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JULY 31, 2015


Dear Ms. Turpin,


The Ogden Utah Police Department recently recovered the body of a seventeen-year-old girl. Despite our best efforts, the condition of the remains has made it difficult to identify the individual using standard methods.


That said, based on certain physical attributes and personal effects recovered with the body, we have reason to believe that the remains may belong to Andrea Beaumont, who was reported missing three months ago.


In order to confirm or rule out this possibility, we are requesting a DNA sample from you for comparison purposes. Your timely cooperation in this matter will greatly assist us in our investigation.


Enclosed, you will find a DNA collection kit along with instructions for its use. Please return the sample using the prepaid envelope included in this package as soon as possible.


Should you have any questions, you may contact me directly.


Sincerely,


Detective Monte Barker
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SABINA TURPIN


NESKOWIN, OREGON


August 18, 2015


I’d been tracking my mail deliveries for two weeks now, clocking the postal vehicle’s daily arrival with the intensity of a child waiting for Christmas morning.


Except the only thing I felt was slick, stomach-turning dread.


Don’t let it be a match. Please, God, don’t let it be a match.


My palms prickled with sweat every time I heard the hum of tires coming up our private lane. Whenever it was a package delivery driver, I breathed through the rush of nausea and forced my gaze back to my computer screen, where the landing pages I was supposed to be designing blurred and swam in front of my eyes.


When it was the postal service truck, I tensed and counted the seconds until I could get my hands on the mail.


Today was no different—at first.


When the mail truck appeared around ten a.m. like a boxy white ghost materializing through the ever-present coastal fog, my heart rate spiked as if I’d just downed a caffeine pill. Like always, I crept downstairs and waited beside the front door until the driver had deposited the day’s mail in the box at the end of the driveway.


My husband, Joel, was shuffling papers around on his desk down the hall. I knew he was watching, too. The second I came back inside with a handful of letters, he would open his office door and wait while I sorted through the envelopes, ready to place a hand on the small of my back if one of the return addresses read, OGDEN POLICE DEPARTMENT.


I pressed my wedding band into the skin of my finger until it hurt, watching as the postal worker straightened the thin pile of envelopes in his hand before placing them carefully into our box. He frowned, rubbed his mop of stick-straight gray hair, then ducked back inside the vehicle.


Hurry up and go, goddammit, my mind screamed. But I stood silently on the cold entryway tile, staring through the blinds that covered the window beside the door, like I was the woman from Rear Window.


After what felt like days, he leaned back out of the mail truck’s cutout and deposited one more letter in the box.


Somehow, I knew it was the letter. As if my desperation had finally mounted so high, I’d actually made that letter appear out of thin air.


The letter that would tell me whether my own DNA matched the girl whose body was so badly mutilated that the police in Ogden, Utah couldn’t identify her without my help.


The letter regarding the girl whose name had been a whisper in my ear during quiet moments for the past seventeen years.


Andrea.


When the mailman finally closed the lid of our box and gunned his truck back up the lane, I didn’t even take the time to put on shoes as I yanked open the door, rushed down the driveway and pulled down the sun-warmed metal flap.


And there it was. Right on top of the stack, the words OGDEN POLICE DEPARTMENT stamped in bold black letters in the upper left corner.


The detective I’d spoken to two weeks earlier said that someone would call me when his department received the DNA results. I wasn’t banking on any calls, though. “I apologize in advance if the letter from the lab reaches you by mail before I get a chance to touch base . . .” he’d said, like we were talking about the results of a yearly physical. Like the letter I’d received asking for my DNA with a cheek swab was really that clinical. Just cells and DNA.


Then again, cells and DNA were the only things that tied me to the six-month-old baby girl I’d voluntarily given up for adoption when I was sixteen.


The girl would be seventeen now. I had no claim to her anymore, legally or otherwise, but I’d never stopped thinking about her.


Something sharp bit into the ball of my bare foot as I hurried back up the walkway toward the door I’d left open. Warm liquid oozed between my toes, but I didn’t stop walking or even look down.


Joel was waiting for me in the kitchen, standing with his arms crossed and a crease running between his hooded blue eyes. “It’s here?” he asked, and reached out a hand as he stepped toward me. When he read the look on my face, the hand fell to his side and he didn’t come any closer.


I swallowed, grateful and guilt-stricken that he’d understood without me saying the words. I needed to open it by myself. It wasn’t fair to shut him out, but some part of me needed to be alone in this moment. As alone as I’d been when I held my baby for the last time in the lobby of the Oregon Department of Health and Welfare Child Services.


Joel wasn’t Andrea’s birth father. Her father had been a senior at a neighboring high school who’d signed the adoption papers as fast as he could grab the pen from my own father. I wouldn’t meet Joel for another decade.


Hands shaking, I moved into the open laundry room, tore open the top of the envelope and blinked. The faint smell of fried eggs and hashbrowns lingering downstairs, comforting a few minutes earlier, now made me sick.


“Sabi?” Joel asked softly after a few seconds, knocking on the laundry room door.


I stared at the single sheet of paper unseeing, letting the words blur and swim in front of my eyes.


When Andrea went missing three months ago, I hadn’t been notified by the police—or her adoptive parents. It had been a closed adoption, which meant that nobody had my contact information readily accessible. So the first time I’d learned that my daughter had disappeared was when I read Detective Barker’s letter two weeks ago, requesting my DNA.


“We didn’t have a way to contact you at first . . .” The detective had trailed off when I’d called the number in the letter and demanded to know why it had taken three months to notify me. The police had started tracking down the court adoption records, but it took them a while. It was clear enough that notifying me of her missing-person status wasn’t a priority. Not until the police found that body and needed my DNA.


There was also the fact that Andrea wasn’t necessarily missing, Detective Barker explained. She was presumed to be a runaway. And while she was technically still a minor, there was every reason to think she’d left of her own accord based on what her adoptive parents had said.


This theory—that Andrea had merely run away—should have been slightly comforting, if I’d heard it three months ago. But hearing it while Detective Barker was backpedaling to explain the letter requesting my DNA offered me little hope. There was a dead young woman lying in a morgue somewhere, who might or might not be the daughter I’d given up so she could have a better life.


The words missing, remains, impossible to identify had burned themselves into my brain like brands.


“Sabi?” Joel asked again as he pushed the laundry room door open. “What does it say?”


I gripped the edges of the letter, vaguely aware of how slowly I was reading the words. Words I’d been waiting for with every waking moment since I’d provided my DNA sample.


My eyes landed on the bold phrase in the center of the letter: Not a match.


A strange, wolflike whimper escaped my lips. I read the words again and again, desperate to be sure I wasn’t misunderstanding.


Not a match, not a match, not a match.
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SABINA


NESKOWIN, OREGON


It wasn’t her.


The body the Ogden Police had recovered wasn’t my Andrea.


I shook my head over and over as I held the letter out to Joel so he could read it himself, while I turned my eyes to the tiny blue flowers in the wallpaper. They were forget-me-nots. I hadn’t even realized that until that very moment.


“Oh, thank God,” Joel breathed, as relieved as I was numb. “This is . . . this is . . .” He let the sentence fade, giving up on finding the right words. “I’m so glad it wasn’t her.”


When he said that, I finally felt the tears start to burn behind my eyes. I tore my gaze away from those forget-me-nots blurring on the walls and looked at him. “She was supposed to . . . I thought I was giving her a better life than . . .”


I couldn’t complete the thought. Couldn’t even feel the relief of knowing that the body I’d pictured mangled and bloody was not, in fact, my daughter.


I was grateful it wasn’t.


But nothing felt remotely okay.


The horror had just shifted gears. And all I could think about was the face of that little girl with enormous hazel eyes. The baby I’d last held against my chest in the basement of my parent’s house a little more than seventeen years ago.


Andrea had cried nearly every moment she was awake for three months, from the day she was born. So did I. Silently, in contrast with her loud, hiccupping, machine-gun wails pinging off my eardrums as I held her against my shoulder and patted her back, trying to help her find the burp that would ease her tummy. I paced back and forth, back and forth, while I held her in the tiny basement bedroom I’d slept in since I was a baby, desperately trying to lull her back to sleep.


My mom wanted to help me during those first dark weeks after Andrea arrived, but my dad stopped her every time. “She has to do this on her own, Janine. This is the bed she made. She’s gotta sleep in it now.”


It nearly made me laugh out loud when he said that, because I was getting so little sleep at the time. All I wanted was a bed to lay in—made or unmade—where I could close my eyes, knowing I’d get a few hours of uninterrupted rest.


When Andrea wasn’t crying, she was nursing. It was the only thing that seemed to soothe her, so I fed her as often as she’d latch until my nipples cracked and bled.


By the end of those first three months, I was desperate. For sleep, for someone to tell me that things would get better, for someone to hold me while I cried.


The first time my baby girl smiled at me—docile for once, hazel eyes clear and searching instead of scrunched and angry—I burst into loud tears I couldn’t turn off. She was just so beautiful. That smile broke my heart and lifted it up at the same time. It also told me how depressed and awful I felt, if one small smile could shatter me like glass.


I knew I couldn’t survive on a smile, even one so perfect.


That day, the heavy footsteps on the stairs made me wipe my eyes as quickly as I could. From the clomping rhythm, I knew it was my dad, not my mom. I pulled my maternity shirt down to cover myself up and wiped Andrea’s milky mouth with my sleeve. She puckered her lips in frustration and prepared to scream, not finished nursing yet. The footsteps came down the hall then stopped. The door to the basement nursery stayed closed.


After a few seconds, a red-and-white striped envelope I recognized from my mom’s collection of stationery came through the crack beneath the door. Then the footsteps thumped back down the hall and upstairs.


Not daring to put Andrea down in her crib for fear she’d let loose the wail building in her throat, I tucked her against my shoulder and bent to pick up the letter lying on the floor.


The note was in my dad’s handwriting. As I read the words, I imagined his low, gentle voice that called our backyard chickens into the coop at sundown every night.




To our dearest Sabina,


Your mother and I want what’s best for you. You understand that now, because of the beautiful little girl you’ve brought into the world. I know you want what’s best for her, too. You are a good girl, and you want to be a good mother.


But sometimes wanting the best for our children isn’t enough. Not when you’re sixteen.


Watching you struggle through a pregnancy and now motherhood hasn’t been easy. There have been so many times we’ve wanted to step in and save you from your choices. However, being a parent means making tough decisions.


Andrea deserves the best life with a mother and a father. A stable home. There are so many parents who desperately want a baby. You can give her that life. You won’t be giving her up. You’ll be giving her more. And someday, when you’re truly ready, you will have the opportunity to be a mother in the correct way.


We love you. And we love Andrea. We know you’ll do the right thing.


Love,


Your parents





As I read the letter a second time, Andrea made an unhappy squawking noise against my chest, and I realized I was gripping her chubby thigh too tightly. She hiccuped, then squealed, and I sank to the carpet, looking at the letter in my hand.


My parents had tried to tell me the same thing before the baby came. They warned me that as an unwed mother who hadn’t even managed to finish high school, my life would be difficult.


It wasn’t that I thought they were wrong, before. I was terrified to have a baby while I was still a kid myself. But I was already falling in love with that miraculous moving blurry blob I’d seen on the ultrasound screen at my first doctor’s appointment.


Still, the love I felt for my baby when she arrived was more complicated and painful than I could have imagined. And the threads of doubt and terror that had grown while I paced and nursed and cried and longed to sleep, quickly turned into what felt like a rope around my neck.


For the first time, I looked down at my baby’s chubby, tearstained cheeks and let myself feel the horror of the decision I’d made.


I wasn’t enough for her.


I was never meant to be a mother like this.


She deserved the world. And all I had to offer her was this cramped basement room with faded wallpaper and a low supply of milk.


I held her to my heart and stumbled upstairs before I could change my mind. Before the voice in the back of my head begging no, no, no, could convince me otherwise. That voice had started as a scream when my parents first brought up the idea of adoption. Now it had dwindled to a frantic, threadbare whisper.


“Okay,” I told my dad, even though the word burned like acid in my mouth.


He nodded sadly then reached out his arms, beckoning for the baby. “I’m proud of you, Sabina. That’s real love right there.”


I just nodded again, because I couldn’t speak.


Andrea nuzzled her cheek against his shoulder and sighed, calming down, like she’d been waiting for me to come to my senses this whole time.


My dad smiled. “Why don’t you get some sleep for a few hours while I hold the baby? We’ll sort it all out with your mother when she gets home from the grocery store.”


* * *


After I read the letter from the lab declaring my DNA was not a match to the girl the Ogden police had recovered, I went outside and sat on the back deck facing the ocean. Then I watched as the sky darkened, wind churning the waves in the distance like frothed cream.


The irony was, even though Joel and I had wanted them, I hadn’t been able to have more children. I’d just assumed I would be able to get pregnant easily when the time was right, since I’d done so at sixteen by accident. That was before a diagnosis of endometriosis in my late twenties. The doctor assured me it had nothing to do with my earlier pregnancy as a teen. And I knew, logically, that it had nothing to do with my decision to give my baby up for adoption. But that didn’t stop it from feeling that way. Like the universe had meted out yet another punishment.


Joel sat next to me on the swing, leg touching mine, until I fought through the haze of my memories and turned to look at him. There was a thought pushing its way to the front of my brain that I couldn’t ignore any longer.


“I have to know what happened to her. I owe her that,” I said, finding my voice for the first time since I read the letter an hour earlier.


He turned his hand palm up and beckoned to me, slowly, gently, like he might approach a frightened feral animal. “This isn’t your fault.”


“I know that,” I said so sharply that it was clear I knew nothing of the sort. Whatever had happened to Andrea was my fault. It was one thousand percent my fault. She was my baby first.


“What can I do to help?” Joel asked, his voice low and kind, his eyes clear blue like sea glass in the sun.


I took his warm hand in my freezing one and closed my eyes as the first drops of rain tapped on the porch roof. “Tell me I’m allowed to get involved.”


He huffed, taken aback. “Allowed? What do you mean?”


“I’m not her mother anymore,” I said, feeling my body shake as the wind rustled the leaves of the potted plants creeping along the deck boards at our feet. “I gave her away when she was a baby.”


Joel squeezed my hand. “You’ve carried that little girl with you every day of your life. She’s part of you. You’re still her mother, and you love her,” he said with so much conviction I actually believed him.


I blinked rapidly, but it didn’t stop the warm tears from spilling down my cheeks.


A clap of thunder rolled, and a second later lightning split the clouds hanging heavy over the surf.


“I need to go to Utah,” I whispered, making my decision the second I said the words out loud.


Joel drew me closer, and I let him pull me against his chest. “I’ll come with you, then.”


I shook my head. “No.” I shifted to face him as the wind swept sideways, sending cold drops of rain onto my cheeks where they mingled with the warm tears. “Your mom needs you here.”


Joel was the primary caregiver for his mother, Irene. Part of the reason we’d moved to Neskowin was to be near her as she got older. Then, last month, she’d broken her hip in a bad fall. The idea that both of us might leave the state right now was out of the question.


“I won’t be gone long,” I added. It was the first lie I’d ever told him. I had no idea how long I might be gone.


I didn’t even know where to start.


Didn’t even know what I thought I’d find.


I wasn’t the police. I wasn’t an investigator. And I had zero legal claim to that child.


But within the hour, I was racing the storm to Ogden.












THREE MONTHS EARLIER
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ANDREA


OGDEN, UTAH


May, 2015


Sometimes, I had this thought that maybe Dennis wasn’t my real dad. And that maybe Bunny wasn’t my real mom.


But what sixteen-year-old girl hadn’t entertained that fantasy? That maybe there was somebody out there who loved me more?


Or at all.


I never followed the thought very far. The girls at school complained about their parents all the time. As soon as one person started bitching about phone limits or not being allowed to wear makeup, it was off to the races. Nobody at Ogden High School spoke the words “Mom” or “Dad” without a roll of the eyes.


Still, I’d never seen welts on the hidden parts of their skin when we all changed for gym. And believe me, I’d looked.


Sometimes, I found myself daydreaming about scenarios where my parents died in a car crash and I had to go live with distant relatives. But I didn’t really know any of my aunts or uncles. Bunny said we used to host Christmas when I was little, and I had vague memories of clattering dishes and the smell of turkey and stuffing. There had been some kind of falling out, though, and that was the last time anyone got together for the holidays, or anything else.


I felt so guilty for those kinds of thoughts when Dennis and Bunny got me the new jeans I wanted for Christmas, or let me choose a restaurant for dinner, or bragged about my grades to the employee at Ralph’s when we took my report card there for free ice cream. Especially because every once in a while, Dennis gave me this squinty-eyed, questioning look, like he could read all the mean thoughts running through my mind.


Sometimes, I wondered if that was why he treated me the way he did. Because he knew what I was thinking.


I got my answer the day I turned seventeen.


Bunny had ordered a cake from Baskin Robbins, which was something special all by itself. It had purple frosting roses, rocky road ice cream layered between slabs of chocolate cake, and my name written in loopy cursive on top, HAPPY BIRTHDAY, ANDREA!


When I opened the freezer that morning and saw it there like she’d promised, I just knew it was going to be a good day. My mouth watered every time I thought about it that Friday at school.


I was feeling so good, in fact, that I nearly asked Paloma if she wanted to walk home with me after school. I wanted her to see that beautiful cake, share it with me, pretend I was just a normal seventeen-year-old girl on her birthday.


The words almost tumbled out of my mouth when Paloma surprised me with a cupcake and some monarch butterfly earrings in first period, along with a note saying she’d made the earrings herself—and calling me her BFF.


The only reason I didn’t ask her over was because I thought that if I opened my mouth, I might cry and wouldn’t be able to talk properly. Nobody had ever given me a gift like that before.


The earrings were partially translucent, like a real butterfly, and the delicate red-and-black wings looked like they might take flight at any moment. I’d never had a best friend. Not really. Not since the time in elementary school that I’d worn the same shirt three days in a row—a gross, stained Mickey Mouse button-up that was way too big for me—and got sent to the office to change into a loaner. After that, nobody was lining up to be friends with “And-reek-a,” the nickname Nova Tomlinson gave me.


So when Paloma gave me that note, I really wanted to invite her over to share the cake we were going to eat after dinner. But Bunny had been extra high-strung ever since she’d started a new job at the dairy plant a few months back. I told myself I didn’t know how she’d react if I invited a friend over without asking.


That wasn’t the real reason, though.


The real reason was knowing that the second I got home, I’d have pretty much no choice but to peel off my ratty red hoodie.


That was a problem. The school classrooms were air-conditioned, so I could wear the long-sleeved hoodie all day long in front of my classmates. But we had a swamp cooler at home, and with the temperatures already tipping past eighty degrees in April, I was going to sweat through my hoodie while I walked home along the canal, and I’d definitely have to take it off the second I stepped through the front door into our muggy house.


The raised pink cuts on my forearms hadn’t quite finished healing yet, and the thick, blue-black welts on my stomach definitely hadn’t.


The marks were my fault. I was the one who made the cuts on my arms so low, down past my elbow. Slicing the skin shallowly, one drag of the safety pin at a time, impossible to stop, like eating potato chips.


It didn’t feel good, exactly.


It just felt better.


Because for one moment—which I could draw out for nearly a minute if I really took my time—everything except that bright slice of pain disappeared. It was like the safety pin I held between my thumb and forefinger was an eraser instead of a miniature weapon.


The other slashes were from Dennis. He had pulled out the leash three days ago when he found the thin slits from the safety pin.


Our dog Pollie had been dead for years, but Dennis kept that worn leather coil in his back pocket nearly all the time.


“You like hurting yourself so much?” he’d barked, holding both of my wrists in the same hand while he grabbed the hem of my shirt to expose the pale skin of my belly. I knew better than to answer him.


Thwack.


“You think you’re gonna get some kind of attention at school for that?”


Thwack.


“You gonna bitch to some teacher about how bad your life is at home?” He wheezed like he always did when he got worked up. Bunny said he’d gotten too much cement dust in his lungs over the years. I hated the sound.


Thwack.


“I want you to think real hard before you do that again. Trying to make your mother and me look like we did something to you.”


If he hadn’t landed the next blow to my stomach so hard I lost my balance and went to my knees, I might have laughed at the irony of that last statement.


Afterward, he wiped his brow and gave me a hug. Later that night, Bunny came into my room to tell me about ordering the Baskin Robbins cake for my birthday.


I was never quite sure whether or not she could hear what Dennis did when he lost his temper. He definitely wasn’t quiet about it. And the house wasn’t all that big. Small enough that I had to share a room with the washing machine and dryer upstairs.


I’d never asked Bunny if she knew. Because as long as I didn’t ask, I could still tell myself she had no idea it was happening.


And that was better than thinking she heard it and did nothing.


So yeah, I didn’t invite Paloma over to the house for my seventeenth birthday.


I should have. Because when I walked through the front door, the house was quiet.


I stopped in the doorway for a few seconds, suddenly anxious about going inside even though I was boiling hot in my sweatshirt.


It wasn’t a good quiet.


It was quiet like a cat about to pounce on a mouse.
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ANDREA


OGDEN, UT


I stood at the entryway but didn’t close the door behind me while I shrugged off my backpack and then my red sweatshirt.


I eased my stuff down onto the linoleum and tilted my head to listen, keeping the butterfly earrings Paloma had given me clutched in my hand like a lucky charm. I was dying to try them on. I’d gotten my ears pierced a few years ago, but I wasn’t sure whether the holes were still—


Bam.


The sound of metal on metal echoed from the kitchen.


The noise startled me so much, I dropped the earrings. They landed with a quiet clatter, one of them sliding out of sight beneath the side table near the door.


I swallowed, mouth dry, and bent to pick up the lone earring at my feet, unwilling to move any closer to the kitchen. I could search for the other one later.


I knew Bunny wasn’t home yet. She worked at the dairy plant until five every weekday, without fail.


Which meant it was Dennis in the kitchen.


I hated when this happened. He was a general contractor, so his work came in waves. Sometimes, he’d be on a job site from sunrise until long after dark, which was fine with me. Other times—the best times—he oversaw jobs in Logan or Provo and was gone for a couple days straight.


But sometimes, like today, he’d get home before noon and start drinking.


Those were the worst days.


I eased the front door shut, my arms popping goosebumps despite the stale, muggy air inside the house.


Bam.


The oven slammed shut in the kitchen, followed by a quieter thump like Dennis had banged his fist against it. “Worthless piece of shit!”


I took a step toward the stairs, pretty sure he hadn’t heard me come inside since he hadn’t said anything to me yet. If I could make it upstairs to my bedroom without him noticing, there was a good chance he’d keep drinking and maybe settle down on the couch to watch King of Queens until Bunny got home.


As excited as I was about that Baskin Robbins cake, I would’ve gladly chucked it into the trash in a second if I could guarantee he’d do that.


I set my foot on the first carpeted step, careful to place it in the middle where it wouldn’t creak.


Thump, thump, thump.


Dennis’s footsteps, moving across the kitchen.


Shit. I hustled and took the stairs faster—too fast.


I hit the fifth one just shy of dead center, sending a loud creak into the silence right as his footsteps stopped. I clutched the lone butterfly tighter in my hand.


“Andrea? You sneaking around out there?”


I froze, hoping that if I didn’t answer he’d go back to whatever he was making in the kitchen. I could smell the fuggy, burnt odor the oven gave off whenever it heated up, from the food crusted to the bottom. The same way the whole house smelled, but stronger.


“Andrea?” Dennis called again, and the still-raw marks on my arms prickled like a warning.


More footsteps.


I took off, dashing the rest of the way up the stairs.


I was too slow, though.


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dennis’s bulky frame move into the living room right before I reached the top.


He saw me see him.


“Sneaky,” he drawled, but I knew better than to accept the casual tone of his voice. “Here I am, going out of my way to make you an after-school snack for your birthday, and you ignore me when I say your name?”


I forced an apologetic smile and shrugged my shoulders like, I guess I’m just that stupid. “I—I didn’t hear you. I’m sorry, I just needed to get something from my room—”


“You damn well did hear me,” he interrupted. The drawl was fading, scraped away by a harder edge. “Do you know what my daddy would’ve done to me if I disrespected him like that?”


When I didn’t answer, he snapped, “Get down here. March.”


Tears stung my eyes, but not because of his words.


It was because he was reaching for his back pocket. I could already imagine the slap of leather hitting my stomach again, when the bruises were still so new they hadn’t even turned yellow at the margins yet.


Also because it was my birthday, and all I wanted was to disappear into my room and admire my new earrings until I could eat those silky purple roses and the creamy rocky road ice cream of the cake from Baskin Robbins.


“Just leave me alone today!” I burst out.


He stared at me in shock as one hand moved toward the pocket where he kept the coiled dog leash. I’d never talked back to him quite like that before.


I knew instantly I’d just made everything much, much worse.


In desperation, I glanced sideways at the portrait of Jesus hanging in the hallway. He wore a white robe and knelt in front of some sparrows at his feet. From where I stood, and the way he was positioned in the painting, it looked like he had his back to me, blissfully unaware of my predicament. He always seemed to be facing away when I needed him. Our family hadn’t been to church since I was in elementary school, and it’d been just as long since I’d prayed, but suddenly I found the words I’d memorized as a child running through my head.


Dear Heavenly Father, please protect me.


Dennis blinked, his face turning a deep shade of red, his jaw ticking as he chewed on the words I’d just hurled at him.


Then, faster than you’d think a man his size could run, he bounded up the stairs, taking them two at a time, dog leash now hanging from his right hand.


I froze.


Then, before he reached me, I took off running.


That was a mistake.


Because if I hadn’t tried to escape, he might’ve only added a few more red-and-purple stripes while I cowered in front of him like he wanted, paying the price for my “disobedience.”


Instead, he dove forward and darted out a hand to catch my shirt, yanking me back as I lifted my foot to run for my bedroom.


I lost my balance and tilted backward. The butterfly flew out of my hand. For a second, I was sure I was going to fall all the way down those stairs. So I arched my back like a cat, in a desperate attempt to keep that from happening.


That was my next mistake.


Instead of tumbling backward down the stairs like I thought I would, my body slammed sideways. My left temple connected with the sharp, square corner of the banister.


The ugly beige carpet flashed bright red, like an awful fireworks show. The pain welled up with so much force I could barely stand it, then went strangely dull.


I crumpled to the carpet.


With my vision still flashing red, I could only feel, rather than see, Dennis hovering over me. His awful wheeze got louder as he leaned closer.


Blackness curled at the edges of my mind, and I knew that if I didn’t fight it, I’d be unconscious in about half a second. Every cell in my body resisted the idea of slipping away into oblivion while Dennis was beside me.


“Andrea,” he rasped, flat and low, like maybe I was just faking being hurt.


I tried to blink, to clear the cotton-wrapped pain in my head and the flashes of light behind my eyes. Tried to talk, but the only thing that came out of my mouth was a warm string of saliva and a word that might’ve been, “Don’t.”


Dennis blew out a breath, like air going out of a big balloon.


“Goddammit, Andrea,” he muttered, sounding suddenly afraid, even tearful.


I thought he was going to put down the dog leash and help me up. That maybe now that I was hurt—hurt bad—all the rage would go out of him, and we’d still get to eat that Baskin Robbins cake tonight when Bunny got home.


That’s not what happened, though.


“Why’d you have to go and do that?” he wheezed, anger creeping into his voice, like I’d done something to him.


I tried to answer, but all I could do was moan.


“Hush up. Shh, shh. The more you fuss the worse it’ll be,” he whispered, and his voice was next to my ear all of a sudden, and that dog leash was snaking around my neck. “You don’t gotta suffer much more.”


I wanted to scream, but now I couldn’t even breathe.


For a few long, agonizing seconds, the pain in my head and the pain in my throat turned up to eleven, and it was so awful I couldn’t stand to be in my body anymore.


But then, all at once, my vision cleared and the pain and pressure let go.


I could see.


I could scream.


And I could move.


Like an arrow out of a bow, I scrambled to my feet as fast as I could get them underneath me. “Stop, stop, please, I’ll be good!” I begged.


The thing was, though, Dennis didn’t even notice.


Because he was still choking that limp, seventeen-year-old girl on the stairs. The girl with an ugly black bruise at her crushed left temple and a line of saliva running down her cheek.


The girl who was me.
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ANDREA


OGDEN, UT


For a few seconds, I thought I was having an out-of-body experience.


Dennis didn’t move a muscle to chase me down the hall. He stayed right where he was, huffing and puffing on the landing, catty-corner to that picture of Jesus.


“Stop it,” I screamed again, but he didn’t react.


I quit saying it after that because I could see that it was too late.


There wasn’t really any blood. But the girl’s face—my face—had turned an ugly shade of maroon, except for that left temple. It was a bruise so dark it looked black. My chest wasn’t rising and falling anymore. And my hands had stopped clawing at Pollie’s leash.


I stared a little longer, but the whole thing scared me so much that I did the only thing I could think to do—I ran down the hall and into my bedroom. But when I tried to shimmy past the washing machine in my makeshift room so I could reach the door handle and slam it shut, nothing happened.


I looked down at my hand, where my palm rested lightly on the handle.


I couldn’t feel the slick, worn metal.


Because you’re dead.


I let go of the doorknob and recoiled into the center of my bedroom as the thought finally forced its way to the front of my mind.


I couldn’t be dead. I didn’t feel dead. But what did being dead feel like?


Less painful than being alive.


Nothing hurt anymore—not physically, anyway. My bedroom, which should have been too hot and stale and smelling of burnt leftovers wafting through the vents—felt and smelled like nothing at all.


The only thing I actually felt was panic. And desperation. And guilt for abandoning the girl on the floor.


I spun in a fast circle around my tiny room, trying and failing to feel the uneven linoleum beneath my feet. The creaky daybed with the faded yellow quilt didn’t make a sound when I sat on it.


This couldn’t be happening. I couldn’t be dead. I just couldn’t.


I was only seventeen. And today was my birthday.


A noise from down the hall, followed by footsteps on the stairs, made me jump.


Dennis was on the move again.


A door slammed downstairs—the kitchen door that led to the backyard. What the hell was he doing now?


I didn’t want to step into the hallway again, but I couldn’t stay away, either.


I braced myself while I walked back through my open bedroom door, all too aware that I couldn’t feel the grubby hall carpet beneath my feet with each step. When I reached the landing at the top of the stairs, I stopped moving and made myself look down.


The house had gone completely quiet again, like a moment of silence for the girl on the floor with her lips tinged blue and her choppy auburn hair curling across her forehead at the cowlick.


The lone monarch butterfly earring lay a few feet away from her hand, on the top step, where it had landed.


I knelt beside her, part of me still clinging to hope that this was a vivid nightmare. She looked like me, sure. Same haircut, same clothing I’d been wearing, same tiny slices across her arms. But she was a stranger, too. A 3D version of the girl I’d only ever seen flattened in photos and mirrors.


The hollows in her cheeks were more painfully pronounced than I’d ever realized. She was thin in a way that made me feel silly for ever wishing my pants fit looser around my waist. And she looked so vulnerable lying there that I desperately wanted to protect her from Dennis in a way I’d never been able to do for myself.


And, of course, there was that awful, mottled black bruise at her left temple, and the ugly red indentations from the dog leash still wrapped tight around her neck.


I lay my hand across her throat to cover those marks from view, remembering in sudden, vivid clarity how alive I’d been while he used that leash to snuff me out. “Hush up. You don’t gotta suffer much more,” he’d said. Like I was some fatally injured animal he’d hit with his car. Like he was offering me a merciful end to my broken life.


The girl’s tightly clenched fingers, one of them still hooked beneath that leash, told a different story.


The numb shock and panic, the only things I seemed to be able to feel, began to shift into something else.


When I’d hit my head, Dennis hadn’t run for help.


He hadn’t called the police, voice shaking with horror and fear, to tell them his daughter had just fallen and needed an ambulance.


He’d knelt and wrapped that dog leash tight around my neck, like it was the very first inclination in his mind.


The back door opened again downstairs, and I froze.


A few seconds later, Dennis appeared at the bottom of the stairs holding a wrinkled gray tarp under one arm.


The rage built inside me like steam in a pressure cooker. “You killed me. You fucking killed me!”


Dennis didn’t bat an eye. He just sighed and started up the stairs, wheezing softly like he was already tired of dealing with this mess.


“Get away from me!” I shrieked, but he kept on trudging toward the body.


I glanced at the clock in the entryway downstairs. Four o’clock. Bunny would be home in an hour. What was he going to tell her? Would she call the police?


I wanted the police here now, with a ferocity like hunger pangs. The feeling welled up inside of me, pressing and powerful, with nowhere to go.


To my surprise, Dennis paused on the stairs, his hooded, hound-dog eyes suddenly wide.


There were sirens in the distance, moving closer and getting louder.


“Shit,” Dennis hissed, hesitating like he might run back down the staircase.


I stayed where I was, prickling with desperation. Had a neighbor heard something and called the police?


But just as I started to hope, the sirens faded and disappeared.


My heart sank.


The look of relief on Dennis’s sagging face made me want to tear him apart.


Moving with purpose, he bounded the rest of the way up the steps. His left foot landed on the butterfly with a quiet crunch, and he grunted as he picked up the pieces and placed them on top of the tarp he’d spread beside my body.


He stood there staring at me for a few seconds, brow furrowed and his eyes red and glassy. Was he holding back tears? Or was it from the alcohol?


Then he shook his head and cleared his throat. “You were never really ours,” he muttered as he squatted and hefted my body onto the dirty, crinkled canvas. Then louder, again, like he was reassuring himself of the words. “You were never really ours.”


Of all the things I thought he might say right then, I wasn’t expecting that.


He unwrapped the dog leash from around my neck and inspected it. Then, reluctantly, like he hated to part with it, he set it on top of the tarp too. “Shoulda known that if your own family didn’t want you, there might be a reason for it.”


Never really ours.


Your own family didn’t want you.


I suddenly knew exactly what he was talking about, and that surprised me.


The memory thrust itself to the front of my brain, sharp and painful like a long-buried sliver. A memory I’d never even realized I had until now. A memory that didn’t even make sense for me to have, since I was only a baby at the time.


Yet there it was. Clear as day, I saw a mental image of our house, newer and cleaner than it was now. Dennis and Bunny, seventeen years younger. And me, an infant in the arms of a middle-aged woman who was saying the words, “Congratulations, the adoption is final,” as she handed me over to a smiling Bunny.


“Can’t let Bunny see you like this, can we?” Dennis mumbled, yanking me away from the memory.


Then he pulled the tarp over my face.


Everything—and nothing—made sense now.












THREE MONTHS LATER
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SABINA


OGDEN, UTAH


August, 2015


While I drove the thirteen hours to Ogden, I tried listening to the radio. But the songs were either annoyingly happy or so gut-wrenchingly sad that I had to pull over for a few minutes until I stopped shaking.


I tried to listen to an audiobook, Lean UX. I’d been meaning to read it for work—one of my “personal stretch goals” as a contractor for the Portland-based hospital network who was my biggest client—but it was impossible to follow the thread of the concepts.


I couldn’t focus on anything at all.


So, after a while, I just drove in silence, eyes fixed on the road through the wipers that batted raindrops back and forth across the glass.


My mind felt like it was crammed full of snarls of yarn, each a question that had no answer, each a mess that might never be untangled. I reached for them each in turn, picking up the dangling threads again and again to worry them while I drove.


Had Andrea really run away? And if so, why? Happy kids didn’t just run away at barely seventeen years old.


If I hadn’t chosen a closed adoption when I filed the paperwork with my parents, would things have turned out differently?


Where was she right now? Was she okay?


Would her adoptive parents talk to me? What would they say? I’d only learned their names two weeks ago, when that first letter asking for my DNA arrived and I started Googling Dennis and Bunny Beaumont.


What did I actually think I was going to do when I got to Ogden? Did I really think I’d be able to find her when the police and her own adoptive parents hadn’t been able to? Andrea was a functional stranger to me. And this was the first time I’d even been to Utah.


What would happen if I did find her? Would she want anything to do with me? Would she even want to speak to me?


I’d planned to stop at some roadside motel for the night when I got tired—in Pendleton, maybe. I’d promised Joel I would. I didn’t get tired, though, and I didn’t want to stop. Even as the little green numbers on the car dash showed 9:00 p.m., then 11:00 p.m., I kept driving, wired as if I’d chugged half a gallon of coffee over the hours.


Andrea had gone missing three months ago, which meant that I was already beyond late in making this trip.


I stopped just twice—once to refill the car with gas, and again to use the bathroom at a lonely wayside gas station that would’ve scared the shit out of me on an average day. But it wasn’t an average day, and I didn’t even hesitate as I unlocked the driver’s side door and stepped into the parking lot devoid of light aside from a blinking bulb near one pump.


At the second stop, while I sat in a grimy bathroom stall, I used my phone to book an Airbnb for my stay in Ogden, choosing the first listing that promised automatic booking and check-in, so I’d be able to get inside and crash the second I arrived.


Then I plugged the address into my Maps app and resumed driving.


The first hints of sunrise turned the sky steely gray around 5:00 a.m. as I crossed the border into Utah, and I realized that the thick trees and blackberry brambles lining I-84 had given way to sprawling agricultural fields and mountains in the distance.


I scanned the horizon, eyes roving along the shoulder of the road like I might see a teenage girl with her thumb out, trudging through the dirt with her head down, if I looked closely enough.


When I’d typed Andrea Beaumont missing person Ogden Utah into Google two weeks ago, I’d seen her photo for the first time. My baby, all grown up at seventeen years old.


It was her school picture from her junior year, with that generic, marbled blue-and-white background, the hallmark of every cafeteria photoshoot. But it took my breath away. Because my very first thought when I saw the photo was that if I’d bumped into Andrea at the grocery store, I would have known in my bones she was my child. My baby.


It didn’t matter that the last time I’d seen her, those cheeks had been round and soft instead of angular and sharp. Teething gums instead of a row of slightly crooked teeth. Fuzzy, nearly bald head instead of choppy auburn hair and bangs curling haphazardly across her forehead from a stubborn cowlick. Her eyes were the same color as mine, honey-amber brown with flecks of green. The shape of our noses—narrow and straight—was identical, and we had matching dimples in our chins.


Everything about the photo made me want to pull her to my chest and reclaim her. Mine, mine, mine.


But each word in the article beneath the photo was a stark reminder she wasn’t mine anymore.




Ogden, Utah — A local family is seeking answers after their 17-year-old daughter, Andrea Beaumont, disappeared on her birthday earlier this week. Authorities suspect she may be a runaway, and while her parents acknowledge this possibility, they remain hopeful for answers.


Andrea was last seen at her high school in central Ogden on Friday afternoon. Her mother, Bunny Beaumont, found $200 missing from her wallet shortly after she realized that Andrea was gone. The teenager did not leave a note, adding to the mystery surrounding her disappearance.


“Andrea has always been a headstrong kid,” said her father, Dennis Beaumont. “She’s had her struggles. We just hope she’s safe and knows she can come home when she’s ready.”


Andrea is described as 5’6” tall, with chin-length auburn hair and hazel eyes. She was last seen wearing a red hoodie and jeans. She may be carrying a black backpack with a blue embroidered butterfly patch on the front.


While police have categorized Andrea as a missing juvenile, they are treating the case seriously given her age and the circumstances of her disappearance. “We’re asking anyone who may have seen her or has any information about her whereabouts to come forward,” said Detective Monte Barker of the Ogden Police Department.





I’d read that article with a stone in my stomach, trying—and failing—to convince myself that teenagers ran away from home every day.


“In three miles, take Exit 341 for Ogden,” the perky voice from my Maps app announced, startling me from the memory.


I flicked my eyes to the phone screen, shocked to see that I’d be arriving at the Ogden Airbnb in seventeen minutes.


My hands suddenly felt slick on the steering wheel, and I had the urge to roll down the window and scream out Andrea’s name.


Instead, I kept one eye on the road while I navigated to my phone contacts. I had no idea if the cell phone numbers I’d paid to find on a name-lookup service for Bunny and Dennis Beaumont were correct. And it was way too early for a polite call.


Then again, this wouldn’t be a polite call.


I tried Bunny first.


The line rang in my ear as I exited 1-15, marked by a billboard showing a mother and father surrounded by their smiling children beneath the words FAMILIES ARE FOREVER: VISIT TEMPLE SQUARE.


“Hello?” answered a hoarse, female voice, thick with sleep.


I nearly dropped the phone.


“Hello,” she barked again, louder, clearly annoyed.


I’d woken her up. I couldn’t imagine how many calls she’d fielded over the past three months since Andrea disappeared. But I instantly disliked the woman on the other end of the line.


That bristling feeling brought my voice back to me. “Bunny? My name is Sabina,” I began, rushing to get the introduction out so she wouldn’t hang up. “We don’t know each other, but I’m . . . I’m Andrea’s birth mother. I want to help find her. I’m sorry it’s so early. I just got to Ogden. I know this is . . . a lot.”


The silence that followed stretched so long I pulled the phone back from my ear to make sure the call hadn’t dropped.


“I was hoping we could talk,” I prompted, maneuvering the car into a grocery store parking lot, no longer sure where I was headed without the driving directions.


“I should ask my husband,” Bunny finally said, sounding less angry and more uncertain.


I pounced. “Yes, I want to talk to him, too. I’m not here to harass you. I . . . I don’t blame you for anything. I just want to know that she’s okay,” I rambled, willing to say anything if it meant this woman would agree to talk to me.
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