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At first, Aspen isn’t sure what’s woken her in the middle of the night. Then comes the soft padding of footsteps on sand outside her tent.

Then breathing—just loud enough to compete with the ever-present drone of whitewater rapids shooting through the canyon at Anvil Falls, downriver from the campsite.

She sighs, more annoyed than worried.

With sixteen people crammed onto the narrow stretch of sandy shoreline above Anvil Falls, disturbances like this happen a dozen times each night. There’s always somebody snoring, flopping around in their sleeping bag, trying to kill a spider in the dark, or wandering around with a full bladder.

Moonlight and shadow play across the wall of Aspen’s billowing nylon tent, revealing the outline of broad shoulders, someone’s head.

It’s one of the men who make up half the group on this trip, she decides.

I swear to god, if you pee right here … She shifts in her sleeping bag and glares at the shadow hovering beside her tent, not sure how to finish the thought. Yelling at a rafting guest would probably earn Idaho Thrills a one-star review on Yelp—a surefire way to ensure she doesn’t get invited back to guide again. And as much as some parts of the job suck, she’s desperate to be back on the river next summer.

Despite working dawn-to-dusk, long days rowing until her arms ache, the constant preparing of bulk mediocre food in heavy Dutch ovens, the inevitable second-degree sunburns, cleaning up after guests, and rescuing obnoxious kids who jump out of the raft for a swim just before a Class-Four rapid, she wouldn’t change a thing. Being on the Garnet River—especially the Middle Fork—and getting paid for it is everything she’s ever wanted. Aspen would never be able to afford a trip like this at twenty years old. Hell, even her parents can’t afford a trip like this, and they’re full-on adults.

Aspen doesn’t realize she’s fallen back asleep until she wakes again to more footfalls. Her eyes fly open just in time to see the shadow slip sideways, out of view.

Her annoyance flares again. Has it been two minutes or twenty? Is it the same guy she saw before? And most importantly—is he gone now?

When she strains to listen, the faint sound of breathing is her answer. Whoever it is, they aren’t leaving. At least they aren’t peeing, though. Aspen sighs and sits up in her sleeping bag, fully awake now and debating opening the tent flap. Maybe the dude is sleepwalking? Is she obligated to try to wrangle this person back into their tent?

This isn’t my problem, she decides. If she hears somebody go splashing into the water, then she’ll intervene.

It’s her second summer guiding for Idaho Thrills, and even though the Middle Fork trip is the most exclusive—and expensive—adventure the outfitter offers, she’s camped here at Camas Creek above Anvil Falls at least a half dozen times now. Despite the roaring whitewater downriver, the beach is a small but safe harbor. The brightly colored passenger rafts and gear boats are banked on the sand nearby. Twenty yards behind the camp, the beach dead-ends into a sheer canyon wall that stretches thirty stories straight up. Unless you’re a mountain goat, there’s nowhere to go.

Aspen lies back down, easing herself into her still-warm sleeping bag and closing her bleary eyes. She forces herself to visualize tomorrow’s stretch of river, running through the possible challenges and eliminating them one by one. But before she can finish the first set of whitewater, the scritch of nylon—followed by a soft, metallic jingling sound—sends her eyes flying open again.

A hand—a dark shadow—is fumbling with the zipper of her tent.

The entry flap parts one inch, two inches.

Shit.

Her annoyance sours into fear. She’s only wearing pajama pants and a tank top, no bra.

“Hey! You have the wrong tent,” she hisses, not wanting to wake the entire beach as she leans forward to tug the zipper firmly back down.

The hand snaps back silently, recoiling into the night like it’s been burned.

Aspen sighs with relief, then holds her breath, listening for the shuffle of footsteps padding back down the beach, waiting for the opening and closing zip of the wanderer’s own tent.

There’s nothing, though. Just the static drone of the river, a light snore from an adjacent tent, and the reedy symphony of the crickets and katydids that never, ever shut up.

Then a subtle movement in the darkness—shifting shadows a few feet away—draws her eye.

He’s still fucking there.

“Who’s out there?” she asks, no longer trying to hide the frustration in her whisper. If she doesn’t get back to sleep, tomorrow is going to be a total shit show. This point of the Middle Fork, Anvil Falls, is considered the start of the notorious “Impassable Canyon,” where the ever-present cliff walls make it feel exactly how it sounds. Tomorrow’s route will be an onslaught of big whitewater and nonstop Class-Three and -Four rapids before the appearance of the next camp-worthy beach—tiny, elusive, and twenty miles downriver. Aspen needs to be rested and sharp to keep her guests safe. With zero shoreline in the Impassable Canyon, even a Class-Three rapid can spell disaster. The relentless force of thousands of gallons of water per second can pin bodies into boulder crevices faster than you can take one last breath. If a raft were to flip, anyone in the water could easily become stuck between a literal rock and a hard place.

Aspen is still waiting for a response from outside the tent, but hears nothing.

Easing herself out of the sleeping bag again, she crouches forward and squints at the moonlight filtered through the thin nylon. It’s impossible to make out any real shapes. She keeps her face inches from the tent wall for a few more seconds. Then she reaches for the zipper, resigned to figuring out what the hell is going on.

Cold air rushes in as she unzips the flap. It’s July, high summertime, but this close to the river, the temperature always plummets into the low fifties at night. Aspen pokes her head out of the tent, bracing against the chill, still hoping she can deal with the wanderer without getting fully dressed or getting her feet sandy.

She looks left, down the row of guest tents, craning her neck and squinting. Her own tent is perched alongside the other three guide tents at the far end of the beach, just apart from the guests. The darkness ahead reveals nothing but the glow of the sand, the half-moon glinting on the river’s ripples like melted butter.

He’s finally gone.

Is it possible she was dreaming? Or that she somehow missed the sound of footsteps padding away from her? The zip of a tent flap?

She looks right, and startles.

He’s not gone. A pair of sandal-clad feet peek from behind the angled rainfly of her tent. If she reached out, she could touch them.

Thick, dark hair covers the knuckles on the big toes.

Aspen’s pulse ticks faster. This is not okay. It’s a small beach, but this person is practically wedged against the side of her tent. Is he trying to scare her? Because at this point, he’s succeeding. Her pulse pounds harder in her ears, almost drowning out the crickets.

“What are you doing?” she hisses, still quiet enough that she won’t wake Jenny, the guide in the closest tent.

There’s no need to make a fuss, she tells herself. Because surely this is just a misunderstanding. It has to be.

No reply. But she can hear that breathing again, heavy and fast.

Aspen’s skin prickles with gooseflesh as she pulls on the zipper to open her tent flap all the way, suddenly desperate to get out. She ducks, her head just clearing the tent flap as she emerges.

And that’s when he strikes.

He moves like a coiled snake, so unexpectedly fast she doesn’t even make it past the tarp at the threshold of her tent, barely has time for one choked, squeaky scream as he shoves her backward through the open flap.

Something sharp breaks the skin on the side of her neck, slicing through flesh and muscle until it lands on bone with a sickening thud, cold then hot then wet. Liquid gushes from the wound, pouring down between her shoulder blades and throat.

Aspen tries and fails to scream as the blade twists. It’s then that she feels something vital give way, and her legs go numb beneath her.

Instinctively, she flails into the wall of the tent, desperate to get out, rolling against the thin nylon again and again until it partially collapses.

He follows easily, crashing on top of her. The tent poles snap and the canvas floor turns slick as she thrashes, trying to fight back as he brings the knife down again and again until the night explodes into stars behind her eyes.




SEVEN YEARS LATER





“The Garnet River—the so-called ‘River at the End of the World’—earned its nickname honestly. Once you put in at Boundary Creek, there is no road access for over one hundred miles.”

—Backcountry River Running: A Primer
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JULY 11, 2025

By the time the blue ten-passenger van skids to a stop in a cloud of dust, the snarl in my stomach has tightened beyond undoing.

We’ve been driving for nine hours straight on potholed rural roads and rocky two-tracks so narrow that tree branches scratch the sides of the van. All to skirt our way around the three-million-acre Big Basin Wilderness surrounding the remote Middle Fork of the Garnet River.

And this is just the beginning.

“Kaia, babe, wake up! We’re heeeere!” squeals Macy, the cute-as-a-button blonde rafting guide who’s buckled into the middle seat beside me.

I keep my eyes squeezed shut a few seconds longer.

I’m not actually asleep. More like playing dead, so I won’t have to participate in the nonstop “group bonding” and ice-breakers that began the second the van’s engine started nearly ten hours ago.

“We’re gonna need all you ladies to work together as a team out there on the river. Let’s dig deep so we don’t flip on the Devil’s Stairs,” said Gracie, the second guide in our van—an adorable carbon copy of Macy, right down to the rhyming name. Then she asked conspiratorially, “If you could have any substance come out of your belly button when you press it, what would it be?”

“Chloroform” was the answer on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t want to hurt either Macy’s or Gracie’s feelings. So I kept my eyes squeezed shut, leaning my head against the vibrating side of the too-warm van, listening to the other women laugh about how they’d choose ketchup or toothpaste or, in one curious case, glue.

When I booked this trip with Idaho Rapids Unlimited ages ago, it hadn’t been this trip, exactly. I’d originally booked the couples’ retreat—which would have happened last month. If things were different, if I’d been on that trip instead, I probably would have participated in all nine hours of twenty questions. Because my husband Parker would have made everyone laugh so hard with his goofy answers, I couldn’t have pretended to be asleep. And I wouldn’t have wanted to miss any of it.

The trip was supposed to mark our thirtieth birthdays. It still does, I guess. But I’m the only one here to celebrate.

Maybe I could’ve wrangled a refund if I’d explained what happened. I must have picked up the phone half a dozen times to call. Because I really wasn’t in the mood for an adventure anymore. And I could have used the four thousand dollars back in my account. But between the big red letters on the Rapids Unlimited website FAQ page stating Absolutely no refunds for multi-day float trips and the churn in my gut when I thought about what it would mean to cancel, I finally sent an email asking if I could switch to the women’s retreat. The cost was about the same; a five-day trip for one on the Middle Fork of the Garnet versus a three-day on the Lower Fork for two.

I didn’t offer a reason for the request to swap. And the only question the woman asked was whether I’d like a complimentary swim shirt to make up for the small price difference.

I said no.

Inside the creamy white envelope that arrived in the mail a week later, I got my official packing list and a description of the trip: We’re pleased to welcome you on an exclusive, unforgettable, ladies-only adventure on the Garnet River. Perfect for sisters, friends, and solo travelers! Disconnect from the hustle and bustle! Reconnect with your inner spark while enjoying five days of home-cooked meals and the thrill of world-class whitewater on the River at the End of the World.

It was almost identical to the letter that Parker and I had received, except this one didn’t promise three days with your sweetheart in the great outdoors.

“Kaiaaaaa! Girl, it’s go time!” Macy—or Gracie—calls right next to my ear, laughing.

I startle against the seatbelt where the warm metal sticks to the skin peeking beneath my crop top and blink at the open doorway. All of the other women are already outside, stretching in the late-afternoon sun and gushing over the towering canyon walls rising up from the launch point.

A second dusty ten-passenger van lurches to a halt beside us, spitting out two more guides wearing bright green quick-dry shirts—both men—along with another load of women, bubbling with excitement that they’ve finally made it to the remote put-in on the Middle Fork of the Garnet.

Someone starts whistling a meandering song I don’t recognize, with a surprising amount of skill.

I sigh, paste on a smile, and peel my thighs from the vinyl bench seat, shooing my dark thoughts away like a swarm of gnats. They’ll be back, but I’ve gotten better at sending them scattering, if only for a few moments.

I blink in the sunlight, breathing deep when the smell of sunbaked pine wafts inside the vehicle, drawing me out of the empty van. Despite the dust, the air feels squeaky clean, and I get my first glimpse of the majestic river, sparkling just beyond the primitive road.

“Everybody, grab your dry bags out of the cage!” Macy points to the rusty white box at the front of the second van’s raft trailer. Then she stops in her tracks and smacks herself on the forehead playfully, sending her thick blonde ponytail bouncing. “Hold on, hold on!” she calls to the women from the second van, who are already bustling around the loaded cage. “I haven’t even met some of y’all in van two! We need to do introductions again! I’m Macy, and this is Gracie.” Her big brown eyes crinkle as she grabs the other female guide by the arm and pulls her into a bear hug. “And yeah, our names rhyme, but we’re not twins or anything. Although she might as well be my sister by this point. We’re both seniors at the University of Idaho, we’re both studying recreation therapy, and we’ve both worked at Rapids Unlimited every summer for the last four years. So … we’re the senior staff.”

“Recreation therapy?” someone asks.

Macy’s grin softens. “Using outdoor activities to help people heal. Veterans, kids with trauma, stuff like that.” She shrugs like it’s no big deal. “I started guiding to pay for school, but it turns out this”—she gestures to the canyon around us—“isn’t just fun. It’s medicine. There’s nothing like a Class-Four rapid to get you out of your head.”

I think about that note I got in the mail, the promise that I’d “find” myself again out here, and cringe a little. Recreation therapy sounds like a nice idea, but I’m not banking on any miracles. I tried hot yoga and meditation already, and neither touched the wreckage in my heart. My body can sweat and breathe deep all it wants, but it’s still just a body. It’s physical, just like this adventure. How much could a river float actually heal somebody?

It doesn’t matter. I’m not here to find healing, anyway.

I’m here for Parker. 

Gracie smiles. “I’m counting Macy’s spiel as my intro, too. We’re pretty much the same person, except I like Twizzlers and she likes those disgusting Red Vines.” She laughs and looks expectantly at one of the male guides, like it’s his turn to take the baton.

Right on cue, he stops fiddling with a strap on the raft and turns to face the group. “Senior staff, my ass! I’m about ten years older than both of you girls.”

I raise an eyebrow. That makes him my age, although I wouldn’t have guessed it. All the river guides have the same weathered look: wind-chapped skin, sun-bleached hair, scraped-up shins, and that telltale tan line around their eyes in the shape of sunglasses.

Gracie’s smile widens. “You’ve only been here three summers, though. Everybody, this is Josh, a.k.a. ‘River Jesus.’ I know this trip is a women’s retreat, but we appreciate the muscle!”

The other women titter as River Jesus—Josh—crosses his arms over his impressively muscled chest and rises to his full height—at least six foot two. It’s pretty obvious how he’s earned the nickname when he does a little toss of his sun-bleached brown, shoulder-length hair and pats his full beard with a waggle of one bushy eyebrow.

“Lord have mercy,” murmurs a stout middle-aged woman with a severe auburn bob. She lifts the collar of her long-sleeved PALM BEACH swim shirt and fans it as if to cool herself.

Macy snorts. “Oh, don’t give him a bigger ego than he’s already got.”

A sprinkling of laughter dissolves into shrieks as a bulky bin comes toppling over the stack of rafts on the trailer, nearly hitting Josh in the head before landing at his feet.

Whoever was whistling that tune in the background stops abruptly.

“Holy shit!” Josh cries, leaping forward to snatch at the contents of the cooler that’s just burst open on the ground. An array of bagged deli meats and cheeses, tortillas, and veggies spills out onto the dirt, scattered among ice cubes.

We all look up at the raft atop the trailer, where the second male guide with bleached-blond hair stands with his mouth hanging slightly open. “Sorry, sorry, I was just trying to get the coolers down so we could have a snack before we get on the river, and I tripped—”

“Over your flip-flops?” Josh snaps.

Macy and Gracie—along with some of the women from van two—snicker as they kneel to salvage the cooler’s contents.

“I guess that’s as good an introduction as any to our newest guide,” Gracie says with an eye roll, nodding up at the baby-faced man still perched atop the raft trailer.

“Is this Temu River Jesus?” one woman whispers to her friend, eyeing his stocky build and patchy brown beard, which does little to conceal a minefield of acne scars.

I shoot the woman a dirty look over my shoulder, but thankfully the new guide isn’t paying any attention to her snide remarks. He’s laser-focused on Gracie, his cheeks flushed crimson.

Gracie stifles a laugh. “Everybody, this is Bryan, a.k.a. Flip-Flop. And if you can’t tell, he’s fresh out of guide training.”

“I told you, I don’t like that nickname.” Bryan crosses his arms over his quick-dry shirt, which is at least two sizes too big. If he’s trying to draw attention away from his soft midsection, his tight life jacket only accentuates his bulky form.

“We don’t choose our nicknames, buddy. The nicknames choose us,” Josh crows, bringing his hands together in a prayer pose. He turns to the women brushing dirt from baggies of sliced cheddar. “Flip-Flop can clean up the mess he made. Let’s finish introductions so we can get going on the river.” Hands still in prayer pose, he points his steepled fingers at a woman wearing a hat embroidered with the words CRIME JUNKIES. “You! Kick us off. Tell us your name and … something unique about yourself.”

I sigh. The website hypes this rafting trip as the ultimate wilderness adventure for soul-seekers, but between the Econo vans and the never-ending icebreaker questions, this is starting to feel like summer camp. But the bright smiles on every face around me make it clear that I’m the only Debbie Downer here. I try to perk up, reminding myself that very few get the chance to float down this stretch of river



















 

 

Read on for a thrilling excerpt from Forget You Saw Her

[image: Start of image description, Cover page of a book titled Forget you saw her, by Noelle W. Ihli. The cover shows a woman’s back profile with her hair blowing in the wind. A caption reads, There’s nothing stronger than a mother’s instinct… Text on the cover includes: The international bestselling author. A badge reads Ask for Andrea. One of my favourite reads of the year. Frieda McFadden., end of image description]





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, tear-stained 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. 
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