fresh disbelief and a small nut of pride.

	Too jittery to sleep, I grabbed my laptop off the desk and opened it as I sank into bed. I studied the ad that had caught my attention earlier in the evening, the one I’d found on a message board called Surrogate Moms Classifieds.

	The ad read:

	 Gestational surrogate wanted. First time moms encouraged. You will be well rewarded.

	I’d seen this exact phrase just once before, years ago.

	The sum of it held an implicit promise. If you answered this ad, something besides money waited for you. Something exceptional. Life-changing, even. I’d fallen for it — hook, line, and sinker. And my life had changed, in more ways than I could have possibly imagined. Not all of those changes were good. Most of them were downright terrifying, plunging me into a world of evil I’d only seen in the movies or on TV.

	I angled the screen back and read it again:

	Gestational surrogate wanted. First time moms encouraged. You will be well rewarded.

	You: Willing to relocate. Have a healthy BMI. Don’t use drugs, meds, alcohol. Don’t smoke.

	Us: A happily married traditional couple living in northern California.

	All expenses associated with the pregnancy and delivery will be covered. You will be well compensated for your time and efforts. Please email. We’d love to hear from you.

	Gestational surrogate. Such a clinical, sterile term. I’d been a straight-up surrogate mom. My eggs were used, making me both the biological mother and the birth mother. A gestational surrogate was a step further down the technological path. Eggs were taken from either the intended mother or another woman and fertilized in a lab. Embryos were then inserted into the uterus of the gestational surrogate, the woman who would carry the babies to term. The surrogate had no biological link with the fetus. She was just the incubator. The carrier.

	No fee was given in this listing. Often, payment for services was announced first thing: twenty-eight thousand, thirty thousand, forty thousand. The most I’d seen was a cool fifty grand. Don’t let anyone say money wasn’t a factor. It was. It always was. The typical couple, usually in their mid-to-late thirties or early forties, were lawyers, doctors, engineers, executives. Couples who’d married late, focused on their careers, and had forgotten what later became their urgent biological imperative.

	The surrogates, of course, were always younger. Often broke. Surrogacy offered a year’s salary or a down payment on a house. In my case, I was looking for a quick fix to crushing college debt.

	I read the ad again, chilled by the phrase, First time moms encouraged. This was unusual. With the wisdom of hindsight, I could see why agencies and legitimate intended parents wanted a surrogate with a previous full-term pregnancy. The woman would know what she was getting into. There would be no messy emotional ties. Less chance the surrogate would balk. After I’d uncovered what was planned for my babies, I’d briefly flirted with raising the twins. Even though I had no money, no job, and no place to live, I’d wanted them. I’d yearned for them, ached for them with every cell of my being.

	But I’d done what was right for me.

	I copied the data from the ad and pasted it into my Stork spreadsheet, my private and obsessive catalog of the hundreds of ads for surrogate moms I’d discovered since my babies were born. I still believed that the intended parents I’d contracted with, Jackson and Diane Entwistle, along with their delivery man, Frankie Browning, hadn’t acted alone. In my gut, I knew there was someone else. A mastermind. A boss. A mythical Mafia-like overlord, who I’d nicknamed The Stork. The person who orchestrated baby trafficking in central and northern California.

	The Stork theory held traction, at first. Diane had insisted that The Stork existed, but claimed she’d never met him or her. She’d maintained that all communication was by old-fashioned letters, delivered to a PO box and burned after reading. The investigators had pegged Frankie for a time, but that never panned out. As the leads thinned and the investigation stalled, the detectives had concluded that Jackson, Diane, and Frankie were operating completely on their own. My brother, Dexter, agreed with this theory; as did my best friend, Megan Fitzgerald; my parents; the district attorney; and my lawyer. But I’d never given up. I was sure The Stork was still at work. An ad for a surrogate mom might take me to a set of intended parents just like Jackson and Diane — intended parents who had no intention of keeping the baby. Intended parents who were frauds, driven by greed. Intended parents who would adopt a baby in a closed adoption, send the birth mother on her way, and deliver the baby elsewhere. All details arranged by The Stork.

	Just like I always did, I shot off an email from the bogus email account I’d created just for this purpose.

	Long after I shut down the laptop, I lay in bed, awake. Remembering — 

	The gun. The bite of the rope against my ankles and wrists. The duct tape covering my mouth. And the infant squalling: a relentless, frantic mewing.
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	When light from the pale dawn snuck in through a crack in the curtains, I knew it was time to get out of bed. I quickly gulped a cup of black coffee, showered, and then downed another cup while I munched a piece of whole wheat toast smeared with butter and jam. No matter how little I slept, the combination of bitter and sweet always jolted me into some kind of functioning state. Before leaving, I scrawled a note for Dexter, my brother and roommate, and propped it against the coffee pot:

	Don’t forget that Megan is coming for dinner tonight.

	My not-so-subtle mission to set up Dexter, separated from his wife three years ago, with my best friend Megan, was going slowly. I knew they’d be perfect for each other. They just hadn’t realized it yet.

	The Boyd family lived in Watsonville, the second largest city in the county. About twenty miles south of Santa Cruz, it was surrounded on all sides by the fertile fields of the Pajaro Valley, planted with strawberries, raspberries, blackberries, cauliflower, broccoli, artichokes, and decades-old apple orchards. But the relentless pace of progress had chipped into the acreage devoted to agriculture. Every time I went to Watsonville, it seemed like another housing development or mall had sprouted overnight, hiding the rich, brown soil under pavement, storm drains, sidewalks, and buildings.

	I took Watsonville’s Main Street exit off the freeway and turned right onto Ohlone Parkway, named for the Native American people who’d lived along this part of the California coast. I passed the entrance to a shopping center on the left, deserted at this early hour, save for the addicts swarming Starbucks for their morning fix. To my right was a trailhead into Struve Slough, one of the few remaining wetlands in this area. Glossy red-winged blackbirds perched on slender marsh grasses and the liquid tumble of birdsong filtered through the closed car window. A flock of mud-colored ducks congregated in the middle of the open water, while a blue heron waded slowly in the shallows, fishing. As I drove past, it flew off, its silhouette reminding me of centuries-old Japanese etchings.

	Rows of identical townhouses lined the streets in the Boyd’s neighborhood. When parking places became scarce, I knew I was close. The police must have announced the kidnapping. I parked two blocks away, next to a trailhead that led back into the slough, and walked quickly along the carbon-copy streets, slowing when I turned onto the Boyd’s block. The lawn in front of their small house was crammed with equipment, reporters, cameramen, and technicians.

	The noise increased as I shoved my way through the crowd and ran up the porch steps, ignoring demands for information. I prayed that my picture would not end up in the paper.

	A police officer stood in front of the door, feet spread, hands clasped behind his back. “No visitors allowed,” he said, raising his voice over the rabble.

	“Ryan, Mr. Boyd, called me and asked me to come over,” I yelled.

	“He didn’t mention it,” the officer shouted in return. 

	“Try. Please?” I asked.

	Without answering, while keeping his eyes on me, he banged on the door. A few long moments later, the door opened a crack. The police officer turned around and leaned in, saying, “This woman here says you asked her to visit.”

	The door swung wider and the din from the reporters on the lawn rose. “Has there been any contact from the kidnapper? Any ransom demands? When will your son be returned?”

	After a confirming nod from the person inside, the police officer pushed me through the door. It slammed behind me and the cacophony outside dulled.

	I stood in a dimly lit foyer facing a narrow staircase. A hall jogged to the left, toward the back of the house. The living room, as dark and quiet as a parlor in a funeral home, was to my right.

	For an instant, I couldn’t breathe. I felt like I’d just fallen from a great height and had landed on my back, the breath knocked out of me. My knees buckled and I grabbed the banister, steadying myself.

	“Shelby,” Lisa Boyd was saying, offering her hand, “I’m Lisa. Thank you so much for coming.”

	As I reached for her hand in return, I felt flighty and untethered, barely resisting the urge to tear through the house, tunnel into every room and closet, every crevice and corner, searching, stopping only when I found her — my daughter.

	“And this is Ryan,” Lisa continued, gesturing to the man standing behind her.

	Reluctantly, I forced my attention to Lisa and Ryan, my ears pricked for the tiniest sound, for any movement from an active five-year-old.

	Lisa was a short, wide woman, flowing out of the blue sweat pants and black sweatshirt she’d probably pulled on Sunday morning and hadn’t taken off since. Her blond hair was sculpted into a glossy helmet that appeared sprayed to her skull. Dark-framed glasses slid down her small nose, and she had a nervous habit of pushing them back up by the left temple. Despite her red, puffy, bloodshot eyes, her face was smooth and her skin translucent, making me wonder if her weight gain had been recent.

	Ryan, as thin as a store mannequin, towered over his wife. Short graying hair lay close to his skull and his skin was sallow, as if he hadn’t slept in weeks. He wore rumpled khakis and a blue button-down, with the buttons mismatched, leaving one side of the collar higher than the other.

	“Thanks for coming,” he said as he grasped my hand. “The police seem to have stalled. And they say that the first twenty-four hours in a kidnapping are the most important.”

	I repeated what I’d said on the phone. “I really don’t know what I can do for you. It’s well past that time period.”

	Ryan said, “When Lisa read that article in the paper, she was so glad to learn that you were back in the area and that you’d landed on your feet, after …” He hesitated, shrugging. “She always wondered what happened to you.”

	I glanced around, looking for Lisa, wondering why Ryan was talking for his wife. But she’d disappeared. “She knew you went back to Portland, but then lost track. Anyway, when she saw that article, she wanted to call you. To invite you over; to get to know you.” He shrugged again. “We never did. And then this happened.”

	That article in the paper. A three-part, front-page story in the Lifestyle section of the Sunday edition. It had been published last month. I didn’t want to be interviewed, but Dexter had lined it up for me and Kathleen, my boss, thought it was a great idea. Picture and everything, along with information about my enrollment in the Criminal Justice program at De Anza Community College in nearby Cupertino and my apprenticeship with Private Investigator Kathleen Bennett, one of Santa Cruz County’s finest. The article, titled “Shelby McDougall: Local Heroine,” laid out the entire case, starting with my surrogacy arrangement six years ago.

	Part two of the article followed the chain of events that led to me cracking open the baby-brokering scheme and, months later, discovering skeletal remains in the crawl space under the cottage I’d lived in for four months. And part three reported on the final chapter, when I'd ended up outside of a wrecked car on a twisty Santa Cruz mountain road, frantically jiggling a catatonic infant, trying to keep the baby alive. Inside that wreck was delivery man Frankie Browning, the monster I’d handcuffed to the steering wheel. The same man who delivered babies from intended parents Jackson and Diane Entwistle to their final destination. The man who’d become my lover and my confidante — and the psychopath who’d been hiding everything from me.

	Everyone, except me, thought it was a great article. I winced when I read it. I sounded so young. So trusting. And so embarrassingly naïve.

	But at least I had some sense now. When the reporter had asked if I was still involved, I’d politely shaken my head and said, “No. No way.”

	Until I had proof that The Stork existed, I’d keep my theories to myself.
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	“We followed you in the news after we adopted the twins,” Ryan said as he walked out of the foyer toward the living room. “When you found that skeleton and when you almost got killed.” His voice fell and he glanced at his hands, clearly uncomfortable. “Lisa meant to call at a decent hour,” he continued, “and we even talked about it, but she chickened out. I know she thought she would be leaving a message.” He gave a small, tired smile. “I woke up to her voice on the phone.”

	Ryan gestured for me to sit and I maneuvered to the small sofa, pushing a pile of People magazines to one side. As I tucked my backpack on the floor underneath the side table, I took in the living room. It was cluttered. More than cluttered. The room was overflowing with furniture, knick-knacks, trinkets, and tchotchkes. Even though it was the middle of summer, Christmas decorations still graced the room. A wintery village of illuminated cottages, circled by a train with a red engine and three red and green cars, sat on a card table by the door to the kitchen. The thick thatch roofs of the tiny porcelain cottages were covered in fake glittery snow and a Christmas sleigh, pulled by eight miniscule reindeer, sat on a rooftop. Santa, with his sack of toys, stood next to the chimney.

	Other than this homage to Christmas, there was no sign of the two almost first-graders who lived in this house. No messy jumble of kids’ books was piled on the sofa. No dolls, balls, board games, hot rod cars, stuffed animals, crayons, dress-up clothes, or blocks were strewn across the floor. Not a shred of kid-sized clothing was draped over the furniture. And no colorful finger paintings or scribbles hung on the walls.

	Where was she? Wouldn’t a five-year-old be up by this hour, clinging to her parents for dear life? And, given the situation, wouldn’t her parents be clinging to her in return, not wanting to let her out of their sight?

	Ryan caught my stare and misinterpreted it. He pointed to the train set and said, “We kept that up for Justin. He liked it so much that we didn’t have the heart to take it down.” His voice caught.

	Justin. My heart stopped. To hear his name, right from his father’s mouth, made it real.

	Lisa erupted into a wail. She stood in the kitchen at the sink, doubled over, arms braced against the counter for support. Ryan jumped up and reached her in a few steps, pulling her into his arms. “Shh, shh … Get a grip, baby. Okay? Shelby’s here. She’s going to help us.”

	Ryan reached around his wife and grabbed a dish towel off the counter. Lisa wiped her face and blew her nose while her husband cradled her, wrapping his arms around her from behind. With one last shaky sigh, she tossed the towel into the sink, turned around and smiled at her husband, and then at me, a thin smile that raised her round cheeks. But her eyes were panicky, and I was sure her mind was moving a million miles an hour, going all the places that were best left alone.

	She surprised me, though, as she took a breath and settled her face into a steely mask. Her eyes focused. “Coffee?” she called, as if I were just a normal visitor, on a normal day.

	“Sure,” I replied. “But don’t go out of your way.” 

	“It’s fine,” she said as she opened a cabinet. “Good to have something to do.”

	Ryan returned to the living room and eased into one of the chairs across from me. In addition to the delicate faux-Victorian red velvet sofa where I sat and Ryan’s straight-backed wooden chair, two small armchairs that matched the sofa flanked a bookshelf. Side tables, jammed with porcelain figurines, were wedged between each piece of furniture. A squat coffee table, covered with magazines and newspapers, sat in the middle of the room.

	A few minutes later, Lisa appeared, holding a tray with three mugs and spoons, napkins, a sugar bowl, a coffee carafe, and a small pitcher. Ryan jumped up and tossed a pile of magazines from the coffee table to the floor. Lisa seemed composed as she set the tray down, but a slight tremble gave her away. The mugs she'd picked were cheerful things, decorated with Christmas scenes. They probably reminded her of happier times. One of the mugs sported a bright-eyed snowman chomping on a corn cob pipe, wearing a straw hat and striped scarf. Green sleighs and red holly berries ringed another. Dr. Seuss-like Christmas trees, with crooked tops and shiny silver ornaments, were stamped on the third mug.

	“We love Christmas,” Lisa stated, picking up the carafe and filling the snowman mug. She handed it to me, gesturing toward the sugar and cream.

	Smiling, I accepted the coffee and waved off the extras. In between sips, I noticed the Thomas Kinkade paintings. There must have been three dozen of them. Landscapes of homey cottages nestled in mist-covered valleys hung so close to each other that the frames almost touched. Paintings from Kinkade’s Disney Dreams series, great moments from classic animated Disney movies, like Bambi, The Lion King, and Beauty and the Beast, covered the opposite wall.

	I recognized them all. During my first semester of college, when I was sure that I wanted to surround myself with art and the people who created it, the only art-related job I could find was working as an associate in a Thomas Kinkade gallery. I’d lasted exactly a month before the gallery went under and took my job along with it.

	Lisa caught me staring. “You like him?”

	I nodded. “Yes,” I replied, “I do.” 

	That was no lie. In spite of myself, I did.

	She smiled. Her entire face lit up, as if she’d won the lottery. This might have been her first smile in days. “I knew I would like you,” she said.

	Smiling in return, I reached over to put my coffee cup down on the end table next to me, finding an open spot between a Bambi figurine and a small Disney castle.

	Hands shaking, Lisa picked up her mug. Coffee sloshed from the top, staining her blue sweats. She started to cry, tears coursing down her cheeks in unashamed streams.

	“Shh, baby. It’s okay.” Ryan reached over and deftly took the mug from her hands and put it back on the tray. He handed her a napkin, and then turned toward me, saying, “We need help. We have a team working with us; they’ll be here at eight-thirty.” He glanced at his watch. “They asked to camp out here twenty-four seven, but we just couldn’t handle that. So we compromised and have the officer on the porch. They say there’s a pair of undercover detectives watching the house, but we haven’t discovered them yet. They must be very good. 

	“I know they’ve tapped the phone,” he added. 

	I flinched. I didn’t want to end up on their short list of suspects.

	“Don’t worry,” he reassured me. “We called on our cell phone.”

	Nodding, my mind already racing ahead, wondering how this would turn out, I picked up my mug. “Is your daughter home?”

	Lisa pointed upstairs. “She’s asleep. Napping.”

	But a low voice, as sophisticated and sultry as Ingrid Bergman’s in Casablanca, contradicted her. “No, I’m not, Lisa. I’m right here.”

	“Justine, she’s your mother. Call her Mommy please,” Ryan said sharply. At the same time, Lisa said, “Justine, honey? You need to go back upstairs.”

	Justine? I held my breath and craned my neck, emotions seesawing between excitement and dread. I wanted, needed, had, to see her.

	“But I’m not sleepy,” she said. “You know that. I’m never sleepy. Besides, I want to see who you’re talking to.” The voice drew closer.

	Years ago, I’d spent hours dreaming of this moment. Wondering what it would be like. Wondering if I’d feel an instinctual pull, the primal force, the genetic connection between me and the babies I’d given birth to. The babies I’d given up for adoption.

	I was about to find out.
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	A child entered the room, head high, shoulders back, posture and poise as perfect as a queen’s. She stopped right in front of me, her toes almost touching mine, and looked directly at me.

	Without hesitating, she asked, “Are you going to find my brother?”

	The child resembled me in some ways; but in others, not at all. Her coloring was fair, like mine, and freckles spread across her nose and cheeks like an accent, whereas on me, they were the main show. Our hair was the same: thick, chestnut locks. Hers frizzed past her shoulders to the middle of her back, while mine was shoulder-length, just long enough to pull into a ponytail. Our noses were similar; classic Roman schnozzes, supposedly a sign of a headstrong personality. And her body was just like mine at that age — squat and stocky.

	But it was her eyes that grabbed my attention. They were nothing like mine, a blue that was remarkable only in the right light. Instead of a solid pigmentation, both of Justine’s eyes were rings of color — amber, brown, gray, green, hazel — circling a yellow-brown pupil that glistened, cat-like. Predatory. The effect was both unsettling and bewitching. I found myself staring.

	I remember wondering, in the muddled days of my pregnancy, who the twins would look like. I’d hoped and dreamed that they would look more like me than Jackson, the intended father. But on the night Diane had almost killed me, the night she’d spilled everything, she’d told me, her cold voice touched with pride, that Jackson was not the biological father. My eggs had not been fertilized with his sperm. The vial had been switched out at the fertility clinic, replaced.

	Still staring at Justine, I could see this truth. There was nothing of Jackson Entwistle in this child.

	“Are you?” she repeated.

	I swallowed, surprised to find myself almost speechless. “Am I what?” I couldn’t even remember what she was asking.

	“Going to find my brother,” she repeated.

	“I’ll try,” I blurted. I wanted so much to please her. 

	“You didn’t say who you were.” It was hard to believe this child was the same age as Megan’s daughter, Annie, a bubbly kindergartner who could only sit still when she was in front of the TV.

	“I’m a friend of your parents,” I said. “My name is Shelby.”

	“But I’ve never seen you before,” the child protested.

	“I’ve been away.”

	“Oh, okay.” Justine drew her pink terrycloth bathrobe around her and pulled her tiny foot out of her sheepskin slipper. Still studying me, she rubbed the top of her foot against the calf of her other leg. She hadn’t blinked.

	She slipped her foot back into the slipper and shifted her head. The spell was broken.

	“Bye.” She waved at me as she turned around and walked toward the front hall and the stairs.

	“Bye.”

	Sweat had collected under my arms and my shirt stuck to my back. I was disappointed. Ridiculously disappointed. The connection I’d yearned for hadn’t materialized. No sparks. No fireworks. No Hallmark moment. The child had no clue who I was.

	“She’s a bit unusual,” Lisa offered. Her husband shot her a look I couldn’t read. “There’s something different about them,” she continued. “When they were three, we put them in day care, but it didn’t work. They don’t get along with other children. They’re very much their own unit.” Her smooth brow furrowed as she glanced at her husband. “They’re actually not very good with other kids. The director asked them to leave because they refused to participate in the group.”

	But Ryan shook his head, contradicting her. “It’s those other parents,” he said. “They’re way too protective. At some point, children have to learn that it’s a tough world out there.”

	I wondered what had really happened and how difficult it would be to find out.

	“The director, who said she was an early childhood expert,” Ryan air quoted the word “expert”, “recommended that we take them to a psychologist. For testing. After we tried two more day care centers with the same results, we did. We could barely afford it. Those tests ran us several thousand dollars.”

	Justine’s voice, coming from somewhere out in the hall, interrupted. “That man wasn’t very nice to me, Ryan,” she said.

	“Justine,” Lisa said, “please go back upstairs,” just as Ryan interjected that his name was Daddy, not Ryan.

	“Okay,” the child sighed, petulant. But I didn’t hear any movement.

	Lisa compressed her lips into a thin, straight line. “Can you take her to her room?” she asked Ryan.

	Ryan nodded, stood, and put his hands in the pockets of his khakis. “You’ll tell Shelby everything?” His eyes were fixed on his wife’s. “All of it?”

	Lisa bobbed her head in agreement, and Ryan turned, saying, “Come on, Justine. Upstairs.”

	Two pairs of feet climbed the stairs. As soon as the footsteps receded, Lisa leaned over to me. Her lips were drawn thin and her eyes were hooded.

	“What do you want to tell me?” I asked, as gently as I could.

	“The psychologist basically told me my kids were freaks.” She spat out the word “freaks” as if it were a piece of rotten food. “Justine’s IQ is two hundred and ninety and Justin’s is three hundred. Do you know what percentage of the population has that kind of IQ? Zero. No one. And I have two of them?” She leaned closer. “He told me that Justin and Justine were unusually gifted. That they had no chance at a normal life in school, in relationships, in work. In anything.

	“He wanted to work with them, but we said no.” She gestured to the cramped room. “Look at us. We’re about as normal as you can get.” As her eyes wandered to the Christmas train, she added, “Maybe a bit fixated on Christmas, but otherwise pretty normal.

	“I had to quit my job as a medical receptionist, so we’re living on Ryan’s salary as the service manager at the Toyota dealership. It’s tight. They need things. Our biggest expense is books. Those two demand books. Books, books, books. They are reading books for college kids. Advanced math. Science. Philosophy. Justine’s reading the dictionary for the umpteenth time.”

	I didn’t see a book in the room and wondered if Lisa read at all.

	“Sometimes they talk to each other in a code that sounds like gibberish to me. And they don’t sleep,” Lisa confided. “I’ve given up. I used to think that maybe they slept a few hours every night. But now, I think they don’t sleep at all. At first, Ryan and I would take shifts. Four hours each, so that one of us would always be awake with them. Last year, we gave up. Now, we go to sleep at ten and get up at six. Lord knows what they do all night. The computer is in our room, so I know they don’t use that. For all we know, they might be out wandering the neighborhood.

	“We took them to the doctor. Perfectly healthy, he said. Said he’d never heard of anyone not sleeping.” She sighed. “It was almost like he thought we were making it up.”

	She sat back and picked up her mug, holding it with both hands. “And they want to eat all the time. Protein. Half-cooked meat.” She shuddered, shifting her mug to her right hand and gesturing to her midsection with her left. “Look at me. Before we adopted them, I was tiny. Petite. Fit. But now, I’ve given up. I can’t exercise. I’m with them all day. I eat, I worry, I eat. I used to have friends. And now, it’s just me and them.”

	Lisa took a sip of her coffee, put the mug back down, and placed her hand on my knee, as if pulling me toward her. “The questions,” she continued. “They’re always asking questions. Always those ‘Why?’ questions that are impossible to answer. One starts, the other picks it up, and they go back and forth like they’re playing ping-pong. But real questions, not typical why-is-the-sky-blue type questions. Justin once asked me to explain why Einstein integers are unique factorization domains. ‘Huh?’ That’s what I said to him. I had no idea what he was talking about.” She gave me a wan smile. “I still don’t, even after I Googled it.”

	“Never heard of it,” I interjected.

	“When they were one,” she went on, “just twelve months old, they could recite the alphabet. Backwards. I’d never even mentioned the word ‘alphabet’ to them. They learned to read when they were two. We never got to read them baby books. Justin laughed when I tried to read Goodnight Moon to him.” She teared up again, pulled a tissue from the pocket of her sweats, and dabbed her eyes.

	“But they’re my babies,” she said, gulping back a sob. “I love them. I want my Justin back.”

	I paused, trying to wrap my head around what I’d just heard. Geniuses. Oddballs. Freaks. I asked, “Did you ever notice anyone following you? Or watching your children with unusual interest?”

	Lisa blew her nose. “No. Nothing. Once people overheard Justin and Justine talking, they tried not to stare. But people were curious. Curious in the way someone would be of zoo animals. They’d watch them, fixated, and then look away really fast when they saw me staring back.

	“One time, I caught this woman watching us. She was around my mother’s age. We were at the playground just down the street. She came up and gave me her card. She said she was a psychiatrist.”

	“Do you remember her name?”

	She shook her head. “No. I threw the card out right away. I didn’t want my children to be studied like they were scientific experiments.”

	“What did she look like?”

	“I don’t know,” Lisa replied, shaking her head. “Gray hair. Glasses. Nothing remarkable.”

	“How long ago was this?”

	Lisa stared up at the ceiling. “Maybe six months?” 

	“Did she say how she knew about your kids?”

	“No,” Lisa replied. “I assumed she was from the same office as the psychologist we’d been to.”

	“Can I get the name of the office?”

	“Sure.” Lisa stood, walked to the kitchen, and returned with a business card. “You can take it.  I have another.”

	I glanced at it, a name and phone number only. I slipped it into my back pocket. “Anyone else you can remember?” I leaned in, placing my elbows on my knees.

	“No. No one.”

	“What about your husband? Would he remember anyone?”

	Shaking her head, she replied, “No. Ryan never, ever takes the kids out without me. He gets overwhelmed.”

	I sat back. “I don’t know what I can do,” I said. “It seems so, so …” my voice trailed off.

	“Hopeless?” Lisa started to cry again and just for a second, I wished she’d rage instead. Scream. Howl. Throw things.

	“I’m sorry,” I said.

	We sat in silence for a few minutes, and I stared at a photo hanging on the wall across the room, right next to a Kinkade sunset. The twins were infants and they lay curled next to each other in a crib. One of them, presumably Justin, was cocooned in a blue blanket with a blue nylon cap squinched on his head. The other was wrapped in the same style, burrito-fashion, but in a pink blanket with a pink hat. Their milky blue eyes were wide open, taking in the world.

	The phone rang and Lisa rose, walking as quickly as she could to grab the receiver off the wall in the kitchen.

	Where had that genius IQ come from? Not from me, certainly. I was about as average in intelligence as you could get. Math problems were as incomprehensible to me as a foreign language. Philosophy? Never could understand it. Sometimes, even trying to decipher a newspaper article from The Wall Street Journal or The New York Times seemed out of my league.

	A few minutes later, Lisa returned to the living room, barely containing her tears.

	“Everything okay?” I asked.

	Lisa shook her head. “The team is on their way. They’ll be here soon. Bringing the FBI. Again.” Her voice rose. “They’ll be here all day. The FBI guy asks so many questions. He sits here and waits. Watches.

	“And I’m such a wreck, that every time I talk to them, I remember something else. I know they think I’m lying about something. But I just can’t remember. Everything is such a jumble.” She dissolved into sobs.

	I looked at her, wishing I knew her well enough to offer a hug. Instead, I asked, “They can’t possibly think you had anything to do with this, do they?”

	Lisa shook her head, muttering, “I don’t know.” She blew her nose, and looked at me, pleading, tears streaming down her face. “Please,” she said. “Please. Find Justin for us. Just find him.”

	“I’ll try,” I replied. Lisa fought back tears.

	“I’ll try,” I repeated, wondering if I was trying to convince myself as much as I was trying to reassure her.
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	At that moment, Ryan entered the room, hands shoved in his pockets, back rounded, shoulders down; defeated, tired, bewildered. “She’s fine,” he said before Lisa had a chance to speak. “Back in her chair, reading the dictionary.” He gave a tired smile and shrugged. “Her favorite thing to do.” His voice trailed off and he sank down onto the sofa next to me.

	“Will you help us, Shelby?” he asked.

	“I’ll try,” I said, echoing my earlier statement. “I don’t know what I can do, but I’ll try.” I hesitated, and then added, “Before I go, would it be possible for me to talk to Justine? To see what she remembers?”

	“Sure. The police have already interviewed her,” Ryan said. “She says she went to the bathroom and when she came back, Justin was gone.” Ryan sighed, stood, passed a hand over his face in utter exhaustion, and extended his hand to his wife.

	I wondered why she wouldn’t have woken her parents.

	The house was quiet now; the din outside had diminished. The refrigerator kicked on, sounding unusually loud. I wondered if the house was always this still. On a regular day, would Lisa be playing music, have the TV on, be chatting on the phone? She’d already told me she had no friends. But where was the extended family? The heavy weight of this silence, the absence of quick footsteps, chatter, and small, excited voices would be a constant reminder of what was missing.

	A single carpeted hallway ran the length of the second story. The walls were adorned with family photos, from the two infants wrapped in their hospital pink and blue blankets with matching hats, to a recent one of the four members of the Boyd family posing in front of a staged fireplace. The last photo in the series showed Justin and Justine, arms linked, standing between two oversized crayons. They looked like preppie twins: Justin wore chinos, a lime polo shirt, and topsiders. Justine was dressed in a knee-length khaki skirt, a yellow polo shirt, and black flats. Brother and sister were mirror images of each other, with the same fair skin, chestnut hair, and compact body.

	“When was that taken?” I asked.

	“Just a month ago,” Lisa said. “We go to the photo studio at Sears once a month. Sometimes we’re in it, but most of the time, it’s just the two of them.” She gazed at the picture wistfully. “I like that one. The photographer did a nice job. Justin looked like that. So, so,” she seemed at a loss for words, “confident,” she finally said.

	I stopped by the photo, absorbing every detail. Truth be told, the twins looked like adults and nothing like their actual age. In all the photos I’d taken or seen of Annie, her age was always obvious. Her rounded cheeks and lingering baby fat gave her away, as did her cautious grin and tiny teeth, her wispy hair clasped with a plastic pink headband, and her awkward proportions.

	But Justin and Justine had none of that little kid charm. Justin looked just like his sister; same stocky body, same serious demeanor, same nose. Same hair, just shorter, styled in a Supercuts standard male cut. Same cat-like, predatory eyes. They both stared directly at the photographer, with lips drawn back in a forced smile that revealed a full set of glistening white teeth.

	I turned as Ryan rapped his knuckles against one of the closed doors, while at the same time turning the handle. “Justine, honey,” he said, “our friend would like to talk to you.”

	“Come in,” a bored voice replied.
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