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Monday, 5:45 p.m.

Brittany Morgan knew she was a good mother, no matter what other people said.

She parked her old blue Civic around the corner from the main entry, in the shade of the grocery store so the car would stay cool in the early evening sun, maneuvering it into the middle of three empty spaces. She couldn't get or give any more dings or she'd have to listen to her father's going on and on about the deductible again. When she pulled on the hand brake, it squawked like a Canada goose, interrupting her favorite song. She had to figure out a way to make her parents buy her a better car. She was, to quote her English teacher Mr. Tanz, 'biding her time.' At first she'd thought it was 'biting her time', which made a lot more sense, because you could see how people might want to bite off minutes and hours and spit out the boring parts to get to the good ones. But Tanz made her look it up. It meant, like, waiting.

She'd been biding, putting off asking for a new car for almost a year. All because of Ivy. She looked at the baby, sleeping in her carrier in the passenger seat, backwards like they said, so she wouldn't get a broken neck if the air bag went off. But then, this junkmobile probably didn't even have an air bag on the passenger side. She'd have to remember to ask her father, who you would think would show a little more concern for his granddaughter.

The last strains of Love Was faded away and Radio Rick started talking about the upcoming news. She turned off the engine. When the car did its death lurch like it always did, Ivy jerked in her sleep, waving her tiny butterfly stockings in the air. An iridescent bubble formed in the bow of her lips, broken almost instantly by the sucking motion her lips always made as she drifted back to sleep.

Brittany's breasts tugged in response. She pulled out her tee-shirt and inspected the lavender cotton fabric. If anyone saw her with big wet blotches over her boobs, she'd just die. But the pads were working. Plus, they made her look at least a cup size bigger. Maybe she'd keep using them after she quit nursing. Her stomach got flatter every day and she knew her boobs would follow once she quit feeding Ivy.

Everyone had been wrong about what it'd be like to have a baby. How could anyone not adore Ivy Rose Morgan? Only two months old, she was already prettier than any baby in the ads, with her long lashes curled against her ivory cheeks and her soft peach-fuzz hair. She was a sure bet to win the photo contest.

Diapers were disgusting, it was true, but she changed them herself, even at night. And here she was, planning ahead, going to the store after school to get Huggies even before she'd used the last one. If that wasn't responsible, what was? As soon as she graduated from high school, she'd work on her clothing design business but she'd also get a job at Sears, because then she'd be able to get anything she needed for the apartment she'd have. Just her and Ivy. And her friends, too, of course, whenever she wanted them to come over. And maybe Charlie would come around sometimes, too. After all, he was Ivy's father, and once he saw her, he might decide that he really wanted to take care of his family instead of staying away at college.

Before Brittany got out of the car, she made sure all the windows were down a couple of inches. Not so much that people could stick their hands in, but just enough for good airflow. When she turned the key in the driver's door, she heard the locks click into place all around the car, but she walked around to double-check Ivy's door, like any responsible mother would.

She glanced at the tall gray van parked in the space to the right. It had those weird rock-star windows, mirrored so you couldn't see inside. It didn't look like the sort of ride that a rock star would be caught dead in, though; it was kind of faded with white lettering on the side. Talking Hands Ranch. Sounded like a camp for deaf kids. The mirrored windows were probably so people wouldn't make fun of the little boys and girls signing instead of talking.

Turning back to her car, she leaned down, moved her lips close to the opening at the top of the passenger window, and whispered, "Mama will be right back, Ivy Rose."
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Monday, 5:50 p.m.

Neema pressed her face close to the inside of the van window. Her broad hands fluttered in the air, signing soft soft. The girl's hair was red-gold, long and swishy. She wanted to touch that hair, press it to her nose to smell it, maybe even taste it just a little. But the girl walked away around the corner and then she couldn't see the sunset color any more.

Neema turned to watch the baby. It slept curled up in its chair, just like a baby cat in a basket. She wanted to play with that baby. She wanted its eyes to open and see her. She hooted softly, her breath briefly steaming up the dark glass. The baby didn't move.

Neema slapped the window with her open hand, making a hollow noise that was loud in the closed van.

The baby woke, opened round blue eyes, and put its fist in its mouth. Hello, Neema signed. The baby's face wrinkled. Was it going to cry? She wanted to open the window. But the window buttons didn't work when Grace wasn't in the van. Neema ducked her chin and made a rocking motion with her arms, holding a pretend baby close to her stomach. She smacked her lips, gave it a pretend kiss. She knew how to be gentle with babies and things that could break.

A shadow moved past the van. When she looked out again, a man stood between her window and the car. He watched the baby through the car window. Then he turned toward the van.

Neema backed away from the glass. The man leaned closer. His face was mean. Neema tried to look fierce. She showed him her teeth, but he didn't even see her.

He stepped back and looked around the parking lot. Next he pulled a plastic bag from his pocket and stretched it over his hand.

Glove hot, Neema signed to herself. Gloves were for cold.

He turned to the car, pulled a long metal thing from his pants.

She signed Long knife. What was he going to cut? Not the baby! She hooted softly, signing bad bad.

He stabbed the knife down the window. Then he opened the door and reached for the baby. His long sleeve caught on the seat belt. It slid up, and there was a flat blue snake around his arm, its head on the back of his wrist. A snake! So close to the baby! Snake bad snake arm, she signed, hooting with fear. Snake!

He lifted the baby in its chair and grabbed a blue bag. With the baby under one arm, he shut the door with his glove hand.

The baby cried. The man shook off the bag-glove, and holding his snake hand over the baby's face, he walked to a green car parked behind the van. Neema scrambled to the back window. Snake Arm gave the baby to a woman in the car, then got into the driving seat. The green car got small and smaller and finally disappeared far away. Neema pressed her hand to the window. Bye baby.

A bug crawled up the window on the other side. Neema moved her hand to watch it. She pressed her lips to the glass. How would the bug feel on her tongue? Would it taste good? Most tasted bad. She didn't taste red and black ones anymore.

The side door of the van opened suddenly with a loud screech. Neema jumped and banged her head on the roof. Grace thumped two bags of groceries into the box on the floor. When she saw Neema in the back of the van, she signed as she said, "What are you doing?"

Neema hung her head, avoiding Grace's eyes.

"Get back into your seat now, please."

Neema squeezed down the narrow aisle and climbed into the rear passenger seat, sticking her feet carefully out in front of her. She looked for bugs between her bare toes. She found a grain of sand.

After Grace closed the side door, she walked around to climb into the driving seat. She put a banana up by the window and turned to look at Neema.

Neema gestured the peeling sign and patted her own chest. Give banana.

"Put your seat belt on. We wear our seat belts in the car."

Neema remembered the other car. She signed baby.

"You're not a baby, you can do it yourself," Grace said.

Neema signed baby again, and then car.

Grace signed as quickly as she talked. "Neema, no pretending now; you're not a baby. You promised you'd be good if I let you come. Josh is waiting for us. And Gumu. Don't you want to play with Gumu?"

Neema signed back.

"Snake make baby cry?" Grace's eyebrows rose. Neema loved those thin black eyebrows. Like flying birds. Now one flew higher than the other. "Are you calling me a snake?" Grace asked.

Neema hated the word snake. The sound was bad. And the sign was like a snake moving. Scary. Baby cry, bad blue snake.

Grace looked down at her blue shirt and laughed. "That's pretty creative, Neema. Good use of words."

Give banana.

"I'm no snake and you're no baby. Put your seat belt on before the banana." She pointed to the dangling buckle.

Neema shoved the seatbelt parts together.

Grace reached back to pat her leg. "See, you can do it by yourself."

Neema breathed in. The banana smelled like candy and sunshine. It was for her, she knew it. It had brown spots, just the way she liked it. Give banana Neema, she signed.

Grace turned the key and reached for the stick, trying to wiggle it into its place. The van made grinding noises. "C'mon, damn it," Grace said, shoving the stick back and forth. "Reverse. Is that too much to ask for?" Finally, she seemed happy and put both hands on the wheel and turned to look out over her shoulder.

As Grace backed the van out of the parking space, Neema watched the girl with the soft-soft red-gold hair come around the corner carrying a bag of food and a pack of soda. Then Grace pushed the stick to another spot and turned the van away and Neema couldn't see the girl any more.

She stretched her arm as far forward as she could, making big gestures so Grace could see even while she was driving. Give banana. She impatiently wiggled her fingers.

Grace finally handed her the banana. Neema raised it toward her mouth. Then she remembered. She tapped her chin lightly and thrust her hand toward Grace. Thank you.

"You're welcome." Grace smiled at her in the mirror on the front window. "You're a good gorilla."
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Ten minutes after Ivy disappears

When Detective Matthew Finn turned off the road down the long driveway to his house, he was looking forward to lapsing into a vegetative state for the remainder of the day. He'd traipsed around farm country since first light, consulting with the Kittitas County Sheriff's Department on a corpse found in a wheat field.

Grass had shot up through the driveway again. The tufts of green and gold made an interesting visual contrast against the background of gray-white gravel. He knew his police colleagues would find that thought very odd, and he'd learned not to make observations like that out loud. At any rate, he couldn’t leave the driveway like that just because he liked the patterns and textures. He'd have to get out the RoundUp and spray for the hundredth time.

The big house, with its covered wraparound deck and accompanying three acres, cost a fifth of what it would have in Chicago. Wendy had loved the wildlife; the deer and raccoons that prowled through the yard, the coyotes that howled and owls that hooted after dark. These days, Finn mostly thought the house was a pain in the butt to maintain.

Three sets of eyes watched him walk from the driveway to the front door. The mismatched set on the porch—one brown eye and one blue—belonged to Cargo, a black furry mix of husky and some other giant breed—maybe Newfoundland or Rottweiler. The two sets of green eyes in the front window belonged to Lok and Kee, a pair of orange tabbies.

Finn slid his key into the deadbolt. Cargo sighed a barely audible whine as he gently pawed Finn's calf.

"Oh, please," Finn told the dog. "Don't give me the fading blossom routine. You could live for a week on that fat."

Aarrnh, the dog moaned, and pawed him again. As soon as Finn had the lock undone, the giant beast nosed the door open and galloped for the pantry, where he would plant his furry hulk and stare at the cabinet that held the dog chow.

The cats were only slightly more dignified, trailing him through the living room to the master bedroom. They rubbed against his legs and meowed as he took off his jacket and holster and slung them onto the dresser, then kicked off his shoes.

The meowing grew louder as he padded to the kitchen, pulled out a cold IPA from the refrigerator and an iced mug from the freezer. One cat—he thought it was Kee—jumped onto the counter to rraow at him, while the other sank its teeth into the tender flesh above his right heel. He peeled open a can of tuna and practically threw it at them in self-defense.

"Drama queens, that's what you are. You'd think you hadn't been fed for a week." He took a long swallow of his beer and watched the cats delicately lick the chunks of fish before they picked them up with their teeth. With such dainty maneuvers, it seemed like Lok and Kee should be neat eaters, but the two cats always managed to lick more onto the floor than into their mouths. Maybe he should just dispense with their dishes altogether.

A loud bark echoed in the pantry.

"For chrissake," he groaned. The only pets he'd had as a kid growing up in Chicago were a couple of fantails in a glass bowl. He had no idea that animals could be so demanding. And so vocal. He took another sip and went to feed the black beast. Cargo wolfed down the mountain of kibble before Finn had even finished shoveling it into the dog's stainless steel bowl.

Now that the animals had quit nagging him, Finn walked the few steps to the open door of his den and flicked on the overhead light. He paused in the doorway to study his half-finished painting on the desk. Sailboats racing on Lake Michigan, a scene he'd often witnessed from his condo in Chicago. He missed that wide-open vista over the water.

At one point during happier economic times, the Chicago police department decided to fund a recreation course for its officers, supposedly to promote better mental health among stressed-out cops. Most of his colleagues chose bowling or racquetball or martial arts lessons. Finn chose painting. Studying art had taught him to look at the world in a different way. Now he noticed hues and patterns of light and dark that he'd overlooked before. Oddly enough, his painting hobby made his surroundings seem more three-dimensional and colorful, whereas before he remembered the world as largely flat with shades of gray. He'd learned to live with the razzing at the office.

Although the painting was remarkably similar to the photo that he'd tacked onto the bulletin board, there was something lifeless about his composition. The shadows needed work, he decided; he'd used too much flat Prussian blue. Shadows were never just one color; that was one thing his painting instructor had drummed into the class. Beads of burnt sienna gleamed along the closest boat's trim; maybe if he added a hint of that warmth to the shadows?

A wet dog tongue washed his fingertips. Cargo's mismatched eyes gazed at Finn's face, then shifted to his empty food bowl and back again.

"No way," Finn said, drying his fingers on his thigh. "One cup of chow twice a day, that's it. You're too fat."

At least that was what Wendy had told him. The vet said Cargo's too fat. Odd how he remembered what she said about the dog when he obviously hadn't registered most of what came out of his wife's mouth.

Dinner before painting, he decided. Finn flicked off the den light and walked back to the kitchen, followed by the click of four sets of toenails on the hardwood floor. He had to find the time to take these critters to the animal shelter, and soon. It couldn't be here in Evansburg, though, there was already too much talk. He'd try the next county over. Let some unsuspecting family with plenty of time on their hands take on these furry burdens.

He nuked a frozen dinner—turkey and dressing and the works. While he waited, he thumbed through his mail on the counter. Cargo hovered hopefully, a dark hulk breathing hotly on Finn's elbow.

One envelope was addressed to Gwendolyn Finn. The return address was the university alumni association, where she'd met up with her old friends once a month. He stuck a No Longer at This Address label onto it and tossed it into a stack with several others. The microwave dinged, and Finn hauled himself and his dinner to his recliner. He turned on the local news just in time to catch a report about a missing baby in Oregon. He'd seen the story before; the kid had disappeared at least a month ago, hadn't she? Sitting forward in his chair, he pumped up the volume. Yes, it was the case he remembered: six-month-old Tika Kinsey had vanished from a playpen on the front porch when her mother, a freshman just about to start college, had gone inside to answer the phone. According to the newscaster, there were no leads in the case, but it was the one-month anniversary of the baby's disappearance, so they were running the story again. Aside from the five-second introduction by the newscaster, the footage was exactly the same as he'd seen weeks ago. It was annoying how the news channels played reruns now, too.

He finished his dinner and set the tray on the side table. Cargo nabbed the tray and trotted off with it. After spending a minute and a half on the Tika Kinsey story, the news program moved on to a report about road repairs and then the weather—more above-normal temps to come in the next week.

Finn slid a photo out of the breast pocket on his shirt. Apparently, the Kittitas County Sheriff's Department had succeeded in keeping this story quiet so far, which was actually pretty amazing. Technically, the case was not in his jurisdiction, but he had more experience with dead bodies than anyone in the county, so they called him in. The photo was hard to look at, even for him. The reality had been worse. Before breakfast, the farm wife had found her Labrador retriever chewing on what she thought was a discarded doll from a neighbor's garbage heap. She'd nearly fainted when she took the 'toy' from the dog's mouth.

A tiny corpse, covered in dirt, decayed and brutally mangled. John Doe, once an infant boy, now a miniature mummy: dark, dried skin stretched over a skeleton. Buried for weeks or maybe even months among the wheat stubble.

"Homicide?" Everyone had asked Finn, as if he was a miracle worker who could read mummies.

It was impossible to say if murder was involved. Whoever had buried the naked corpse had done it before the field was harvested; time and heavy equipment had obliterated whatever evidence might have been there. Finn had left the case in the hands of the County Sheriff's department, which would have to get more information from the coroner. Finn had suggested the possibility of a stillbirth to a worker in the country illegally; every year the police across the U.S. ran into a few unclaimed bodies in farm country. That's probably why the discovery had been kept quiet; few people wanted to admit to knowing illegals worked in their community. But babies didn't naturally turn up in farm fields. Or in the family dog's jaws.

A crunch from his own canine drew Finn's attention. Cargo flopped next to the fireplace, with the plastic shreds of the frozen dinner tray at his feet.

"For chrissakes, dog." Finn slid the photo back into his pocket, got up and cleaned up the remnants. He had to play tug-of-war with the mutt over the last piece, ending up with slobber up to his elbows.

"I should let you eat the damn thing." He stuffed the plastic pieces into the trash bin under the kitchen sink. "It would serve you right."

Cargo whined and collapsed onto the rug with a melodramatic sigh.

The television was stuck in commercial break mode. What was this, the fifth ad in a row? He wanted to see the sports scores before he went to the den to paint. He sat back down and raised the chair's footrest. He chose a multi-legged yellow wall-walker from an assortment in the bowl at his elbow and lobbed the toy at the large framed photo on the opposite wall. It smacked Wendy just below her wedding tiara and began the slow crawl on its suction-cup feet down her face. Such a beautiful face. So sweet and unpretentious. Or so he'd thought, up until six weeks ago. Now Wendy was living with her pretty-boy business professor outside of town, and he was stuck here in Podunk, Washington, with her dream house, her parents, and her animals.

His former dearly beloved had bought these sticky toys for the cats, who watched his motions with interest. When the first toy dropped off Wendy's wedding photo, he lobbed another, a green one this time. It glommed onto the bride's perfect little nose and quivered there for a second like a horrendous wart before rolling over onto her upper lip.

An orange furball leapt onto his abdomen. The cat deposited the yellow wall-walker onto his chest. It curled its paws under its body and purred, proud of itself.

He tapped the cat on the head. "So you fetch?" Dark orange stripes across its forehead looked like delicate feline eyebrows. The cat lifted its chin and pressed its head against his palm. He couldn't help but stroke it. The fur behind its ears was so soft Finn could barely feel it against his callused fingertips.

"Nice try," he said. "But you're still going to the pound."

*  *  *  *  *  *
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When Brittany saw the passenger seat of the Civic was empty, she screamed and dropped her groceries beside the car. Several people turned around to stare at her, and a kind, fat woman started picking up her groceries up from the pavement.

At first, Brittany had the insane thought that Ivy had crawled off. Leaving the driver's door open, she got down on her hands and knees to peer beneath the car. Only an old plastic bag was moving down there, inching its way across the filthy pavement in the light breeze.

"Are you okay, honey?" the fat woman asked.

Then Brittany saw Jed and Marcus and Madison in their smokers huddle across the parking lot. This was some sort of prank. Stuck-up seniors freak out slut girl. Oh yeah, laugh riot. She stood up and dusted off her hands.

"Yeah, I'm okay. I just ... uh ... saw a big spider run underneath my car." 

The woman smiled. "Oh, I hate those, too. But people say they're more scared of us than we are of them."

"Like I believe that." Brittany picked up her groceries and slung them into the front seat before she walked over to the smokers.

"Okay, you fuckheads, what did you do with her?"

They did a good job of acting surprised. "What did you call us, Brittany Morgan?" Madison put her hands on her hips just like her mother, the la-dee-da head of the PTA, did when she wanted everyone to know she was outraged.

"You heard me. Where's Ivy?" She looked around, expecting to see the beige car seat with Ivy in it on the ground between the nearby cars.

Jed squinted. "Ivy?"

She peered into the closest cars. "Ivy Rose, my baby." A terrible tightness began in her chest.

Marcus walked over to stand beside her, staring through the window of a RAV4. "We ain't seen no baby, Britt." For some reason, a lot of the preppy kids talked like they'd failed English 101. They thought it made them sound tough or something.

"No shit?" She examined each of their faces. Blank, blank, and blank. Her breath stuck in her chest. Ice water rushed down her spine and raised goosebumps all over her body. "Really, no shit, you don't have her?"

Madison touched Brittany's forearm with her perfectly manicured fuchsia fingernails. "You lost your baby?"

"Smooth, girl," Marcus commented. "Real smooth."

Suddenly the scenery got wavy, like air shimmering around hot metal, and a demon inside Brittany's chest clawed to get out. She ran back to her car. Please God, let me wake up now. The seat was still empty. No Ivy, no car seat. She tugged on the passenger-side door handle. Still locked. Nothing made sense.

The smokers joined her. She stabbed a finger toward the passenger seat. "I left her right here. She was sleeping in her car seat. Did you see anyone around here?"

They all shook their heads. "I saw you walk into the store," Jed said, "but I didn't see a baby. I didn't even see your car."

"That's because I parked on the other side of the—" She spun on her heel. The van was gone. Had it been there when she came out of the store? She couldn't remember. Choking down the nasty ooze that rose in her throat, she turned back. "Ivy was right here. See, I rolled down the windows a crack, and I locked the doors. All the doors. I know I did."

"Omigod. You left your baby in the car all alone?" Madison's mouth stayed open after she said it.

A brown-skinned woman in an orange sundress heard Madison and brought her shopping cart to a halt. "You left a baby in the car alone?" She stared straight at Brittany.

How could she pretend she hadn't now? Brittany nodded miserably. "And now she's gone." Her heart was pounding in her ears. Oh god, it was true. Ivy was gone. "Someone took my baby!"

The woman pulled a cell phone out of her purse and dialed nine-one-one. Then she made Brittany and the others go back into the store with her, and they talked to the manager and asked everyone in the store if any of them had seen a stranger with Ivy. Several people remembered seeing Brittany—"the girl with the strawberry-blonde ponytail"—but nobody had seen an infant at all. Nope, no baby.

"You left your baby in the car?" everyone kept saying, over and over. "You left a baby all alone in the car?"

Like that was somehow more awful than somebody stealing her daughter.
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One hour after Ivy disappears

Finn's cell phone chimed from the table beside his easy chair. There was a cat in his lap. Crap, he'd fallen asleep again watching the news. The TV, still on mute, displayed a game show. Yawning, Finn flicked the cell phone open. EPD—that would likely be Sergeant Carlisle on the desk this time of evening. He checked his watch. Damn. Officially, he still had ten minutes to go on his shift.

"Detective Finn," he growled.

The cat on his stomach slitted its yellow-green eyes. It looked like it was smiling.

"Get out of those slippers and into your wingtips," Carlisle said. "We need you down at the Food Mart."

"I wouldn't be caught dead in slippers or wingtips." Finn groaned. "The Food Mart? You kidding me?" 

The small police department had four detectives: two men, two women. Each twenty-four hours was split into four shifts between them, which meant they didn't really work as partners. The shifts overlapped by two hours, which theoretically allowed the detective going off shift to pass information and update the detective coming on about the open cases. Practically speaking, the system meant that most of the time each detective worked solo on his or her own case for however long it took.

The uniforms had a tendency to call the detectives in for every crime in which the perpetrator had not yet confessed. In this economy, there was no overtime pay, just a vague promise of 'comp time' that would probably never happen.

"Some vegan unplug the meat freezer again?" Finn asked. "Can't it wait until morning?"

"This'll wake you up."

*  *  *  *  *  *
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Forty minutes after he received the phone call, Finn was in the Food Mart parking lot. The uniforms had taped off the parking spot and kept everyone out of the blue Civic. He walked around the little car now, stopped for a moment to ponder the sticker on the back bumper—The Dinosaurs Died for Our Sins. Probably something to do with the school board. There was some silly argument about a resolution to teach all sides of the global warming and evolution debates. Whatever the hell that meant.

He studied the scene. A typical grocery store, cars coming and going, shoppers rolling carts up the curbs and through the lot, even now, at eight-thirty in the evening. The breeze was picking up, gusting candy wrappers and plastic bags across the pavement.

An empty soft-drink cup rolled into the taped-off area where Finn had assigned a rookie to collect debris. Scoletti wasn't happy about the job, especially now, when Finn had just told him to scrape up and bag all the chewing gum in the zone. Each wad in a separate bag, he had to remind the kid. Man, he missed having a Crime Scene team on his speed dial.

"Hey, Detective, you want me to get that cup, too?" The rookie's tone was smart-aleck.

"Yep. Bag it. But mark it as from across the lot." Finn ignored Scoletti's scowl and turned back to the youngster in front of him.

The girl, a strawberry blonde with hair falling into her eyes, appeared far too young to be a mother. Brittany Morgan had just turned seventeen, according to her driver's license. "So, Miss Morgan," he said for the second time, "Tell me again why you left your baby?"

"She was asleep. I didn't want to wake her up."

"And where was she when you left her?"

"I already told you, Ivy was in the front seat, the passenger seat," she sobbed. "Why aren't you out searching for her?"

"I need a little more information," Finn said mildly. "The baby was lying in the passenger seat in front?"

Brittany shot him a dirty look. "Ivy was in her car seat. What sort of a mother do you think I am?" She waved a hand in the air. "I know she's supposed to be in the back, but have you ever tried to put a baby carrier in the back of a two-door?"

Finn had already examined the interior of the Civic. Crumpled potato-chip bag, two hairclips in the back seat. An empty soda can on the floor behind the passenger seat and a bag of groceries in the driver's seat. There were faint marks on the front passenger seat that might or might not delineate the bottom edges of a baby carrier, and some crusty stripes on the floor mat that might or might not be dried drool or baby barf. No definitive sign that this girl even had an infant.

"Car seat?" he asked now. He turned and stared pointedly at the Civic again. No sign of a car seat.

"They took it! They took it when they took Ivy!"

"They?" Interesting that she used the plural. Just an offhand comment, or did she know more than one person was involved?

"Whoever!" she gestured wildly. "Whoever took Ivy!" She glanced into the car again. "Shit! They took my diaper bag, too!"

"Can you describe the car seat and the diaper bag?" He held his pen poised over the notepad.

Her gaze jerked to his. She pushed her fingers through her bangs, which immediately fell back into her eyes. He couldn't tell what she was thinking. She looked bewildered. A confused child.

He tried for a more gentle tone. "There are a lot of babies in the area. The car seat and diaper bag could help to identify..." He scanned his notes for the baby's name.

"Ivy!" she yelped. "Ivy Rose Morgan!"

"Ivy," he repeated softly. "What was the brand of the car seat?"

"I can't remember. It was used when I got it." Brittany scrubbed her hands against her cheeks for a minute, her eyes on the concrete sidewalk. "It was this icky color, kind of gray beige."

He wrote down taupe. "And the diaper bag?"

"The diaper bag was—well, it wasn't a real diaper bag, it was my old blue backpack, but it had two diapers and a little yellow dress in it, with a duck on the front. And some extra socks, because Ivy's always losing—" At that point her eyes flooded with tears and she made a strangling sound as she clapped a hand over her mouth.

He stared at the lines on his pad for a few seconds, giving her time to pull herself together. "Any other distinguishing marks on the bag—backpack? Any other items of yours inside?" he prompted in a low voice.

She turned back toward him. "I can't remember. I can't think about anything but Ivy. Why are we just standing here?" She stared at him, blue eyes pleading. After a second, she dashed over to Scoletti, who was on his hands and knees scraping gum from the pavement with a screwdriver. Grabbing a handful of the rookie's shirt sleeve, she sobbed, "Please, go look for my baby!"

In spite of his determination to stay dispassionate, Finn's heart lurched. When older kids went missing it was bad enough, but infants and toddlers—they were portable and easily disposed of, and they never asked strangers for help. He couldn't get the tiny corpse he'd seen this morning out of his head.

And then there were his missing cases in Chicago—a whole parade of them. Most were resolved as accidental deaths or negligent homicides, which often amounted to the same thing with careless parents. The only cases that ended more or less happily were the ones in which one divorced parent stole the kid from the other; at least those parents had hopes of their kid coming home, even if it was after a court battle. The worst case he'd worked on was the hunt for four-year-old Ashley Kowalski. After a twenty-two-hour search, they'd found her in an old refrigerator in the junk heap her grandparents called a backyard. He'd never forget catching her body as it tumbled out. He still had a scar from where he'd cut the back of his hand on the broken latch. He rubbed it now.

The discovery of Ashley's body had been bad, but it was the autopsy report that had done him in. The girl died an hour before they'd opened the refrigerator door.

He'd lasted two years in Missing Persons before asking for a transfer to Homicide. At least the victims there were already beyond help.

There were no detective divisions here in small-town America. In eighteen months, he'd worked everything from vandalism to hog rustling to armed robbery. Whether this was a homicide or a kidnapping or something else entirely, it was his case.

He walked over to Brittany and pulled the girl gently away from Scoletti. He led her to a bench at the side of the store. "We will look for Ivy, Miss Morgan, but first we need to know a little more. Now, when we arrived, the driver's door was unlocked..."

"Because I was putting the groceries in!"

"And what did you buy?" Sometimes a peripheral question resulted in important details.

"Diet Dr. Pepper, apples, bean dip, Fritos, oh no—" Her hands flew to her mouth again. "I forgot the Huggies! I need Huggies!"

A dust-streaked tow truck pulled into the parking lot. The driver's window slid down, letting a blast of country rock escape, and the guy's gaze flicked from each uniform to the next. When the driver finally glanced at him, Finn tilted his head toward the Civic, and the driver started maneuvering into place.

"I can't believe I forgot the Huggies," Brittany moaned. A mascara-laden tear rolled down her cheek, leaving a dark trail over freckles on its way to her chin. "That's the whole reason I came." Then she noticed the tow truck driver attaching the hook. Her expression changed to outrage. She jumped up from the bench. "Don't let him take my car!"

One of the other unmarked cars rolled in, and Perry Dawes, the detective Finn most often worked with, got out, accompanied by a middle-aged man who wore blue jeans and a worried expression.

"Daddy!" Brittany threw herself into the man's arms.

Finn listened to the girl's sobs and her father's questions for a few seconds. Satisfied that he'd glean no more clues there, he pulled the sack of groceries from the Civic and placed it on the sidewalk for the girl. Then he pulled Dawes aside. "Did you find the father of the baby?"

Dawes shook his head. "Not yet. Mr. Morgan told me that the baby's father is Charlie Wakefield, age nineteen. Who is in Cheney at Eastern Washington University right now, according to his parents, sharing a dorm suite with three other students. I've got the local PD checking on that. And by the way, the elder Wakefields—I had eyes on both of them—told me there's no proof Charlie is the baby's father."

"Really?" Finn raised an eyebrow. "Wakefield..." The name seemed familiar.

"Yep," Dawes said. "Travis Wakefield—our County Exec. Charlie's his son."

Finn rubbed a hand across his brow. The County Executive wielded a lot of influence, especially in a rural area like this. He and Dawes watched Brittany weep in her father's arms. Her tears were real and plentiful, but Finn had learned long ago that teenagers could be consummate actors. Brittany's father—Noah Morgan—seemed completely lost. His eyes scanned the parking lot as if he could spot the infant out there. Finn made a mental note to get the man alone as soon as possible to quiz him about his daughter and granddaughter.

"Where's Brittany's mother?" he asked Dawes.

"Closing up at Washington Federal Bank. She's assistant manager there. She'll be here any minute now. Dad runs the county recycling center outside of town."

"So all grandparents are accounted for?"

"Looks that way." Dawes raised a hand to cover a yawn, then continued, "I've never had a missing baby. Had kids that wandered off before, had two snatched by the non-custodial parents, but they could all walk and talk. Kids and babies," he grumbled. "They should've assigned Larson and Melendez to this."

"It happened before seven, so technically, it's ours. But don't worry; everyone will get pulled in on this until we know what's going on."

"The women are good for the domestics, but not tough enough with real scumbags. They may be dicks, but they got no balls." Dawes chuckled at his own joke.

Finn frowned. Surely the Evansburg PD required all their cops to take the same gender-sensitivity training he'd had to sit through in Chicago.

"Remember how Larson and Melendez were with the Animal Rights Union?" Dawes continued. "They'd have let those ARU nuts off with a misdemeanor charge. But we nailed 'em."

The way Finn remembered it, Dawes didn't start off with the intention of 'nailing' the radical students who'd freed all the rats and rabbits at the college laboratory.  Instead, Dawes had dismissed the event as a hilarious student stunt. He and Dawes were about the same age, early forties, but Dawes, having spent his years on rural police forces in Washington, had less experience with major crimes than Finn. On the other hand, he had a lot more experience in dealing with the local population.

"Now we're going to nail this, right?" Dawes broke off to answer his chirping cell phone, said "Got it, thanks," and snapped the cell shut again. "Shit. Charlie Wakefield's cell phone just goes to voicemail. His roommates said they think he's at the library, but so far the university police haven't confirmed that. They say they'll keep looking."

"We need to ping Charlie Wakefield's cell phone to verify the whereabouts, locate his vehicle ASAP, and we need to verify all the grandparents' alibis," Finn stressed.

Dawes grimaced. "The Wakefields won't like that."

"So what?" Finn challenged him.

Dawes squirmed under his glare for a moment before he extracted his notepad and pen from his shirt pocket. "Okay. I'll follow up on Charlie Wakefield and let you know when we locate him. And I'll ask his parents if anyone outside the family can vouch for their whereabouts."

Finn nodded. "I'll check out the Morgans." A car raced into the parking lot. A woman wearing a blouse and skirt jumped out of it, and ran over to Brittany and her father. That had to be Mrs. Morgan.

Dawes tapped his pen on his pad. "How 'bout the Morgan girl's friends? Could be a prank."

"Are kids that cruel?"

Dawes shrugged.

Finn pointed to the Dinosaurs bumper sticker as the tow truck pulled the Civic out of the parking spot. "What's up with this debate on the school board? Are the two sides hot enough to come to blows?"

"So far it's only been a lot of yelling. I don't understand why it's a big deal if they teach intelligent design and evolution." He shrugged. "Isn't that what science is supposed to be about? Keeping an open mind?" Dawes tried to slide his pen into his shirt pocket and missed, squinted and made it on the second try. Then he looked up again at Finn. "I don't even understand that sticker. Do you?

It was Finn's turn to shrug. He wasn't about to try to make sense of trading T-rex for absolution.

Dawes watched the tow truck pull the Civic across the parking lot. "Nobody would steal a baby just because of a bumper sticker, would they?"

"People the world over kill for their beliefs." Finn glanced at his watch. This was going to be one long night. "I'll talk to Mrs. Morgan, then I'll send a uniform over to babysit the Morgans while I fill in Melendez and Larson. Can you get all available uniforms out searching dumpsters?"

"Dumpsters?" After a second, Dawes's brain caught up, and he made a face. "Oh, jeez. Ya think?"

Finn rubbed his brow. "I've seen it before. We need to do three zones to begin with. Here, the girl's school, and the family home. Spiral out from all three starting points."

Dawes ran his fingers through his thinning blond hair, his eyebrows kinked in a frown. "We've never had one of those cases in Evansburg."

"Keep an eye out for a baby's car seat, too, and an old blue backpack used as a diaper bag, a baby dress with a duck on it, and any other baby stuff. Have the uniforms make a list of the checked locations to compare against the garbage company's tomorrow; we don't want to miss any."

Dawes groaned. "Tomorrow's garbage day."

"Good. So everyone's putting their bins out tonight. Check regular family cans, too," Finn added.

"No way we can cover the whole town by morning."

"Then get trash pickup called off until this is resolved," Finn told him. His head was starting to throb. Delaying trash pickup meant the whole town was going to find out about this.

"Garbage duty—the guys are gonna love this." Dawes rubbed his bony hands together and strode toward the trio of patrol cars clustered in front of the store.

A KEBR TV News van careened into the parking lot, screeched to a halt right at the yellow tape. Two female reporters dashed in his direction, microphones in hand. "Allyson Lee!" the one in the lead yelled. "Detective Finn!" He had been ambushed by Lee before. The cameraman behind her was already rolling.

"Rebecca Ramey!" the girl trotting behind Lee blurted, waving, as if he might pick her because of an alliterative name. Another camera operator, a girl this time, followed on her heels.

Damn. Most towns the size of Evansburg had no television news coverage, but the local college offered a degree in broadcast journalism, and the students used the community access channel to do nonstop coverage. Eager journalism students constantly trolled the streets for stories, and they all came from the sound bite generation. Finn straightened his shoulders and tugged the hem of his jacket to smooth out the rumpled fabric.

A blur of red-blonde hair streaked past him.

"Help me!" Brittany yelled at the reporter. "Tell everyone to look for my baby right now!"

Finn watched the girl's manic behavior. She clung to the reporter's arm as if Lee were her best friend. Had she been waiting for a news crew? Could this be a media-hound version of Munchausen's? Lee tucked Brittany in close beside her, wiped the teenager's face with a tissue and pushed the hair out of the girl's eyes, and then began to question her under the spotlight of the camera. Brittany's parents watched from the sidelines.

Rebecca Ramey, resigned to second place, shrugged at her cameraman and gestured him toward the cluster of onlookers.

Finn's turn would come soon enough. He pulled the horrible photo out of his pocket and looked at it again. He had a bad feeling about why Brittany Morgan had forgotten the diapers. He hoped he was mistaken. He'd really like to be proven wrong this time. But he feared that Ivy Rose Morgan had already met the same fate as Baby John Doe.
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Chapter 5
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Four hours after Ivy disappears

Tickle, Neema signed. Gumu chased her, bowled her over in the sagging middle of the web and, cackling like a mad scientist, continued his gallop to the highest corner. The rope webbing creaked ominously as the two gorillas frolicked in the heavy net stretched between steel posts. The silhouettes of the two apes against the tangerine sunset made a strange and beautiful tableau. Someday, Grace McKenna vowed, she would watch gorillas in their natural environment, nestled amid lush African vegetation, backlit by an African sun.

Josh LaDyne dug the sharp point of the shovel he carried into the soil beside Grace's foot. Sweat streaked his copper-colored face. "That net's not going to hold 'em much longer."

"Don't I know it. Gumu weighs almost twenty pounds more than he did when we moved in." Grace pushed her hair up off her sweaty neck. Even at sundown in early September, it had to be eighty-five degrees out.

Josh watched the gorillas tumble across the webbing. "Neema still doesn't want to sleep in the barn with Gumu? They're still just playmates?"

"Apparently." Grace sighed. "As best I can figure it out, Neema seems to regard Gumu as her brother. She says she wants a baby, but I don't know if she really understands how to go about it. I've shown her films of mating and giving birth."

"Among gorillas?"

She shrugged. "Chimpanzees. That was the closest I could find."

"In the wild, other gorillas would show her how babies get made, right? So you really should demonstrate for her." He paused, his brown eyes solemn. "As a fellow scientist, I'd be willing to help."

She feigned a right hook to his jaw. Laughing, he took a step back to avoid her fist. "Just a suggestion, Dr. McKenna," he said. "Or maybe I should have a man-to-man talk with Gumu."

"Since he's learned only four signs so far, that might be difficult." Gumu had been orphaned in Africa, and had been kept in a cage from babyhood until he grew into the huge hulk he was destined to be. He had joined them a year ago, a traumatized ten-year-old ape who was only now learning to trust a few humans.

Josh ticked Gumu's signs off on his fingers. "Give. Banana. Gumu. Neema. With a little rearranging, we could work with that." He thrust out his arms and beat his chest like a male gorilla.

Grace laughed. "Quit that. You're confusing them."

Inside the fenced enclosure, the gorillas had stopped their gymnastics to stare at them. Joke, Grace signed. Neema knew the sign and she certainly had her own childlike sense of humor, but there was no way to be sure if a gorilla understood the true meaning of the word.

Banana, Gumu signed back.

"See, what did I tell you?" Josh said. "I bet male gorillas think about their bananas even more often than male Homo sapiens."

"Impossible." Grace counted herself lucky that Josh had been willing to stay with the project after they'd been shuffled off to Evansburg. He was twelve years her junior, a grad student working on his dissertation; he could have chosen to finish in Seattle instead of coming to the sticks with her. She enjoyed his company, but sometimes his teasing banter made her uneasy. She was in charge of the gorilla sign language project, he was her protégé. But it wasn't a normal academic situation by any stretch of imagination. They basically functioned as gorilla parents to Gumu and Neema. Their relationship was often misconstrued by observers, especially because Josh was a very attractive specimen of African American manhood. To get off the subject of sex, she asked, "How's the new enclosure coming?"

"I dug the last post-hole this morning, so it's ready whenever the fencing crew gets here." He ran dirt-smudged fingers through his hair, leaving a trail of red dust through his tight black curls. "Thanks for all your help, by the way."

What a waste of talent, to have a Ph.D. candidate digging holes. She had to get more help around the place, more assistants to observe and teach the gorillas. She longed for the good old days, when she had to turn volunteers away. The days when ape sign language was totally new and astounding, before the wackos crawled out from under their rocks and politicians somehow gained control over university funding.

"Sorry," she groaned. "Neema wouldn't quit begging to go for a ride, so I took the van to the grocery store. I thought I'd never get it into reverse to get out of the parking lot. Then halfway home it wouldn't go into third, so I had to crawl back in second gear."

"You need to get the transmission fixed."

"Gee, ya think?" she retorted bitterly. "It's on the list. After  building the fence and heating the barn and finding more help."

The project definitely needed at least one more pair of hands, preferably a volunteer pair fluent in American Sign Language. She was spending all her time in animal care and property upkeep instead of writing research papers; that would not earn her any credit with the grant givers. Did she dare approach the biology or psych or special ed departments at the local college for volunteers? Was there a deaf students association?

No, talking to any of those groups would alert the whole community to their presence. From what she'd observed of the residents so far, it seemed a pretty conservative place. Signing gorillas might be more than the locals could take. The project had been very public in Seattle and they'd paid the price. Neema still mourned for silverback Spencer, Gumu's predecessor. As did Grace.

It would be better to lure another grad student for a semester. Better yet, two grads for two semesters. She could probably find another single-wide at a bargain price if only she could get a little more grant money.

She sighed. Right. Additional funds were unlikely. The downturn in the economy couldn't have come at a worse time. The annual check from the grant foundation was due any day now and it couldn't arrive too soon; she was dipping into her meager savings to pay for supplies and groceries. The van would have to stay parked for awhile.

She glanced around at the half-finished compound. "I'll help move rocks tomorrow, Josh."

"All moved." He yawned. "I found a baby rattler underneath one of 'em, too."

"Yikes. I'm glad Neema didn't see that. Did I tell you that she called me a snake this morning?"

"At least three times."

"Sorry." Surely he was exaggerating.

"I forgive you; it was very creative of her. I'll watch for that insult from here on; 'snake' will be a nice change from 'poop head'."

Both the gorillas now had their long black fingers woven into the wire mesh of the fence, their liquid red-brown eyes fixed on Grace and Josh. The sight of those intelligent eyes jailed behind wire mesh always gave Grace a pang of guilt. It's no different than using a playpen to corral toddlers, she told herself. These two youngsters were plenty capable of mischief.

Neema and Gumu studied humans just as intensely as Josh and Grace studied them. Like human children, gorillas learned by watching. They could open cabinets and refrigerators, punch computer keys, wield tools with much greater strength than humans. They understood a vast amount of human dialogue, whether or not they'd learned the signs to show it. Right now the gorillas were clearly eavesdropping, because Neema, her eyes round with anxiety, pulled her fingers from the mesh to sign Where snake?

No snake here, Grace signed.

Snake make baby cry, Neema signed back.

Grace frowned. Was Neema so often referring to babies now because she wanted a baby? Her favorite film was a National Geographic special featuring a gorilla family of five adults and three infants. Neema sometimes invented an imaginary baby or pretended her doll was a baby. Or referred to another animal as a baby. Or even to herself.

You baby? Grace flicked an index finger toward Neema's chest.

Neema huffed and signed here fine gorilla.

Josh laughed. "No problem with self-esteem in that cage."

Neema fine gorilla, Grace agreed. Grace fine woman, not snake.

Neema stared at her for a second, then signed Josh snake. Gumu snake. She hooted at her own jest and then leapt onto Gumu's back. The two gorillas chased each other across the netting again.

"Speaking of snakes," Josh said, "I'm fine. Thanks for your concern."

Grace jerked her thoughts back to him. "Oh god, I'm sorry. Are you okay?"

"Yep. I'm still three-dimensional. I can't say the same for the rattler. But I feel like a field hand. Next you'll have me pickin' cotton bolls."

"Get real. There's no cotton in the northwest. You'll have to stick with moving rocks."

The sun had set as they talked. Dusk triggered the security lights, which glowed dimly, outlining the perimeters of the three trailers set into a U-shaped formation—hers, Josh's, and the study trailer, where they worked with the gorillas and where Neema usually slept. The old horse barn with its attached fenced enclosure loomed in the fourth corner, the gorillas dark shadows in the webbing.

"Let them play," Josh said, reading her thoughts. "I'll put them to bed in an hour or so and lock up."

"Have you had dinner, Josh? I have enchiladas we could share. It's the least I can do for all your work today."

"Add a beer and I'll forgive you. But, none of that lite crap, you hear?"

"Amber ale, iced mug, slice of lime?"

"Sublime." He jerked the shovel out of the dirt. "Hey, I rhyme."

"I swear, you're twenty-six, going on twelve."

"And you're thirty-eight, headed for sixty." His hand landed on her shoulder. "Do us both a favor; relax the frown lines and lighten up for awhile."

Headed for sixty? That hurt. Somebody had to worry about all the picky little details like bills and future funding, didn't they? Still, sixty? Did she really seem like an old lady to him? She swallowed painfully and gestured toward her personal trailer. "I'll try, Josh. Ditch the shovel and wash your face and come on in. We can discuss tomorrow's lesson plan for Neema and Gumu."

He shouldered the shovel. "What the hell is a cotton boll, anyway?"

*  *  *  *  *  *
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Grace turned on the television in her living area as she poured their beers. She shoved the enchiladas into the microwave and settled at the counter on a kitchen bar stool next to Josh. On the television screen, police cars flooded the Food Mart parking lot. Grace turned up the sound as a female reporter stuck a microphone in front of a wild-eyed girl with a strawberry blonde ponytail.

"My baby! Someone kidnapped my baby out of my car!" the girl sobbed.

Grace grimaced. "That poor kid. She doesn't look old enough to even have a baby, let alone lose one." Having grown up in southern California, Grace was accustomed to hearing about all sorts of horrific crime, but babynapping seemed extreme for small-town Evansburg, Washington. Her eyes widened when the reporter estimated the time of the kidnapping.

Josh noticed. "You know that girl?"

Grace shook her head. "No. But Neema and I were parked in that same area just a few minutes earlier. Thank god we were gone before this happened."

*  *  *  *  *  *
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Brittany looked like a lunatic on the ten o'clock news, with hair sticking out everywhere and her face blotchy with tears. But wouldn't any mother whose baby had just vanished look a little psycho?

Then, after watching her interview in the grocery store parking lot, Brittany stared at the image of their neighbor, nosey Mrs. Kay, talking to a reporter in their own neighborhood.

"Well, I don't like to speak ill of the poor girl. Brittany's only a child herself. But once I walked into the house and the baby was lying on the carpet in the middle of the living room. Anything could have happened." Mrs. Kay pursed her lips like she was proud of all those old-lady cracks around her mouth.

Brittany threw her pillow at her tiny bedroom television set. "You damned old crone! Ivy was sound asleep. It's not like she can fall off the floor!" And she'd been just on the other side of the wall, getting a soda. This was just like the car thing. It was unbelievable how everyone kept harping on that. Some maniac had kidnapped Ivy and people were talking about her like she was a criminal.

Ivy's photo and statistics filled the TV screen. At least that was something; everyone would be watching for her baby. Her friends already knew; Cynda and Joy and Karleen had called to tell her the cops had visited them. All her friends had promised to get the word out about Ivy's kidnapping on Twitter, too.

She muted the sound on the television and walked to the window. So dark. She should be out there, searching for Ivy. But where? How could you know where to start looking? In her mind, she could hear a faint wailing. Was Ivy crying in hunger? Was she all alone in the dark? Brittany's stomach clenched again as horrible images raced through her head, but she'd already thrown up everything, there wasn't anything left down there but acid. Her breasts were another story. They hurt, so full that she should go use the pump but that would mean that she believed that Ivy wasn't going to be home any time soon.

Brittany couldn't think of anyone who hated her so much they'd take Ivy. Nobody could hate a little baby, could they? Okay, maybe Charlie was a little cold right now, but that was because he was away at school. He hadn't even seen Ivy yet, and guys weren't that much into babies anyway. No matter what Joy said, Charlie didn't hate her and he didn't hate Ivy. Nobody hated their own flesh and blood.

"Such a beautiful baby," people said, every time they saw Ivy. The kidnapper had to be some deranged woman who was walking by and saw this beautiful baby and wanted Ivy for her own. Probably one of those poor women who couldn't make their own babies. Like all the other pregnant girls, Brittany had gotten the lecture about the "selfless gift of adoption" from the school nurse. How could any mother do that? Her daughter could never be anyone else's daughter.

Brittany pressed her hand to the window pane. The glass was so warm that her fingers didn't even leave an impression. Like she really didn't exist. Maybe this wasn't really happening. Maybe Joy's brother Clay had slipped her some acid like he had at Joy's party a couple years ago. Then she'd seen butterflies everywhere. Everyone still laughed about it. She closed her eyes; opened them again. No butterflies. And her mind seemed to be working fine, because now she remembered that Clay had been sent off to juvie jail a year ago for peddling X at parties.

There was a soft knock at her bedroom door. The door opened before she could ask who it was, and Detective Finn walked in. Her dad stopped in the doorway behind him.

Finn's clothes were wrinkled and his graying brown hair was messed up. He made it worse by running his fingers through it. "Okay if I look around your room a little?" 

He walked around the changing table and pulled open the louvered closet doors. He studied the folded stacks of baby clothes in the cubbies and glanced back at her, probably surprised that she was so neat with Ivy's clothes. Hers were another story—she'd tossed a pair of stretched out jeans, a stained T-shirt, and yesterday's bra and panties in the far corner. Her peasant blouse had slipped off the hanger again and now lay on top of her running shoes.

The police officer downstairs had taken photos of the whole house and told Brittany not to move anything in her room, like she was a criminal. She found the remote on her bed and clicked off the television. Did Detective Finn have the right to paw through her underwear and criticize how she didn't hang up her clothes? "What if I said it wasn't okay?" she asked.

"Britt." Her father filled the doorway like he was blocking her escape to the hallway.

Finn shut the closet doors and turned to smile at her. "It's just routine; we always do this. Your parents already gave us permission." He stared at her sewing machine in the corner, closed up in its cover. Next, he studied the Diaper Genie for a minute as if trying to figure out what it was. Wrinkling his nose, he moved on to her bulletin board, where he looked over her colored pencil sketches of baby dresses and rompers. "What are these?"

"Designs by Brittany." She was especially proud of the yellow and black numbers—they made the girl babies look like butterflies and the boys like sweet bumblebees. "I design 'em and sew 'em. I design matching outfits for us moms, too."

"You're good," Finn said.

Like a police detective would know anything about fashion. But it was nice to hear anyway. "I'm going to go to design school after I graduate." She felt her father's glare land on her when she said that, so she added, "At night, probably, because I'll be working during the day."

"I see." The detective focused on her desk and then her laptop. "We'll have to take your computer." He walked toward it.

"What?!" She could understand the car because of fingerprints and all that, but why take her computer? "I need it to tell everyone about Ivy. I need it to print flyers."

"Looks like you already did that." Finn tapped a finger on top of the stack on her desk. "How'd you do it so quickly?"

She barely kept herself from saying duh. It had been hours. "It only takes a minute—just paste in the picture and type."

"I see." He snapped her laptop closed and jerked the cord out of the surge protector. "We'll need it just for a little while. It's all routine. We'll need your cell phone, too."

"I don't have one." Turning, she frowned at her father. She'd had one for six months, but he refused to replace it when it disappeared.

"No cell phone?" Finn asked. "Droid? Blackberry? I-Pad?"

She rolled her eyes at him. "I wish. I can't even text, if you can believe that. This isn't one of those rich houses, in case you haven't noticed. The computer's all I've got; I really need it for school." Not to mention it was her only lifeline to keep up with what was going on. "Why isn't everyone out looking for Ivy? Why are you treating me like I'm a criminal? Why do you need my computer?"

"We're all working to find Ivy." Finn stopped coiling the computer cord long enough to meet her eyes. "Brittany, someone might have been spying on you through the computer."

No way. "I hardly ever use the camera thing."

"You don't have to," he said.

Now there was a creepy thought. She'd heard about moles and spyware that could record your keystrokes and find your passwords and credit card numbers. Could someone out there read all her email?

"It might help us get Ivy back, Brittany. You want us to check, don't you?"

He made it sound like she was being selfish or something. Her cheeks were hot. "Yeah," she said. "Check."

Downstairs, the doorbell rang. A minute later, footsteps climbed the stairs. Could it be Charlie? Or maybe Joy? She could really use a friend right now.

"I know it's late, but I've asked someone to come along, someone I think you'd like to talk to." Finn gave her another smile.

And then in walked her mother with the very last person on earth she needed to see right then—Micaela d'Allessandro. Wearing a cop uniform, no less. Brittany stared at the tall black-haired girl and clutched Ivy's plush pig more tightly to her boobs, which were starting to feel like petrified wood and were probably already leaking through the pads.

"Brittany! You poor thing." Micaela plopped down on the twin bed next to her, throwing an arm around her like they were best friends.

"Is this her?" Micaela picked up the photo of Ivy that Brittany had taken off the wall. "You were lucky to have such a sweet baby."

She made it sound like her baby was in the past. "I am lucky. Ivy is sweet," Brittany hissed.

Finn squirmed like his jockeys were too tight. "I understand you two went to high school together," he said.

Like that meant they had to be friends? Brittany dropped her gaze to the floor. Had Micaela told him that they were exact opposites? Micaela d'Allessandro had been a big star on the soccer team when she was a senior and Brittany was a sophomore who practically flunked out of phys ed. Worse, Micaela was the originator of Virtue Inc., the holier-than-thou club where everyone promised to abstain from sex until they got married. Virgins on Ice, everyone else called it. Brittany checked Micaela's left hand—yeah, that stupid silver promise ring was still there.

While Micaela ran around being Miss Perfect Virgin, Brittany's growing belly proved that she was headed for the blistering tropics below instead of the cool fluff of heaven. Mrs. Taylor, who ran the program for unwed mothers, insisted on calling the program for pregnant girls by the ridiculous name of Sister-Mothers Trust, which Brittany and her friends quickly changed to Sluts on Toast before anyone else could come up with something more awful.

And now here they sat, Slut on Toast next to Virgin on Ice. As opposite as hot fudge on ice cream. Ivy'd be the cherry on top. Brittany raised her hand and bit down on her knuckle. She'd bite off her finger before she'd cry in front of Micaela d'Allessandro.

"I'm here for you, Britt." Micaela gave her a one-armed squeeze. "Whatever you want to tell me."

Brittany shrugged off the arm around her shoulders and slid away. "How'd you get to be a cop so fast?"

Micaela stiffened. "I'm a police tech right now. I work at the station and
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