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Introduction

	This is the third book in the Shelby McDougall mystery series, and, with mixed feelings, I can say it is the last one. I set out to write a trilogy and I’m pleased with what I accomplished. In this book, Shelby’s story comes full circle. Shelby has grown and matured and found her place in the world.

	I wanted the series to be contemporary and topical, addressing societal issues. The first two books, Due Date and The Stork, addressed surrogacy, adoption, and synthetic biology. The Found Child continues to dig into those issues and also tackles new ones. For example, I used personal genetics — a cheek swab to Ancestry.com — as a plot device, allowing Shelby to discover a truth she wishes she’d never known about.

	Additional concerns offered themselves up. The pandemic for starters. Urgent, devastating, and unavoidable. There was no way to ignore it, especially because I’d placed The Found Child in September of 2020. I had to rewrite almost every chapter to include masks and social distancing.

	And just a week after I submitted my manuscript to Paper Angel Press, the devastating CZU Lightning Complex Fire tore through Santa Cruz County, destroying vast areas of the beloved grasslands and redwood forests in the Santa Cruz Mountains. The rural community of Bonny Doon, where Shelby’s fictional home sits, was devastated. Rather than change the timing of the book or move Shelby’s home to another location, I rewrote yet again. Thank you, Paper Angel Press, for allowing a second submission!

	It has been interesting to see how my writing and vision has progressed across these three books. For example, when I wrote Due Date, I fudged with places in the county, moving locations around to suit the story, or creating fictitious businesses as needed. I became a bit more grounded in The Stork, and in The Found Child I tried to place Shelby in Santa Cruz County as accurately as possible. I did take liberties in one area though — I moved Shelby back home to Bonny Doon after the devastating fire much sooner than allowed in real life.

	This is my third book published through Paper Angel Press and I am so grateful for the opportunity. Thank you!

	Happy reading!

	Nancy
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	The punching bag flew at my face. I swung, but not in time. It grazed the top of my head, throwing me off balance. By some miracle, I was able to catch my footing, bounce up, and smash the bag on the rebound, pummeling the teardrop sphere with quick jabs. My shoulders and arms burned. Sweat leaked into my eyes and I grunted each time my glove connected with the target. If I hadn’t been wearing a mouth guard, I would have howled instead. My therapist promised it would help.

	What helped even more was imagining that the punching bag was Dr. Helen Brannon; the woman who’d ruined my life, the woman I blamed for everything. She was responsible for my multiple miscarriages. The miscarriages that, in turn, had caused my marriage to disintegrate and my financial future to veer off into a chasm.

	A piercing whistle signaled the end of the session. I took two more jabs, a right followed by a left, with each swing seeing the woman’s arrogant expression and smug smile crumple into a jumble of blood and broken teeth.

	Better than therapy any day.

	“Take a seat,” yelled Tatiana, the instructor. She pointed to the rickety metal bench opposite the boxing ring. “Remember, keep your distance.”

	I jogged over, wishing I could wipe my face on a towel, but my hands, trapped in the heavily padded boxing gloves, were useless. I found an open spot six feet away from anyone else, leaned over, and rubbed my face on the hem of my baggy shorts. Then I sprawled back against the wall with my legs straight out in front of me. As Tatiana demonstrated the intricacies of a right uppercut followed by a left, exhaustion overcame me and I closed my eyes. Last night’s phone call instantly started replaying in my mind. Once again, I’d called my ex. Once again, he’d been polite, but distant. My separation from Cody was going on seven months now. I wanted to get back together. He didn’t. My pleading wasn’t helping anyone, but I couldn’t stop myself.

	We’d separated just before the semi-draconian, but absolutely necessary, shelter-in-place order forced all non-essential workers to stay at home to prevent the spread of the coronavirus. With that edict, I lost half my business, all of my already limited social life, my gym outings, and my coffee shop pick-me-ups. Casual friendships tanked and Netflix binge-watching became my new best friend. It had been a long spring and summer, and now, in mid-September of 2020, the nation was still figuring out how to adjust.

	Santa Cruz County, where I lived, teetered on and off California’s coronavirus watch list. Masks were mandatory. School remained online. Restaurants and cafes were limited to takeout orders or widely spaced outdoor seating. Grocery stores regulated the number of people allowed inside at a time, while retail businesses could conduct only limited service. When on the watchlist, the county’s places of worship, movie theaters, bars, wineries, hair and nail salons, and gyms were shuttered. Now that the county’s numbers were trending down, all those non-essential, but absolutely necessary services, like my boxing gym, could open again.

	My pandemic normal was lonelier than before. And each time Cody brushed me off, like last night, my rage against Helen Brannon intensified. But for her I’d be pregnant. But for her, Cody and I would be living in our sweet home, refinishing it room by room, starting with the baby’s room. But for her, I’d still be with Cody, the love of my life.

	Back in the locker room, after Tatiana untied my gloves, I unwound the tape from my hands and assessed the damage. Reddened knuckles. Bruising on my right index finger. A purple shadow on my left thumb. Nothing that a bit of CBD oil wouldn’t fix.

	“Hey, Shelby, how’s it going?” asked Bailey, an occasional sparring partner, as she sat on the bench opposite me, wrapped in a towel.

	“I used to think I was in shape,” I smiled. “I thought I was fit.” My daily workouts hadn’t prepared me at all for this class. I shook my head. “This is punishing.”

	Bailey laughed. As she stood to head to the shower, she said, “Julie and I are going over to The Buttery to get a cup of coffee and gawk at the pastries. Want to join us?”

	Visions of the tastiest croissants and muffins in Santa Cruz danced through my mind, but I shook my head. “I’d love to, but I have to get to work.”

	“Too bad. Maybe next time?” Bailey’s smile was bright. She was at least ten years younger than me, enthusiastic, optimistic, guileless.

	I returned her smile with one of my own. Even though I craved social contact, work always came first. As a sole proprietor and small business owner, there were never enough hours in the day. Between the mountains of paperwork, client meetings, phone calls, court appearances, reports, surveillance, and required continuing education, I always felt pressed for time. Private investigations never stopped. Not even for the coronavirus. Luckily, during the shelter-in-place order, I was able to keep working because my business, Shelby McDougall Investigations, was considered an essential service related to “legally mandated activities.” My bread-and-butter contract for background checks for a local tech company continued. Warrants, surveillance for two separate slip-and-fall cases, as well as a worker’s comp case, barely kept me above water. In July, an insurance fraud case had occupied most of my time.

	I stripped out of my sweaty clothes and left them on the floor as I swaddled myself in a towel. I wasn’t shy, but at age thirty-six, with most of the other women in the class in their twenties, I felt a tiny bit self-conscious. Even though I was too thin, gravity was not my friend. My stomach pooched. No matter how many crunches I did, I couldn’t get rid of the roll. My hips looked like I wore permanent jodhpurs. Worst of all, the pandemic had shuttered my hairdresser and my recent cut at the local one-size-fits-all salon made my hair resemble a steel wool scouring pad.

	After showering and changing, I shoved my soaking clothes into my gym bag, along with my gear. I walked through the quiet, darkened gym and paused at the office to say goodbye. Outside, squinting in the bright light, I extracted my key fob from the side pocket of my gym bag and clicked open my five-year-old silver Prius. Deep in my bag, my phone chimed. The ringtone, the signature theme from the Harry Potter movies, served as my hopeful reminder of magic, possibility, and miracles. I dug out the phone and glanced at the screen, happy to see that Dexter, my brother, was calling. Dexter and his family had been my lifeline last winter as Cody and I yo-yoed about whether to stay together, separate, keep the house and rent it, or sell it and move on.

	And last March, just before the pandemic ravaged our world, when Cody and I decided to split up for good, I parked myself at Dexter’s, imposing on him, his wife Megan, and their children. I’d crammed myself into a small utility room on a makeshift cot, trying not to remember how I’d lived with Dexter and his first wife thirteen years earlier; another period in my life when I’d been lost. This time, I had the good sense not to overstay my welcome, moving out after less than a month.

	The third time Dexter had rescued me was four weeks ago, in the middle of August, when I had to evacuate because of the CZU Lightning Complex fire that chewed through more than eighty-five thousand acres of Santa Cruz County and neighboring San Mateo County. My neighborhood in the Santa Cruz mountains had suffered multiple structural losses, but where I lived remained standing. Somehow, during the evacuation order, I managed to work, even though I was spending at least six hours a day on Twitter, tracking the fire and the response; staying in touch with my housemate, Erica; and keeping abreast of the neighborhood through our shared email list. Our evacuation order had been lifted only a few weeks ago. The smoky smell still lingered; the meadow and surrounding forest were covered in grainy, black soot; and every morning my car was dusted with ash.

	“Hey, Dexter,” I said, stabbing the speaker icon and holding up the phone, “how’s it going?”

	“Good,” he replied. “Busy, as usual. School started. Finally. What with the delay because of the fire, we were starting to wonder.” I mentally kicked myself. Between the pandemic, the fire, and my own personal problems, I’d forgotten to call.

	“Annie’s in seventh grade, and Ashley is a sophomore?” I asked. Annie, Megan’s daughter, was now twelve, and had been born long before Dexter and Megan had met. Ashley, Dexter’s daughter from his previous marriage, was fifteen going on twenty-five.

	“Yup. Back to school night is in a couple of weeks, so we’ll find out everything. All on Zoom.”

	“How’s Max?”

	“As fun as ever. He gets to go to preschool. We’re all happy about that.” Max, Dexter and Megan’s son, was an energetic four-year-old. Dexter laughed and continued. “We have a tutor-slash-nanny who comes at noon and works with Annie for two hours after her Zoom classes are over for the day. Then, she picks up Max. Ashley is on her own.”

	I was so wrapped up in my own world that I hadn’t considered the logistics of school life with COVID. Sounded complicated.

	“So, what are you up to today?” Dexter continued.

	I hesitated, surprised. Dexter never asked me what I was up to on a workday. When we met for lunch, his schedule was always the one that needed working around. He’d been the Director of the Santa Cruz Parks & Recreation Department for two years now. His job was a desk job, with hours of daily meetings.

	“Why, what’s going on?” I asked.

	“Something’s come up and I need to talk to you.” His voice was quiet.

	“Is Megan okay? Mom?”

	“Yes, they’re fine,” he said, but something in his voice made it sound like nothing was fine. “Are you free for lunch?” he continued.

	“Yes. I’m in the office all day.”

	“Great, I’ll pick up some sandwiches. I’ll be over around noon.”

	“What’s going on, Dexter?” I asked again.

	“I’ll tell you when I see you. Not over the phone.”

	As I slipped my phone in my bag, I wondered what was up with Dexter. He was never so secretive.
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	My office in branciforte plaza was just a few blocks from the gym, and five minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot. I’d moved to this building from my Santa Cruz Harbor location almost two years earlier, when I bought the P.I. business immediately after my boss, Kathleen Bennett, had retired. This office was less expensive. And it was much easier to park here, always a consideration for coastal Californians. I didn’t miss circling the harbor parking lot, waiting for a spot to open up.

	Even so, it had taken some adjusting. After the excitement of the move had worn off, I realized how much I missed being able to walk down a flight of stairs to the sand. I missed seeing the vivid winter sunsets. I missed the early morning fog that cloaked the water in a thick, wet mist.

	Here, my second-floor office was located about halfway down the hall, with a CPA on my right and a family lawyer on my left. My windows faced the front parking lot and the street. Instead of the nondescript California-style rectangle of my previous office, this building had history in its bones. It had been built in 1929 as a forty-nine bed hospital, and was eventually run by the Catholic Church. After forty years, the hospital moved to larger quarters, and the building sat empty. In the late seventies, it was remodeled into a Spanish Revival style office building, with arched entryways, tile roofs, orange stucco, terracotta, wide staircases, heavy doors, and balconies. Landscaped fountains, palm trees, and abundant bougainvillea completed the upgrade.

	Before I’d signed the lease here, I’d heard rumors of hauntings but had never believed it. Someone told me that her friend had once seen a ghost, a specter, float by the front door when she was heading to the restaurant for a late-night drink. I never told anyone, not even Cody, of my sighting. When I’d first moved in and had been working late to organize my desk and files, I’d felt something. A presence. It had followed me as I walked down the hall to the restroom. I’d fisted my keys and whirled around, but there was nothing. Just a visible disturbance in the air, a shimmering. Enough to spook me and cause me to sprint back to my office, grab my purse, and flee. I often wondered who the ghost had been. Perhaps a patient who’d died unexpectedly and her spirit was somehow stuck, doomed to wander the halls for eternity.

	Now, the building housed a popular Italian restaurant, Ristoranti Roma, as well as a number of lawyers and accountants, a realtor, two therapists, an acupuncturist, an insurance agent, a rare book and map dealer, a coin dealer, and a tech startup. I was the only private investigator. My office, referred to as a “suite” in the lease, consisted of two rooms. The front room, directly off the hallway, contained a desk, two client chairs, and a low round table for a water jug and coffee pot along with the accompanying necessities: sugar and cream packets, cups, wooden stir sticks. My intern, Lucy Florez, occupied this part of my small domain two days a week.

	The back room was mine. My desk, in the middle of the room, faced the door. A round conference table, large enough for three chairs, was in the far corner, below one of the windows. Next to it, opposite my desk, sat a small table with an all-in-one color printer and a stack of printer paper in a drawer below. I’d placed a long low bookshelf, filled with reference books I rarely consulted, beneath the other window. A walk-in closet, large enough for shelves, my safe, and two banks of file cabinets, took up the wall by my desk.

	•          •          •

	I grabbed my purse and briefcase, exited the car, and locked it. I crossed the parking lot, paused to admire the water cascading down the fountain, and then entered the lobby, empty save for a tenant directory posted on the wall. Once in my office, I opened the blinds, dropped my purse and briefcase on the table, and approached the closet door, a fire-resistant monster I’d had to special order and hire someone to install. I held my right thumb to the fingerprint reader and eased the door open. The two four-drawer file cabinets held client files. The safe held the company laptops, backup hard drives, and cash. Surveillance equipment — cameras, night scopes, binoculars — sat on the shelves.

	I continued to follow the security protocols that my previous boss, Kathleen Bennett, had instilled in me. Some habits were hard to break.

	But there was one piece of equipment she owned that I didn’t. A gun. Kathleen and I had talked about it frequently. Cody and I spent hours discussing it. He wanted me to carry. He pleaded with me to carry. To please him, I went through all the steps — shooting classes and firearms safety classes. We attended gun shows and visited several gun superstores out in the Central Valley. But when it came to purchasing one, I just couldn’t. I couldn’t imagine ever drawing on someone, let alone pulling the trigger. And I knew that was one of the first rules of gun ownership. Don’t carry the thing if you can’t use it. Because if you don’t use it, it will likely be used against you.

	I wasn’t naive. I knew all about guns, having been at the wrong end of one several times in my life. I’d seen first-hand the damage a gun could do. But arming myself just didn’t seem right.

	I turned my attention to the safe, twirling the dial to unlock it. I used to think about forgoing this security measure. Keeping the computers locked away seemed overkill. Each time I powered down the laptop, files were encrypted and uploaded to an ultra-secure server somewhere in the cloud for which I paid an exorbitant sum on a monthly basis. Then, top-secret software wiped the files on the hard drive so that, supposedly, if the laptop ever fell into the wrong hands, no one could discover what we were up to. The reverse of the process loaded files back onto the laptop when I turned it on again.

	This level of security was critical. I didn’t want any of my work — past, present, or future — finding its way to the internet. Especially because I was investigating more and more cases involving missing children or young adults: runaways, parental abductions, and a few terrifying cases where a child had just vanished into thin air. I shuddered to think of the damage my notes could inflict on parents already crushed by the loss of their child.

	After extracting my computer from the safe, I deactivated call forwarding so that calls would now come directly to the landline on the desk instead of my cell phone. I was available twenty-four-seven; I had to be. With missing children, time was critical. An hour could make all the difference.

	Right now, my most urgent case involved a missing nineteen-year-old from Santa Cruz. The missing teen, Crystal Bradner, had been in my life tangentially. When she’d been a high school sophomore, she’d attended a Women in Business career day presentation where I’d been a presenter. At the meet and greet following the talk, she’d come to my table and peppered with me questions: What’s it like to be a P.I.? What do you do every day? How do you get cases? What’s the hardest case you’ve worked on? The easiest? How can I become a P.I.?

	I’d been taken by her enthusiasm and curiosity. And her complete innocence. She was astonishingly beautiful, with clear skin, a small rounded nose, enough cheekbone to give her face structure, perfectly arched eyebrows, and full lips. She had no idea how enviously the older women in the room, including me, looked at her side-long, yearning to recapture their younger selves.

	We’d talked for a while and I’d offered to meet with her and show her my office; give her an overview of a typical day in the life of a private investigator. That month, she and her grandfather, Stu, had taken me up on my offer and I’d walked them through a few of my cases, using aliases. I’d given her an overview of my security system and equipment. After our visit, I’d arranged for Crystal to do a ride-along with the Santa Cruz police. Cody, then a Deputy Sergeant in the Sheriff’s Department, had given her a tour of those offices, as well as the jail. He’d also arranged for her to do a ride along. He’d even tried to enroll her in a two-week summer program for teens who wanted to go into law enforcement, but her stepfather would have none of it. “If it’s not a Christian camp, it’s not happening,” her grandfather had grumbled.

	I’d tried to keep in touch, calling her a few times, but had given up when she never returned my calls. I thought of her often and had been surprised and delighted to receive her high school graduation announcement. She’d scribbled a note on the bottom, saying that she planned to live with her grandparents in the fall and attend the local community college. I’d sent her a congratulatory card along with a check.

	That was the last time I heard from her.

	Two days after graduation, Crystal disappeared, taking a duffel bag of clothes and all the cash in her stepfather’s wallet. And now, almost three and one-half months later, she was still missing.

	Her disappearance had been reported to me by Stu, not by her mother, Nicole, or her stepfather, Mark. When I talked to them, they seemed just as content that she was gone. They figured she’d run away, and was happily living elsewhere, pursuing what Mark called a “heathen lifestyle.”

	“Once she got that first tattoo — the tiny moon on her wrist — I knew she had strayed,” her mother told me. And her stepfather, a strict born-again Christian, said, “If she hadn't left when she did, I would have kicked her out.” I glanced at her mom as he said this; the woman had nodded her head in agreement.

	Crystal's grandparents, Stu and Marilyn, had searched and searched, hitting the streets in Santa Cruz and Monterey, and even hiring a private investigator in Portland, where they knew Crystal had friends. I’d helped Stu, pro bono, using my extensive online tools to hunt up any trace of her. I couldn’t find anything. She’d simply vanished.

	I’d been able to talk to her mom on the phone once, without her husband interfering. Her mom told me that Crystal had been obsessed with money before she’d run off. She’d boasted that one day she’d have bucket loads of money. Enough money to send Stu and Marilyn on an Alaskan cruise. Enough money to live on her own. Even enough to go to college.

	I’d also spent an afternoon interviewing her co-workers at the cafe where she’d worked in downtown Santa Cruz. I’d learned that Crystal liked to run the espresso machine and hated to work the cash register. She had a boyfriend; a sharp dresser who dropped by on a daily basis in the weeks before her disappearance. I assumed the boyfriend was a john and she’d been lured into the sex trade.

	Following up on that suspicion, I’d spent a day with Stu in San Francisco's Mission district, searching. It had been a foggy day in early August, and with the pandemic not yet behind us, I insisted that Stu wear a mask and gloves as we trekked one long block after another, showing Crystal’s senior portrait in every bar and cafe we stumbled across.

	We’d selected that picture because it was memorable. Crystal’s thick blonde hair draped across her shoulders and her spaghetti strap pink top was form-fitting, revealing a shapely figure. She sat in front of a dark background, turned toward the camera. Her smile was full-on one hundred watts, revealing perfect teeth. Her makeup was subtle, and she looked much more mature than she had when I’d met her several years ago. She wore a playful look, as if she’d just asked a personal, funny question, and was waiting for an answer.

	Not only was she beautiful; she was also inked. As far as I could remember, she hadn’t had a single one of those tattoos when I’d last seen her. Tattoos now covered the skin from wrist to shoulder on her right arm. Dragons, fairies, witches, suns, moons, and stars danced in a chaotic maelstrom of blues, reds, greens, yellows, and purples. I knew a full-sleeve tattoo cost a fortune and I wondered where Crystal had gotten the money.

	After nine hours of walking that day, showing that picture to hundreds of people, with no one claiming to have seen her, I tried to convince Stu that Crystal was an adult, and that she had left under her own steam. He didn’t buy it. Now, with the community college semester about to start, Stu had turned to me out of desperation. He knew I’d help.

	And he also knew that once I opened a full-on investigation, I would work until I dropped in order to get results. I wouldn’t stop until I had to.

	My reputation as a bulldog in missing persons cases was well-known. Because I had found missing children, seemingly conjuring them out of thin air. That reputation was hard-earned. Eight years earlier, I had found a child. A child named Justin Boyd. He was one of the twins I’d put up for adoption. Justin had been snatched from his home in the middle of the night. There were no witnesses. No one had seen anything. Even his twin sister, Justine, who slept in the same room, could offer no clues. Finding Justin had been a combination of dogged persistence, a bit of pushiness, and a few extremely lucky breaks.

	Since then, Kathleen and I had cleared a dozen cases of missing children. Most were children abducted by the non-custodial parent. A few were missing teens, run off with someone they found on the internet. Only one had ended in tragedy, with the girl’s body discovered in a field in the Central Valley. I’d headed down a bad road after that case, but Cody had pulled me back. When Kathleen retired, I continued taking on missing children cases. Seeing the damage that life could inflict on a child, I was determined that when my child was born, he or she would be protected, cared for, and loved. But life hadn’t turned out that way for me. Which is why I was taking swings at a punching bag.

	Today, in addition to following up on some leads in Crystal's case, I would work on a new case, somewhat atypical for me. A dog breeder, Carla Gray, had contacted me earlier in the month. Carla, an AKC champion cocker spaniel breeder, lived near the inland end of Elkhorn Slough in Monterey County. She was claiming that a newcomer to the business, a Dirk Thompson, had stolen one of her prize females.

	At first, it seemed to me that was more a business spat than a concern for a licensed investigator. But as I researched the world of dog breeding, I immediately realized how competitive this profession was. How breeders guarded their breeding females from prying eyes, keeping them under lock and key. How males were rented out at great expense, used as studs to impregnate females. How breeders enhanced the natural process with hormone injections, creams, and potions. How these dogs and puppies were micro-chipped and DNA registered.

	Once Coco, her top breeder, had gone missing, Carla convinced me that this wasn’t a case of the dog just wandering off. Her security camera had caught a person, in broad daylight, unlocking the gate to the chain-link run holding Coco; choosing Coco from the swarm of drooling, jumping dogs; clipping a leash to her collar; backing out of the run while throwing treats to the pack; locking the gate; and then quickly moving out of the line of view of the camera.

	Carla stated, for the record, that the thief would have had to have known her schedule. And of course, as a breeder of champions, she adhered to a strict schedule. Dogs fed at eight in the morning. Exercised from eight-thirty to ten. Trained from ten to noon. And so on. The only time of day the dogs were unsupervised would be from three to five in the afternoon while she was preparing their food for dinner and the next morning: chunks of raw beef mixed with chicken innards. Mashed sweet potatoes and avocados. Freshly ground peanut butter. Nothing processed. Nothing artificial. Carla even made her own dog treats.

	So the conclusion was that the thief had to be an insider. But Carla claimed that all her helpers were so loyal that they would have never sold out.

	I knew otherwise. The sad truth was that given the right circumstances, almost anyone would sell out. My job was to find out who.

	This morning, I’d start background checks on everyone involved.
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	I waited at the top of the stairs, watching my brother Dexter jog up the wide staircase. He’d aged in the last few years, what with more responsibility as the man in charge of Santa Cruz’s parks department. He’d been promoted after the disaster of the previous director, privately nicknamed The Iron Lady, had resigned, leaving department morale in tatters. It had taken at least a year to mend, and then, the pandemic hit. The shutdown had run him ragged, with a scramble to move classes and workshops online and offer support to struggling families. Summer programs for kids had to be completely reimagined. And now, due to the drop in revenue because of the pandemic, layoffs were on the horizon. At one point in June, when I’d chatted with him by video, he’d looked like a candidate for a heart attack. Overweight, florid, short of breath. But he was back on track now — less alcohol, less sugar, less overtime, and more exercise.

	I knew that Dexter and his family would eventually have to leave Santa Cruz. All these years, while I’d been working in my dream job, his wife, Megan, was working towards hers. When I’d met her in 2007, she’d been a lost nineteen-year-old, a freshman at the University of California, Santa Cruz, enrolled as a theater arts major. Like me, she’d been a victim of a baby-brokering scam. Megan had kept her baby, while I’d given up my twins for adoption.

	That event had scarred both of us, in ways we were still figuring out. Megan had turned her demons into relentless study, exploring genetics, biochemistry, and molecular biology. Now, she was a PhD candidate in Biomolecular Engineering and Bioinformatics. Maybe she could get a job in Silicon Valley or San Francisco, but even that would be a stretch in terms of a commute.

	Dexter looked up at me as he approached, carrying two paper bags. His mask dangled under his chin. Though I was part of his family bubble, we still wore masks and abundantly applied hand sanitizer.

	“What did you get?” I asked. I leaned in to give him a hug, but he shook his head. “Megan doesn’t have the virus, but she does have a bit of a cold,” he said. “Best keep our distance.” He held up the bags. “One turkey and cheese, one roast beef and cheese,” Dexter said. “Plus chips.”

	“Yum,” I replied. “Thank you.” Dexter followed me down the hall and into my office.

	“No Lucy?” he asked as we passed through the small front room.

	“Tomorrow,” I said.

	Dexter sat down at the small table, placing the two bags in front of him. I moved the bottle of sanitizer from my desk to the table, then reached to open the windows.

	“Which one?” Dexter pointed to the food.

	“Roast beef, please,” I answered.

	“This is nice, Shelby,” Dexter said, pushing the bag across the table. As he gazed out the window and rubbed sanitizer into his hands, he said, “Your parking lot is much more picturesque than mine. Love those palms.” He laughed. “My office is pure government. The desk is from the nineties and the chair is starting to sink. One of the wheels is breaking.”

	I spritzed my hands, opened the bag, pulled out the sandwich, and then took a huge bite, chomping into the layers of red meat and jack cheese as if I hadn’t eaten in days. The morning had gotten away from me. I knew I’d inhaled two cups of coffee, strong and unadulterated, but I couldn’t remember if I’d actually eaten the banana that I’d dropped into my gym bag.

	“This is divine,” I said. “Thanks.” I placed my sandwich carefully on the deli paper and picked up my bag of salt and vinegar chips. “So what’s this all about anyway? Why so secretive?”

	Dexter fumbled for a napkin and wiped his mouth. He shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

	“What is it, Dexter? Do you have cancer? Does Megan have cancer?” The thought made me light-headed. Then, panic seized me and I leaned forward. “Mom. It’s Mom. What’s wrong with her?”

	I always worried about my mom. By some miracle, she'd survived the pandemic so far, even as friends in her retirement community had become infected with COVID-19 and died.

	Dexter looked at the table. “Well it’s something sort of with Mom.” He cleared his throat. “I got a call from her last night.”

	“And?” I sat back, ready for another lecture about how Mom was getting older, how I should call and visit her more often.

	It was true, but I really hoped Dexter was not here to scold me. I popped open the bag of chips, reached in, grabbed a handful. The crunchy texture and oily sheen, the sour vinegar flavor, and the salty finish momentarily distracted me from my worries.

	Dexter picked up his sandwich. He was stalling.

	I put down the bag of chips and wiped my hands on a brown paper napkin. “Come on, Dexter. What is it?” I tried to soften the sharpness in my voice.

	“Okay, here goes.” Dexter straightened his shoulders. “You know how Mom has been tracing down the family tree, right?”

	I nodded. Family ties had interested our mother for years. Mom was always eager to discover something about her great-great-great-grandmother or her father’s grandfather. And since Dad died, she’d thrown herself into this venture with religious fervor. I knew a bit about my family history, but not from my mother. When I’d located Helen Brannon, the woman who’d used my uterus as a science experiment, she’d given my family history as one of the reasons she'd picked me. Her assessment of my familial history was something I’d never forget: no genetic disorders, no drugs, no addicts, no mental illness. No jail time. No TB or pneumonia. According to Helen Brannon, I had well-educated and outspoken ancestors: physicians, professors, mathematicians, nurses, suffragettes. Even so, she’d classified me as “hardy boring stock”, as if I were cattle being inspected for breeding purposes. Which, I suppose, I was.

	I picked up my sandwich and stared at the oozing bright yellow mustard. Dexter was saying, “Then, Mom decided to spend six months doing research using the Ancestry database.”

	“What’s this got to do with me, Dexter?” I asked, lifting the sandwich to my mouth.

	“Mom got an email yesterday.”

	“And? Are we ancestors of Hitler or Mussolini, or the Dread Pirate Roberts?”

	“Not quite.” Dexter sighed and stretched his neck from side to side.

	This was a bad sign. I knew my brother. Dexter only stretched his neck during times of extreme stress. “What is it?”

	I stared at my sandwich again, the layers of white sourdough, cream-colored cheese, blood red meat, green lettuce, and pale red tomato not quite as appetizing as it had been several minutes ago.

	“What?” I repeated.

	“Well, the email was from someone Mom had never heard of. Her username was ‘Julia H.’ Just that, no last name. You know, you can make up any username you want.”

	“I know, Dexter,” I put my sandwich down, less carefully this time. The top slipped off, revealing gobs of white mayonnaise smeared across the white bread. “So what is it?”

	“The email said that she had a twelve-year-old daughter, same age as Annie.” He paused a beat then said, “And the same age as Justin and Justine.”

	Justin and Justine Boyd were the twins I’d put up for the adoption. The twins who turned out to be engineered, not made of stardust, but made of altered DNA and chemicals and reagents and enzymes and Helen Brannon’s grandiose ego-driven design to create a new race of uber-humans.

	“Okay,” I said, drawing out the word, not sure where this was going.

	Dexter continued. “The email went on to say that she gave birth to the daughter, but she just carried the baby. The egg was purchased from a fertility clinic in San Francisco and fertilized via IVF. The biological father is her husband.”

	“And?” I asked, squishing my sandwich back together.

	“The email said that the woman had done a cheek swab on her daughter, just to see if she could figure out the genetic mother. And of the fifteen million people in the Ancestry database, it came up with a twenty-five percent match to Mom.”

	“What’s that got to do with me?” I asked, looking up at Dexter.

	“That means that twenty-five percent of the genetic material in that egg came from Mom.” He paused. “It means that Mom is that child’s biological grandmother.” He paused.

	“And?” I asked, waiting.

	“Shelby, it means that the egg is yours.”
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	A black haze covered my eyes. I felt like I was about to faint. I began to hyperventilate and wheeze. I couldn’t catch my breath. I stared at Dexter, pleading for help, trying to inhale. Panic crossed his face.

	Then, I heard the sound of something crumpling and felt Dexter’s hand on my back, soothing and reassuring. With his other hand, he handed me one of the brown paper bags from the deli.

	“It’s okay, Shelby,” he said. “It’s okay. Breathe into the bag, slowly.” Dexter’s voice was calm and quiet. The paper crinkled as I breathed in and out, and within a few minutes, my breathing slowed. I smashed the bag between my hands and lifted my head. When I looked at my brother, I felt like I’d aged fifty years.

	“What does Megan say?” My voice was small, quiet.

	“She studied the report the woman had attached to her inquiry. Mom gave us her log in so we could just sign into her account.” He took a breath and blew it out. “There’s a high probability that the girl is somehow related to you.”

	“But that’s impossible. I never, ever donated eggs,” I protested.

	“You did,” Dexter stated, still standing next to me. “Sort of. Brannon told you she never used the eggs she took from you.”

	I froze, ice in my veins. She had said that. “But I never said she could use them.” I looked up at my brother.

	Dexter eyed me, fighting to keep the pity from his gaze. I knew how ridiculous that sounded. As if the woman who’d implanted me with genetically altered embryos would ask my permission for anything.

	“And the girl is twelve?” I asked.

	Dexter nodded. “Yes. Same age as Annie, Justin, Justine.”

	“Oh my god.” I was quiet, remembering my confrontation with Helen Brannon eight years earlier, as fresh as if it were yesterday. “She did say that, and I never gave it a second thought.” A tear leaked from my eye, accompanied by a sudden sharp memory of my most recent miscarriage. The cramping. The metallic odor of blood. Then the doubling-over pain. And the black cloud that never seemed to lift.

	“Oh my god,” I repeated. “She sold them. My eggs.” I looked hard at the floor, then turned my tear-stricken face to Dexter. “And now, someone else has my baby.”

	•          •          •

	After Dexter cleared his calendar for another hour, we left the office and walked downstairs to the restaurant. We found a table outside on the patio, in the sun. Dexter ordered a cappuccino; I stuck to my regular order of straight up black coffee. It was either that, or a shot of tequila with a beer chaser.

	I took a sip, grateful for the heat, the bitter flavor, and the nutty aroma. I was glad I’d remembered to grab my sunglasses; they hid my puffy red eyes.

	“How are you doing?” Dexter asked, blowing across the top of the foamy milk.

	I shrugged. “In shock. No idea what’s next.”

	“Will you tell Cody?”

	“I don’t know.” I paused. “What’s the point?” I asked, trying to keep the bitter edge from my voice.

	“Did you two ever talk about adopting?” Dexter asked.

	“Sometimes. Cody didn’t want to adopt. And I wanted to keep trying for our own. I always felt that if I just wanted it enough, I could stay pregnant. That it was something I was doing.” I picked up the heavy cloth napkin and wiped my eyes. The smooth polyester cloth slid across my skin. “I think that subconsciously rubbed off on him. I know it’s completely illogical.” I paused for a beat, then said, “I know that being a surrogate mother with those twins did something to me. I just don’t know what. No one knows what.”

	“Have you heard from the Boyds?” Dexter asked.

	Ryan and Lisa Boyd, unable to conceive and eager for a family, had adopted my twins, the babies I’d been carrying as a surrogate mom when I exposed the baby-brokering ring years earlier. Trafficking infants had funded Helen Brannon’s grandiose designs. Like me, the Boyds were collateral damage: they didn’t get what they’d wished for. Instead of children they could cuddle while reading Goodnight Moon, Pat the Cat, or Thomas the Tank Engine, they’d ended up with children who could read on their own by age two, multiply by age three, and recite pages of the dictionary by age four. Once the true nature of the children had been exposed, the government had stepped in. To observe, study, protect. The family now lived in Virginia and the twins were monitored day and night.

	“Yes,” I replied. “Had an email from Ryan last week. They’re still in Virginia. The handlers seem to be tiring of their jobs. The kids have plateaued in terms of their intelligence. And Justin is getting aggressive. It’s bizarre.” I felt a guilty shiver as I said that, as if I were part of the frenzied masses now labeling my biological children as freaks. I continued, “Those kids are under lock and key. Treated like science experiments, best I can tell. Ryan has a job now; he works in a motor pool for the Feds. And Lisa was just fired from her job as a medical receptionist at the VA. She can’t hold down a job. This entire experience has taken its toll on her. She’s fragile, like she has PTSD.” I shook my head. “And, she feels like she can’t tell anyone who she is. Public opinion has turned. People see them as freeloaders. It’s ugly.”

	“What a mess,” Dexter muttered. “From celebrities to pariahs.”

	“Yup,” I agreed. A slight breeze lifted my hair. I slouched down and leaned back in my chair, the sun hitting me full on. A deep-body weariness came over me and I wanted to sleep for the rest of the afternoon.

	After a few minutes of silence, I asked, “What happens next? Does the mother want an answer?”

	“Yes,” Dexter said.

	“Maybe Mom should stay out of this. Maybe I should do that genetic test. Who knows, there might be others out there. More kids. Dr. Helen Brannon’s perfect revenge.” I almost laughed.

	“I’m not so sure about that, Shelby.” Dexter took a sip of his cappuccino. “You might find out something you don’t want to know.”

	I sat up. “What else could I possibly learn? I know I’m not adopted. I look just like you, just like Mom and Dad. Besides, Dexter,” I continued, “what could possibly be worse than finding out I have a child, related to me genetically, created from a stolen egg? I can’t think of anything.”

	•          •          •

	On my way home, after a long afternoon of background checks in the dog-snatching case, of trying to concentrate and repeatedly having to force my thoughts away from Ancestry.com and eggs and newly discovered children and Dr. Helen Brannon, I stopped at Pericos, my favorite taqueria, to pick up my newest variation on comfort food: a chicken burrito slathered with sour cream and guacamole. I knew I even had a beer at home to drown my sorrows. Not the healthiest way to end the day, but just what I needed.

	As I was waiting for my food, my phone rang. I pulled it out of my pocket, glancing at the screen. “Hi, Megan,” I said, swiping.

	“Hi. How are you holding up?”

	“I’ll survive, I guess.” I swallowed and felt a tear squeeze out of my right eye. “I’m standing in line at Pericos. I’ll call you back in a minute.”

	After I’d picked up the warm burrito and loaded chips and salsa into the bag and was back in the car, I connected to the Bluetooth and dialed. The phone rang as I backed out of the parking spot and turned right onto Water Street. “Hi Shelby,” Megan’s voice boomed through the speaker and I turned it down. “How are you?” she asked again.

	“Well, I’m not really sure, to tell you the truth.” I stopped at the next light by the Town Clock, and watched a homeless man unroll his sleeping bag, wondering if Crystal was doing the same. “How could this happen?”

	Megan was quiet. We both knew how it had happened. My eggs were harvested, and, according to the paperwork I’d signed all those years earlier, were fertilized and implanted in my uterus. The extras were destroyed. But, as I already knew, the paperwork lied. And now I had living proof.

	Megan said, “I’m so sorry, Shelby. With a twenty-five percent match, it’s one hundred percent positive that your mom is related to that child genetically. No doubt.”

	“How is that possible?”

	“It’s much more complex than Ancestry or 23AndMe let on. But the gist is accurate. The average DNA percentage shared with parents is fifty percent. The average shared with grandparents is twenty-five percent.”

	“Maybe Dexter donated sperm at some point?” My voice lilted into a question, and even as I said it, I knew how absurd that sounded. Dexter would never have done that.

	Megan replied, “I don’t think so. But I can ask him.”

	I merged into traffic on Mission Street and drove up the hill past the old mission and the park plaza in front of Holy Cross, one of the city’s Catholic churches. I made the next light and zipped through it. “You don’t need to,” I said with a sigh. “I’m sure he didn’t.” The smell of onions and spicy salsa filled the car, and I was looking forward to unwrapping the burrito when I got home and taking a big bite.

	I turned and passed the Abbey coffee shop, housed in a church hall, and then stopped at a stop sign before turning left onto High Street, one of the main arteries leading to the university.

	“Are you on the way home? Do you want to stop by?” Megan asked. “I have the sniffles, but we can visit in the backyard for a bit.”

	I thought about it and almost accepted her invitation. But an image of Annie and Max flashed through my mind. An image of an ordinary family having their ordinary evening of homework and phone calls and TV. I knew I couldn't handle it. Not tonight.

	“No thanks,” I said, hoping my voice sounded much brighter than I felt. Much brighter. “I have some work to catch up on.”

	“Friday?” Megan asked. “I’m at the tail end of this cold, so I should be fine by then.”

	That was one thing about our friendship, I knew. Even though we barely saw each other any more, when things got tough, Megan would be there for me. As she had been since Cody and I split up.

	“Sure. Friday is good. Let me know what I can bring,” I said.
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	While idling at the stoplight by the entrance to the university, I thought about life’s odd and circular peculiarities. I now lived in the same neighborhood in Bonny Doon — a rural enclave of homes hidden in redwood groves, with long driveways and tall fences — that I’d lived in when I’d been a surrogate mom thirteen years earlier. Even though I shared a house, and didn’t live in a cottage all by myself, it was uncanny that I’d ended up here.

	I recognized the landscape had a hold on me: the massive redwood trees with their millions of needles that glinted in the sun, the grassy meadows, the scruffy tanoaks. The explosion of green. The subtle textures of the shrubs and trees. The deer, foxes, and coyotes who inhabited these hills. The bird life. Even with my surroundings blackened by fire, I knew the forest would return. It would heal.

	My housemate, Erica Tompkins, was about ten years older than me. Divorced, no kids. Her divorce had made her a rich woman. Her ex was a Google VP and their fifteen years of marriage had left her with several million dollars. Before her divorce, she’d been an elementary school teacher. After her divorce and move to Santa Cruz County, she’d become a potter, making one-of-a-kind giant raku vases — three-foot tall oddly shaped pots that were purely celebratory. Accent pieces. She’d perfected her glazing technique of golds and silvers and blacks and whites. Her vessels, as she liked to call them, gave off light somehow, as if lit from within. They had a presence and seemed alive. Collectors recognized that too. When Erica showed her work, the pieces were snapped up, with a single vase priced at over five thousand dollars.

	Erica’s house was a forty-acre spread off Pine Flat Road, about a mile from the intersection with Empire Grade and a quarter-mile down a well-tended asphalt driveway. It was eerie how much it felt like where I’d lived before: main house, cottage, meadow, redwood forest. But this house was a two-story updated farmhouse with a metal roof. The house was hemmed by a wide flagstone apron, with a bluestone patio in the back and an asphalt parking area in the front. I’d heard from local firefighters that these precautions had saved the structure.

	Three steps led from the parking area to a wide porch and generous front door. The house was more than ample, with a large living room and dining room combo that opened through a broad archway into a well-stocked kitchen that a true foodie would love. A half-bath sat off the kitchen, next to the door leading into the attached garage. The cottage, a few steps away from the main house, served as Erica’s pottery studio and classroom.

	Erica had remodeled the downstairs, adding a wing off the kitchen, complete with a master suite and an office. My upstairs domain contained two bedrooms and a full bath. The bedrooms were at the back of the house, with windows facing the meadow. I’d moved into the room on the right. A cozy window seat was tucked under a dormer window at the end of the hall. Though Erica kept the second bedroom upstairs for guests, the entire space was basically mine. In the time I’d been here, not a single guest had visited.

	One of the selling points for me had been the reliable internet, a must for my job. With no cell service for miles around, I required dependable internet. If I had a missing person case, I needed to work twenty-four-seven. And because I was my own answering service, forwarding the office line to my cell at the end of every day, I needed solid Wi-Fi for my phone.

	Most people had hunkered down during the pandemic, but Erica quickly found that she felt isolated. So she’d listed her upstairs room on Craigslist, a brave soul advertising for a stranger to move in. That caught my attention. Before I could set foot on her property, I had to prove that I had no temperature or cough. And before we even got to that point, I’d Zoomed with her three times. I’d sent references and a credit report. I’d even Zoomed with her from my office, showing her my name embossed on the door.

	As soon as I talked to Erica, I could tell she was lonely. She loved to talk. And I mean, loved it. We hit it off immediately, with an unspoken caveat on my part. I’d have to have an escape route. And work could always be my escape route. But as it turned out, I didn't have to use that backup too often. Erica was good at reading me, sensing when I was tired or overwhelmed. I hoped that second sense of hers would kick in tonight. All I wanted was eat my burrito, disappear to my room, and do some research on maternal genes.

	I’d never told Erica about my past. She was relatively new to the area, having moved here from Palo Alto after her divorce, just around the time Justin Boyd had been kidnapped. But she never brought it up, leading me to believe she hadn’t put two and two together. And if she did know who I was, well, I liked her all the more for never mentioning it.

	The shadows were long by the time I turned onto the driveway. Empire Grade at night spooked me. Not just because of my history with this road. Or the two fires I’d experienced in this area — the small one I’d been caught in when I’d first moved up here, and the recent one. Or the one-way ride to nowhere while tied up, minding a catatonic infant. But the pragmatics of the twisty mountain road terrified me. Drunk drivers. Deer leaping out into the car lights. Stray cats or dogs. Racoons. Skunks.

	So far, I hadn’t hit anything. I hoped to keep it that way.

	I pulled up next to Erica’s Honda Fit and switched off the car. I knew I could keep it together while I scarfed my burrito. Compartmentalizing was something I excelled at.

	When I entered the house, Erica was sitting on the sofa, feet up, an open bottle of red wine on the table, a glass half-full next to it. Her computer was on her lap and I could see that she was watching a video.

	“Hey, Shelby,” she said as she hit Pause and looked up at me. “How’s it going?”

	“Good.” I lifted up the plastic bag with “Thank you” stamped in red. “Burrito from Pericos.” I felt a sudden twinge of guilt. I should have called to ask her if she wanted one. Instead, I improvised. “Want to split it with me?”

	Erica shook her head, “No thanks. I already ate. Salad. My diet.”

	Even though Erica was tall and voluptuous and curvy, she always seemed to be on a diet. But a diet of her own making, something I could respect. She’d rather sacrifice on something else, like lunch, than give up her daily glass of red wine. “Get a glass,” she said as she raised hers. “Join me.”

	“Thanks,” I replied. “I’ll be back in a second.”

	“How was your day?” she called after me as I dumped my briefcase and purse at the
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